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PUBLISHER'’S NOTE

Highlighting the glory of Kathopanishad Sadgurudev Sri
Swami Sivanandaji Maharaj says, “This is one of the most
beautiful Upanishads in which the eternal truths are given
in the form of a narrative.”

With great delight, we offer to our readers an exhaustive
and illuminating commentary on this beautiful Upanishad
by Worshipful Sri Swami Krishnanandaji Maharaj. In
the present book ‘Commentary on the Kathopanishad,
Pujya Sri Swamiji Maharaj blesses the spiritual aspirants
with an insightful analysis of each verse in his unique and
all-comprehensive style and also explains the sublime
doctrines of Vedanta in a very attractive manner.

It is our sincere hope that earnest seekers will find
‘Commentary on the Kathopanishad’ immensely useful
in clarifying all their doubts regarding spiritual life and
thereby marching ahead on the path to attain the Supreme
Goal of life.

—THE DIVINE LIFE SOCIETY
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Discourse 1
NACHIKETAS GOES TO THE LORD OF DEATH

The manner of presentation of the Kathopanishad, and also
some of its contents, bear some resemblance to the manner
of presentation of the Bhagavadgita. The Bhagavadgita
commences with a student, the seeker Arjuna, and the
Kathopanishad, which is what we are going to study now,
starts with a student, Nachiketas by name. Arjuna, as a
secker of higher knowledge, surrendered himself to his
Master, Sri Krishna. Here Nachiketas surrenders himself to
Yama, the Lord of Death, for the sake of knowledge.

The Bhagavadgita instruction starts with the distinc-
tion between sankhya and yoga. The Kathopanishad starts
with an instruction on the distinction between the good
and the pleasant. Sankhya and yoga are distinguished in
the beginning of the Bhagavadgita. Here we have the
distinction drawn by the great teacher between the good
thing and the pleasant thing.

As the Bhagavadgita proceeds to more and more
complicated themes, the Kathopanishad also moves to
very interesting subjects. Surprisingly, the analogy of
the inverted tree that we have in the Kathopanishad:
turdhva-miilovak-sakha (K.U. 2.3.1), we also have in the

Bhagavadgita: urdhvamilam adhahsikham (B.G. 15.1).
11
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That very same word is there in the Kathopanishad as we
have in the Bhagavadgita. Which came first, and which
came afterwards, we need not discuss here. Perhaps
the Upanishads came first, and the Bhagavadgita came
afterwards. Questions of life and death, and problems
concerning human life, the nature of the immortality of
the soul and the hereafter, which is the aim of the soul’s
ascent finally, are some of the themes which appear to
be commonly present in the Kathopanishad and in the
Bhagavadgita.

Aum saha nav avatu, saha nau bhunaktu, saha viryam
karavavahai: tejasvi nav adhitam astu: ma vidvisavahai; aum
$antih, santih, santih. A Shanti Mantra is recited at the
beginning of the Upanishad. Every Upanishad has some
Shanti Mantra which is recited in the beginning as well as
in the end. In this particular context of the Kathopanishad,
the Shanti Mantra is what we have recited just now.

Saha nav avatu: May That protect us both. Here ‘both’
means the teacher and the disciple. May we, the teacher
and the disciple, be blessed and protected by That. Saha
nau bhunaktu: May That energise both of us, and on the one
side, make us fit for teaching, and on the other side, make
us fit for receiving the teaching. Saha viryam karavavahai:
May we get strengthened by the energy imparted by the
teacher. Tejasvi nav adhitam astu: May our study impart
radiance and light to us. Ma vidvisavahai: May there be no
conflict between us, may there be no difference of opinion
between us, may there be nothing between us which
will break the harmony between us, may there be always
harmony between us. Aum santih, santih, santih: May there
be peace, may there be peace, may there be peace. “May
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there be peace” is said three times as an invocation of divine
powers for the freedom from three kinds of troubles to
which humanity is generally held: troubles that arise from
our own selves, known as adhyatmika tapa; troubles from
the outside world, known as adhibhautika tapa; troubles
coming from above by thunderstorm, heavy rains, and
even earthquakes, which are all superphysical occurrences
causing pain to mankind, known as adhidaivika tapa.
May there be peace in all the three directions. We begin
the study of the Kathopanishad after the recitation of the
Shanti Mantra.

Usan ha vai vajasravasah sarva-vedasam dadau: tasya ha
naciketd nama putra dsa (1.1.1). This is the first mantra of the
Kathopanishad. The meaning of this passage is that a sage,
a holy man called Vajasravasa, wanting to reach heaven,
desiring the joys of the celestial kingdom, performed a
sacrifice called Sarvavedas, also known as Vishvajit. The
condition of this particular kind of sacrifice, which is
performed for the attainment of heaven after death, is
that the person aspiring for this joy of the celestial world
should offer in charity everything that he has. Whatever
one considers as one’s belonging should be offered in gift,
in charity, so that after this performance of the sacrifice one
has nothing to call one’s own. One remains stripped of all
possessions and the consciousness of having any kind of
belonging.

This is a very difficult situation to imagine. Many
of us may not be able to summon to our own mental
imagination how it would look if we were stripped of
every idea of possession and belonging. “I have no house,
I have no land, I have no money. There is nothing with me
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that I can call my possession.” That circumstance in life is
a very interesting theme for study in spiritual psychology.
The spiritual method of approach to life is specifically a
way of placing oneself in a condition in which one is not
actually now, but in which one can find oneself some day
or the other. It requires a power of imagination. One can
imagine that one is a king. It is not merely a joke. The mind
can enjoy in sheer imagination the powers and glories of an
emperor or it can imagine the tragedy and grief of a beggar
because, after all, human experience, whatever be its nature,
is a mental operation in the end. All our experiences in
life are psychological, a kind of position that the mind
occupies in the structure of individual existence, by which
experiences follow. Usually, the buffeting of the individual
by outer circumstances in the world causes experience. Inner
conditions of the body may also cause certain experiences,
but we can summon an experience even without anything
happening outside or inside us.

Actually, theway of meditation, the principal occupation
of the yoga student, is nothing but a circumstance that we
are creating in our own mind which does not physically
exist in the world. In a similar manner is the purpose of this
sacrifice called Vishvajit, wherein one frees oneself from
every kind of attachment. This was attempted by the great
sage Vajasravasa, who had a son called Nachiketas. This
is what the first mantra, the first passage, the first sloka,
the first verse of the Kathopanishad tells us: usan ha vai
vajasravasah sarva-vedasam dadau: tasya ha naciketa nama
putra asa.

Tam ha kumaram santam daksinasu niyamanasu Sraddha-
vivesa, so’'manyata (1.1.2). The innocent boy, being a very
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lictle lad, was observing the sacrifice. Children are very
observant and can sometimes notice things much better
than older people because of the tremendous concentration
that they have and their capacity to focus their minds on
only one thing. The boy was observing the great sacrifice
being performed by the father and the gifts being given in
great abundance to all the people gathered there. Some
feeling arose in his mind. There was some kind of inner
transformation that took place in the mind of this little
boy when he saw his father giving charity—giving, giving,
giving, giving everything. What did the boy notice?
What was he seeing? He was seeing a very interesting
phenomenon.

Pitodaka jagdha-trna dugdha-doha nirindriyah ananda
nama te lokds tan sa gacchata ta dadat (1.1.3) is the third
mantra. The venerable father, wanting to enjoy the joys
of heaven and trying to follow the conditions of the
sacrifice meant for that purpose, was giving cattle in
charity. Perhaps, as was the case in ancient times, cattle
were considered as real wealth, more than gold and silver,
which was not respected very much. Generally people did
not own coins, currency notes, gold and silver, as much
as cattle. Cattle wealth was great wealth. So when cattle
were given as gifts in charity, it was tantamount to giving
whatever wealth one has. Cattle were being offered as gifts.
What kind of cattle?

Here is the peculiarity of the situation which touched
the very heart of this little boy. The boy was not foolish;
he was intelligent. He had a sense of what was proper
and what was not proper. What was he seeing? Cattle
were being given in gift. What kind of cattle? Pitodaka:
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They had drunk water for the last time. They would not
drink further. Jagdha-trna: They had chewed grass for the
last time. They would not be able to eat grass further on.
Dugdha-doha: They had been milked for the last time, and
further milk would not come from them. Nirindriyah: They
were so weak that they were tottering. They could not even
walk properly. They were in the lowest ebb of their life
principle, weakened by starvation—bony cattle that could
not eat grass further, could not yield milk anymore, and
could not even drink water. Such cattle were being given as
gifts. Very surprising indeed!

What does ‘gift’ mean? Charity means the giving of
that which we love most. It does not mean simply giving
something. Our heart has to go a little bit by the process of
alienation, and our joy should diminish a little because of
a part of our joy going to contribute to the joy of another
person. If we do not share a little of our love and joy, and
do not contribute thereby to the joy of some other person,
any kind of giving in that condition cannot be regarded
as a gift. If we have lost nothing by giving, we have given
nothing. And if the person receiving actually receives
nothing, the gift has not been received. So if cattle which
were about to die were offered like dead coins or broken
currency notes, Vajasravasa really lost nothing because
he had given things which were of no value whatsoever.
Because the things that he gave in gift had no value, he had
lost nothing, and because of that very reason, the person
receiving also received nothing. So it was a big game of
pretentious sacrifice.

The boy was looking at this. What did he feel inside?
People who give charities and gifts of this kind go to joyless
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worlds: ananda nama te lokas tan sa gacchata ta dadat. The
child felt: “My dear father does not know even this much.
The joyless, grief-stricken realms will be the result that
follows from the gifts pretentiously offered in this manner.
I am also a belonging; therefore, I too have to go as a gift.
All things that belong to my father should go in charity. As
I am his son, I belong to him, and so I must also go, and he
must offer me as a gift to somebody.”

Sa hovaca pitaram, tata kasmai mam, dasyasiti; dvitiyam
trtiyam; tam hovdca: mrtyave tva dadamiti (1.1.4): Nachiketas
asked his father, “Dear Father, to whom are you going to
offer me?”

The father did not pay any attention to this blabbering
of the impertinent child. He thought: “You speak like this
before me as if I am going to offer you, my dear son, to
somebody else?” and he spoke not a word in reply.

A second time the child asked, “Father, to whom are
you going to give me?”

The second time also the father did not give a reply. He
was annoyed.

A third time this boy persisted in asking the same
question: “To whom are you going to offer me as a gift?”

The father got irritated. “To hell you go. To death I
offer thee.”

Sometimes, in uncontrollable irascibility, people utter
words, to their own repentance afterwards. You might have
seen a father or mother condemning their children in words
which are abominable, they themselves not knowing the
meaning at all. Anyway, this word came from the mouth
of the father in haste and anger, though he would not have
uttered such words in saner moments.
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Bahtuinam emi prathamah, bahunam madhyamah; kim svid
yamasya kartavyam yan mayadya karisyati (1.1.5): This was a
very terrible thing for the boy to hear. “You ask me to go to
death? It is to death that you are going to offer me as a gift?
After all, what is the wrong that I have committed that I
should be consumed by the jaws of death? Maybe among
people I am not the best, maybe I am at least middling
in quality, but am I the worst that I should go to death?
What is the Lord of Death about to do with me? Should I
die for no fault of mine? Anyway, these words have come
from the mouth of my dear father. He wants me to go to
death. Father, stick to your words. Do not withdraw these
words.”

This is what Rama might have told Dasaratha because
Dasaratha might have felt really sorry for having given the
promise to Kaikeyi: “I shall offer you boons, whatever be
the boons that you ask.” But when the time came for it
and he had to offer the boons, to the chagrin of all people,
to his own sorrow and to his demise, he would have very
much liked to withdraw the promise, indications to which
he gave in his anguish-ridden words to Kaikeyi. But Rama
said, “Stick to your word, and I shall fulfil the promise that
you have given to Mother Kaikeyi.”

Anupasya yatha pturve pratipasya tathapare, sasyam iva
martyah pacyate sasyam ivajayate punah (1.1.6): So does the
boy Nachiketas speak here. “Father, stick to your word. Do
not withdraw the idea that was behind the words that you
spoke. I shall go to death. Remember how ancient people
stuck to their truth; pratipasya tathapare: how people who
came afterwards also stuck to truth. Once you utter a word,
it has to be stuck to forever. Do not withdraw that word.
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So please remember how ancient people behaved, and
how people who follow the ancient ones also behave. After
all, what is there in dying? There is nothing surprising in
it, and nothing to fear. Like corn, human beings shrivel,
and like corn, human beings rise up into action. When
the harvest dries up and is cut, the corn falls on the field.
Likewise, decrepit old age catches hold of every human
being and compels the body to shrivel to death. As corn
is cooked, human beings are also cooked by the power of
death. Sasyam iva martyah pacyate sasyam ivajayate punah:
Even if dried-up grain falls on the ground dead, as it were,
it is not really dead. It has to rise again into action when it
germinates. So is the case with people. People die only to
be reborn. After all, what is there if I go to death? I shall
lose nothing. I shall be born once again, perhaps as a better
man. Therefore, Father, stick to your word, knowing that
truth has to be followed, and also knowing that death is
not to be feared because death necessarily leads to rebirth,
possibly in a better state of affairs” Either Nachiketas
actually spoke these words or he mentally thought them, as
the case may be.

There is a linguistic gap between the verse that I read
just now and the verse that follows, either due to alacuna in
the redaction of the text, or the original text propounded
by the ancient Master has been kept as a guarded secret in
certain ways so that everything is not told, while something
necessary is told. Secrets of spiritual life are, no doubrt,
taught by Gurus, but they do not teach every blessed thing.
Something they withhold because students are not always
ready to receive everything that the Guru knows. In a
similar manner, perhaps some little thing between the two
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verses is kept secret. What seems to be there as the point
that is to be read between the two lines is that the soul
of Nachiketas leaves the body.

In another edition of this Upanishad that occurs in the
Taittiriya Brahmana, the same story is told in a different
way. A voice from the sky speaks.

Nachiketas went to the abode of the Lord of Death,
and passed three nights in the absence of Yama. He went
there when Yama was not at home, and stood outside,
starving.

After three days, when the lord of the house came,
he asked, “You have been here for three nights. What did
you eat?”

“On the first day, your cattle,” so goes the reply.

“What did you eat on the second day?”

“Your progeny.”

“What did you eat on the third day?”

“All your good works.”

The word used in the Sanskrit language for an uninvited
guest is atithi. Atithi is one who comes uninvited. The
uninvited comers are sometimes considered as God coming
because anything that happens without our knowledge and
without our interference should be considered as the work
of God, especially if the atithi is a knower of Brahman, a
Brahmana. In Nachiketas’ case he was such. He was a
Brahmin boy, and very self-controlled and, therefore, very
powerful. If such a person arrives at the gates of the house
of a person and is not properly received, he shall destroy all
the good works of the lord of that house. Like a fire does
the atithi come. As a burning flame does the atithi enter
the house.
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Vaisvanarah  pravisaty  atithir ~ bradhmano  grhan:
tasyaitam santim kurvanti, hara vaivasvatodakam (1.1.7):
Commentators say that this verse, this particular half
passage, is actually the words spoken by the queen of Yama.
The queen speaks, say the commentators of this passage, to
pacify this new guest. “He is burning like a flame because
of no attention being paid to him. May he be satisfied.
Bring water immediately. Wash his feet, make him seated,
and offer him gifts so that his anger may subside and you
will have peace. For three days this boy has been standing
here without anyone’s knowledge. He will destroy all your
good deeds and all your belongings. All your future will be
in ruins if you do not treat him properly. Bring water.”

Asa-pratikse samgatam stunrtam cestapirte putra-pasums
ca sarvan, etad vrnkte purusasyalpamedhaso yasyanasnan
vasati brahmano grhe (1.1.8): When a person come in that
way is not properly received, what happens? All the hopes
of the lord of the house are destroyed then and there. All
his expectations get burnt to ashes. All the good things that
he has done immediately die. All his friends depart. All the
results that followed from his sacrifices, i.e., philanthropic
deeds such as charities of different types that he has done
to people and the results of Vedic sacrifices, they also
immediately perish. His children die, and his cattle perish
when he disregards an atithi who comes. If the lord of the
house, not knowing the value of receiving guests, atithis,
ignores their presence, he loses everything that he has
got and himself gets ruined. This is what happens when a
starving man stands in front of him.

Yama is suddenly aware of all this because of the
instruction that is imparted to him by his own queen:
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“Great danger is ahead for you if you do not satisfy
this lad”

Tisro ratrir yad avatsir grhe me’nasnan brahman atitthir
namasyah. namaste’stu, brahman; svasti me’stu; tasmat prati
trinvaranvrnisva (1.1.9). “My dear boy,” says Yama, “you have
stood at my house for three nights without taking anything
from me, without taking food and drinking water. You are
a respectable holy man. Holy respectable Brahmacharin, I
have made a great mistake in not being present when you
came, and I made you starve. You did not drink even water.
Namaskar. Prostration to you. I salute you and prostrate
myself before you, great Brahmin, the glory of tapas. May
peace be unto me. Do not curse me. As a recompense for
the trouble that I have given to you, please ask for three
boons. I shall immediately, instantaneously, grant you
these three boons.”

This is an introduction to the Kathopanishad.



Discourse 2
THE FIRST TWO BOONS

We observed that the boy Nachiketas stood there at
the gates of the palace of Yama for three days and nights
without taking any food, and without even drinking water.
The great Master speaks to Nachiketas: “Prostrations to
you, O holy lad. As a recompense, as an expiation for all the
mistakes that may be involved in not treating you properly,
I offer you three boons.”

Nachiketas now speaks what he would like to have
from Yama, the great Master: the first boon, the second
boon, and the third boon. In asking, the boy is very logical.
The easiest thing, which can be granted at once, he asks for
initially. A more difficult thing he asks for as the second
boon. The most difficult thing, surpassing the earlier two,
he keeps for the last. Perhaps if he had mentioned the last
at the beginning itself, it would not have succeeded, and
it would have actually defeated the very purpose of the
granting of the boons. Wise was this boy, very intelligent,
and he knew what he was asking. So what did he say? The
first boon is here in this verse.

Santa-samkalpah sumanda yatha syad vita-manyur
gautamo mabhi mrtyo, tvat-prasrstam mabhivadet pratita,
etat trayanam prathamam varam vrne (1.1.10): “When I

23
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return, freed from you, O Lord, to the world where my
father lives, may he receive me with a calm and composed
mind, free from the anger with which he sent me to you.
When you release me from this place, let him recognise
me and speak to me cordially, lovingly and affectionately.
Of the three boons that you have been good enough to
grant me, this is the first one. Please be good enough to
give it to me,” says Nachiketas.

This is a single verse whose literal meaning is obvious
and clear, and we know what is actually meant. It has a
spiritual import. Actually, the Kathopanishad is a textbook
for the highest kind of spiritual instruction, a mystical
text even, and it has an outer meaning as well as an inner
one. Nachiketas, who faced death, could not have been
an ordinary person, as facing death is the last thing that
anyone can do. Death is said to be the greatest instructor
and educator of people. One who has faced it will, to alarge
extent, know the secret of life, because death is the secret
that is hidden from our vision throughout our earthly
sojourn. We live in this world minus the consciousness of
death. We do not even imagine that such a thing exists in
this world. What exists is a conglomeration of sense objects
which are expected to give us physical satisfaction, and we
consider that life is coeternal and coeval with the joys of
life, not for a moment thinking about the possibility of our
having to face a thing called death. Nobody thinks of it at
any time in the day, though that is what rules the world.
It is often said that what we call life in this world is only a
camouflage which death has put on. It is an incessant dying
that we are experiencing in this world, which we mistake
for actual continuous life.
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Little pieces of pictures totally different from one
another give the impression, illusorily, of a motion picture,
with people walking about, speaking, singing and dancing.
It is an illusory presentation presented to our senses,
which cannot catch up to the speed of the movement of
the pictures. If the power of the eyes can be adjusted to
the speed of the motion picture, we will see each picture
moving separately. Inasmuch as our visual capacity is
inferior to the velocity of the movement of the pictures
in a cinema, we mistake the isolated bits for a continuous
stream of motion.

In a similar manner, the ruling principle in this world
is fluxation, which is the very structure of everything.
Everything moves; everything is heading towards
something else every moment of time. Nothing is;
everything is becoming. If this is the law of life and this is
what is actually happening in the world, death is actually
what we call life, and our knowledge is nothing but a
shadow of ignorance. One who has faced death, one who
has actually encountered it, understood it and learnt a
lesson from it, would not anymore be a human being. He
would be a super-person, a superman.

When that person returns to the world, he would be
received in a different manner altogether. The reception
given by the world to a person who knows the world is like
the reception given by a thief to a person who knows that
he is a thief. If we mistake the person for somebody other
than a dacoit, he will be treated differently. The world treats
us as subjects, as servants, as it were, under the clutches of it
being impossible to understand how the world is working.
But a superman, or a Godman, is one who has insight into
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the very structure of things. We may call him a jivanmukta
purusha if we like, in traditional language.

When we take a bath in the sea of death and come out
drenched with it, we view things with a new perspective
altogether that has been given to us by the bath of death.
We will not be confined to the limitations of the world
if we overcome death. When a person who has overcome
the tribulations caused by the death principle visualises the
world, the world shall receive that person quite differently
from the manner in which it receives most of us ignorant
persons. It will not anymore be a terrifying phantasm
before us. The world will not anymore be a controlling
power over us. We shall have no fear from anything in this
world, because knowledge is also power. Knowledge of the
world gives us power over the world.

At present we are ignorant people. We have no
knowledge of things. Neither do we know how we are
related to this world, nor do we know what the world
is made of, what its internal constituents are. We are
helplessly dragged by the whims and fancies of nature, we
may say, or even granting they are not whims and fancies,
by the laws of nature, of which we are totally ignorant.
The days and the nights and the seasons, the heat and the
cold and the rain and the drought, and the concomitant
difficulties that arise from these events over which we have
absolutely no control, make us subjects in this world. We
are no more masters of the world, because these problems
are the outcome of our not being able to understand how
we stand in the context of this world.

When we return to this world after having faced
death, it means to say, having plunged very deeply into
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the constituent death-like features of the world, it shall no
more be a fearsome ogre before us. Calm and quiet will be
the world before us. It will not be a terrifying medium of
material presentations, as it is to us now. We will not be
a servant of the world anymore; it shall be our servant. It
shall not anymore be an object of our senses; it shall be
our friend. Control over things follows from the inner
knowledge of the constituents of the objects. Wherever
there is insight, there is also strength over the things of
which we have an insight.

So spiritually construed, this particular mantra, or
verse, is also a hint into the manner in which a great genius,
a spiritual stalwart in insight, lives in this world, and how
the world reacts in respect of that person. The world is not
anymore a snare to that person. All things will be smiling
before us. They will not frown at us, as they are doing now.
The things in the world will be our friends. The so-called
inert matter of this earth stuft will assume an intelligence
which will speak to us in the language of friendship and
conformity, rather than difference and dissidence.

A superman’s return to the world is an inner significance
of this verse, a secret meaning that is hidden here, while the
outer meaning is just the literal dictionary meaning which
I read out just now: “When I go back, may my father greet
me with affection.” This world is our father; may it greet us
with affection. May it not tantalise us, may it not subject
us to its drama-creating activities. May it not subject us to
death. We shall not be subject to death anymore, because
we shall have the vision of death much before we return
to the world. This is the meaning of Nachiketas having
confronted death and wanting to come back to the world
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unscathed and unaffected by the turmoil characterising the
world. This is an inner, secret, mystical meaning which may
be read into this verse, apart from the exoteric meaning
which is obvious to everybody.

Yatha purastad bhavita pratita auddalakir arunir
matprasrstah, sukham ratris sayita vitamanyus tvam dadrsivan
mrtyumukhat pramuktam (1.1.11). Yama gives a reply to this
request of the boy Nachiketas. “Granted. As your father
was loving and affectionate towards you before you came
here to me, so will he be loving and affectionate to you even
when you go back after having been released by me. In the
same way as he was, so shall he be in the future also. After
having seen you come back from my realm, his anger will
totally vanish. He shall be happy to see you.”

This is another verse which has a similar internal
meaning as the earlier one, complementary to the internal
meaning attached to the earlier verse, signifying that the
principle of death will free us from its clutches provided
that we transcend the limitations of the human personality
and become supermen.

We have supermen in this world. Bhagavan Sri Krishna
was a superman. The Avataras of Vishnu are all symbols
of supermen. The Incarnations and the Avataras that we
speak of in the religions of the world are supermen. They
could walk on this earth and also keep their heads high in
the heavens. They think through the heavens but walk with
their feet on the earth; such are supermen. That is, they
have a direct contact with the two worlds at the same time,
the deathless and the death-ridden, whereas people who
are ordinary men, not supermen, have no consciousness of
a heavenly existence and do not think like heavenly beings.
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They think like mortals, and their thoughts are overcome
by anxieties, vexations and constant distractions, giving no
peace in this world even for a moment.

No human being can have real happiness in this world
because we are involved in a fluxation of the movements
of nature, the world as a whole, and like a straw that is
being driven by the flood of a river without any control
over itself, we seem to be moving in this world of nature
which is helplessly driving us as a shepherd is driving sheep.
Such a predicament will no longer be ours if we overcome
the defects of human nature by freeing ourselves from
passion, greed, anger, and desires of every kind, and cleanse
our personality with the knowledge of there being such a
connection between the mortal and the immortal. That is
to say, we shall be able to live in the world as gods verily
walking on earth. Then the world shall not be anymore
an inimical presentation before us. It shall be friendly,
affectionate, loving.

So the great Lord says, “Go back, and you shall have no
problems anymore.” This much is briefly the import of the
first boon. Great is the consequence of even this first boon.
To be a superman is not an ordinary achievement, but
there is something more than being a superman. There are
greater secrets than the secrets mentioned already. What
are they?

“May I ask you, great Master, another thing which is
a different boon altogether, far superior to the one which
you were good enough to grant to me? I shall spell out the
second boon. Please condescend to grant it to me,” asks
Nachiketas. This is something more difhcult, deeper, wider
and grander than the earlier one.



30 COMMENTARY ON THE KATHOPANISHAD

Svarge loke na bhayam kim ca nasti na tatra tvam na
jaraya bibheti. ubhe tirtva asandya pipdse Sokatigo modate
svarga-loke; sa tvam agnim svargyam adhyesi mrtyo, prabriihi
tam Sraddadandya mahyam, svarga-loka amrtatvam bhajanta,
etad dvitiyena vrne varena (1.1.12-13): Nachiketas speaks.
“I have heard, O Master, that there is a heavenly world of
deathless beings. Na tatra tvam: You are not there. It means
that death is not there. And no one there is afraid of old
age. The gods in heaven are said to be free from old age
and death. There is birth, childhood and youth. There are
only three conditions of life there—birth, childhood and
youth—but no decay, no old age, no death. I have heard
that such a realm exists. There is no fear in that kingdom.
The kingdom of heaven is free from fear of every kind; this
is what I have heard. Hunger and thirst do not torment
people there. They are not actually people; they are called
angels, gods. Freed from every kind of grief, the denizens of
heaven enjoy life perpetually. What is this heaven? Where
does it exist? What is its dimension, and what is the reason
for the denizens, the citizens, the occupants of that region
to be so happy, free from the sorrow of old age and death?
Please instruct me in the knowledge of that particular
sacrifice, the fire sacrifice, by the performance of which
I shall be able to attain to that heaven where glory is the
heritage of everyone. No sorrow of any kind will be there.
Please instruct me into this vidya, the secret knowledge of
a great unknown sacrifice, because it is difficult to imagine
what kind of sacrifice it could be which can transform a
mortal into a deathless being in the heavenly world. It is not
known to people because had it been known to everybody,
all would have performed that sacrifice. The world would
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have been depopulated and there would be overpopulation
in the kingdom of heaven. That does not take place because
no one in the world knows what it is.”

Now, when we read this, we should not be under the
impression that we will get this knowledge merely by
reading these two verses. The writer of the Upanishad has
been careful to tell us that such a knowledge was granted to
Nachiketas without telling us what that knowledge is.

“So great Master, you know this great vidya, this art, this
science of this sacrifice. I am full of faith. I eagerly seck this
knowledge. Please tell it to me, because one who attains
to that heavenly world enjoys deathlessness. May I also be
blessed with that boon. This is the second boon. Will you
kindly give it to me?” asks Nachiketas.

Pra te bravimi tad u me nibodha svargyam agnim naciketah
prajanan, anantalokaptim atho pratistham viddhi, tvam etam
nihitam guhdyam (1.1.14): The great Master speaks, “I shall
gladly give it to you. Take it. My dear boy, listen carefully
to what I am saying. This heavenly universal fire is now the
object of your quest, and I know what it is. I shall grant this
boon to you in the form of instruction in this knowledge.
What happens if you gain this knowledge? Do you know?
Endless will be the suzerainty that you will gain. Power
unlimited will be in your possession, and you will be
established in the very root of the world—pratistha.”

Actually, according to the commentaries, this pratistha,
or the root of the world, is the Virat, or the Vaishvanara-
tattva, which is also known as the Vaishvanara-agni, details
of which meditation are described in the Fifth Chapter of
the Chhandogya Upanishad. This great root of the world,

the knowledge of which will make one endowed with
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immense power and endless suzerainty, is not just spread
out outside. It is also in the deepest recesses of one’s heart.

The secret of this wisdom is indirectly revealed, though
not clearly and publicly, when it is told to us that this
universal root of the world is also in the heart of every
person. The secret lies here, that the attainment of this
universal suzerainty is tantamount to acquiring control
over ones own self because it is the essence of our own
being, while it is also the essence of the whole world
outside. How would we envisage it? The difficulty is in the
method of adjusting our mind, or consciousness, for the
purpose of this great meditation.

As I mentioned, the Chhandogya Upanishad goes into
great detail in regard to this subject. Some learned people,
six in number, went to Ashvapati, a great Master, who was
the king of that country. They were all already well learned,
in a way they were brahmasrotriyas, but they had great
difhiculties. They had doubts in their minds as to what this
universal Atman is. How would we think the universal
Atman in the mind? When we use the word ‘universal, we
imply that it is as large as the whole of creation, or even
larger than that. This means to say that is very, very far
from us, unimaginably remote. But at the same time, it is
said that this unimaginably distant so-called something,
dimensionless infinity, we may say, is inside us. This is a
startling feature of this instruction. “If you say it is within
me, [ understand something is inside me. Or if you say it is
everywhere, I also understand that. But if you bring these
two features together, I cannot understand.” So these great
men had to go to Master Ashvapati, and he gave them the
secret of this meditation. Yama, the Master who teaches
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Nachiketas here in this Upanishad, mentions once again
that the root of the world—which is the cause of unlimited
rulership of the whole world, of the cosmos—this root is
within us.

Lokadim agnim tam uvdca tasmai, ya istaka, yavatir va,
yatha va. sa capi tat pratyavadat yathoktam; athasya mrtyuh
punar evaha tustah (1.1.15). Now, having uttered these
words, the great Master initiates the boy into the secret
of this sacrifice. The origin of the universe, which is the
supreme Vaishvanara fire, is told to Nachiketas. Lokadim
agnim tam uvdca tasmai: The origin of all things, which is
the fire of the sacrifice, is clearly told: how many bricks are
to be there in the altar of this sacrifice, what types of bricks
are to be used for this altar, and how one is to commence
the actual oblations in the sacrifice. Ya istaka, yavatir va,
yatha va: How, what kind, and how many—all these things
were mentioned.

Actually, it will be very clear that these bricks cannot
be made of earth. Though symbolically the word ‘brick’ is
used here for the construction of the altar in the sacrifice,
it cannot be a material brick because of the fact that
the sacrifice, which is the subject of this verse, does not
seem to be a material offering. The object of attainment
is non-material because it is everywhere, and inside us
also. These bricks are nothing but certain patterns of
thinking. They are modes of thought, adjustments of
consciousness, and processes of conditioning oneself.
These are the bricks, and a tremendous type of initiation
is necessary for this. To conceive a universal that is inside
us, our consciousness has to be adjusted in such a way that
is ordinarily a total impossibility. So these bricks are not



34 COMMENTARY ON THE KATHOPANISHAD

material substances weighing some kilograms; they are
bricks of consciousness.

When this instruction was given, every word was
repeated by Nachiketas. “Do this, do this, this way, this
way, Lord Yama said; and Nachiketas repeated it: “Yes, yes,
yes. I understand, I understand, I understand.” Sa capi tat
pratyavadat yathoktam: As was told, so was repeated word
for word by Nachiketas. Great thing! A tremendously
carthshaking knowledge is described here very, very
briefly—so briefly, so secretly that the ordinary, shackled
mind cannot make any sense of this. Great purification
is necessary even to grasp the import of what this vidya
is. Nachiketas understood it, practised it, and conquered
death. This is the Upanishad for conquering death.

Tam abravit priyamano mahatma varam tavehadya
dadami bhuyah. tavaiva namna bhavitayam agnih, srnkam
cemam aneka-ripam grhana (1.1.16): Having been pleased
with the way in which Nachiketas received this vidya, Yama
speaks. “I shall bless you with another boon which is not
one of the three—a fourth one, as it were. In future this
vidya will be called Nachiketas vidya. That is, your name will
be immortalised from this day onwards.” As we dedicate
a building in the name of some great personage or call a
road by somebody’s name, etc., this vidya specially granted
by Yama to Nachiketas was hereafter known as Nachiketas
vidya, or Nachiketas agnividya. Tavaiva namna bhavitayam
agnih: “This vidya will be known by your name in future,
and I shall give you a garland full of colourful constituents.”

What is this garland? The Upanishad does not tell us
what the garland is made of. It cannot be a flower garland.
It also may not be a garland of jewels. It is a secret, mystical
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garland. Here the commentators come to our aid when
they say that this garland of many hues, contours and
colours mentioned in this verse is actually the knowledge
of the mystery of life and death, of the process of karma
itself. One of the greatest secrets of the world is the mystery
of karma—how actions produce complementary reactions,
what kind of fruit is the outcome of what kind of action
that we perform, and what is actually the connection
between birth and death. We know these words, but their
actual import is difficult to immediately grasp. Why is
it necessary for us to be born? If we had not been born,
what is the harm? Having been born, why should we die?
If we do not die, what is the harm? And why should every
action produce a reaction? These are the multifaceted hues
of life in this world. The secret of this is also given here in
the form of a garland—mystical, invisible, unsubstantial,
intangible. Power and glory are attached to this spiritual
garland. This is what the commentators tell us. The secret
of life and death and karma is also granted. This is a new
kind of boon that was granted—a fourth boon, as it were.

Trindciketas tribhir etya sandhim trikarma-krt tarati
janma-mrtyu, brahmajajiiam devamidyamviditva nicayye’'mam
santim atyantam eti (1.1.17). Yama speaks further, “Any
person who has performed the sacrifice of Nachiketas
three times, and anyone who has been inwardly united
through this knowledge which is secret, which is threefold
in its nature, overcomes birth and death.”

What is the threefold knowledge, the threefold getting
united? We have to look to the commentators here again
because the words are too mystical. They do not give an
overt meaning. The three-times performance is identified
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with the practice of a kind of meditation which consists,
first of all, in receiving knowledge from a preceptor, then
contemplating it inwardly in one’s own mind, delving
deeply into it, and converting that knowledge into the
very being of one’s own self, which is sometimes known
as sravana, manana, nididhyasana. This is one meaning that
commentators attach to the passage “he who has thrice
performed the Nachiketas sacrifice”; or we may literally
say it means one who has performed it three times and has
been inwardly united through instruction by means of the
Vedas, the Smritis and the Masters, which is also a meaning
that has been read into it by commentators because the
original itself is too mystical and its meaning is not obvious.
Knowledge comes to us through the Vedas, the Smritis, and
the observation of great people. This is the threefold unity
to be inwardly achieved by the study and acquisition of
the knowledge of the highest scripture, which is the Veda,
and the secondary scripture, which is the Smriti, the law of
ethics and morality, and the lives of saints, the conduct of
the Masters.

Thus, one who has performed the Nachiketas sacrifice
in a threefold manner, and has performed the three duties,
is free from death. Yajna, dana, tapas are the three words
that we have in the Bhagavadgita. The greatest duty of
the human being is yajna, dana, tapas. We have gone into
the meaning of these three words on other occasions, so I
shall not repeat them now. These three are said to be the
study of the Veda, the performance of sacrifice, and giving
in charity. These three meanings are available to us in the
Chhandogya Upanishad, but to make it less complicated,

we may take it as yajna, dana, tapas in the language of
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the Bhagavadgita. Great conditions are put here: thrice
performing, in a threefold manner, and getting inwardly
united by three means of knowledge, and performing three
duties—yajna, dana, tapas. Such a person is free from death.
He overcomes birth and death. He becomes omniscient by
knowing this, the root of the universe, Vaishvanara, which
is rooted in Brahman.

Brahmajajiiarn devam idyam: having known this adorable
God of the cosmos who was born of Brahman. We know
the gradation of the manifestation of the Supreme Being
as Brahman, Ishvara, Hiranyagarbha and Virat. We are
now discussing the power and knowledge of the Virat as
the Vaishvanara-tattva, knowing which, one becomes the
Lord of the universe, and are describing it here as being
born of Brahman. Knowing this, one becomes endowed
with eternal peace: brahmajajiiam devam idyam viditva
nicdyye’'mam santim atyantam eti.



Discourse 3
NACHIKETAS ASKS FOR THE THIRD BOON

The great Master Yama initiates Nachiketas into the
mystery of the Vaishvanara-agni through the sacrifice which
is mystical in its nature, and every kind of detail connected
with the sacrifice is also explained. Nachiketas, like a very
good student, repeats every word of the instruction given
to him by the Master.

Trindciketas trayam etad viditva ya evam vidvams cinute
naciketam, mrtyu-pasan puratah pranodya Sokatigo modate
svarga-loke (1.1.18): Yama says, “Whoever knows the secret
of this Nachiketas fire, performing it three times, in three
ways, with three modes, etc., and knowing this, conducts
this sacrifice in one’s own consciousness, such a person frees
himself from the rules of death and, transcending all sorrow,
enjoys immeasurable bliss in the kingdom of heaven.”

Esa te’gnir nachiketas svargyo yam avrnithah dvitiyena
varena, etam agnim tavaiva pravaksyanti janasas; trtiyam
varam naciketo vrnisva (1.1.19): Yama continues, “You have
asked for the second boon in the form of this great fire, and
here it is for you. Take it and be happy. Your name will be
associated with this sacrifice for all eternity, and in future
this sacrifice will be known as the Nachiketas sacrifice.

Now, my dear boy, ask for the third boon.”
38
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This next boon comes unexpectedly like a bombshell
on the head of Yama, the great Master. The boon which
Nachiketas asks for is startling, shocking to Yama himself.
He never thought that the boy would ask such a question,
because the first two were simple enough to understand.
The third boon is something which one cannot easily
understand. What is this third boon? Supremely intelligent
indeed is the boy Nachiketas to have thought of putting
this question to Yama, the greatest of teachers.

Yeyam prete vicikitsa manusye ‘stity eke nayam astiti caike;
etat vidyam anusistas tvayaham, varanam esa varas trtiyah
(1.1.20): Nachiketas says, “Here is the third boon that I ask
for. There is a great doubt among people on one important
matter. After the soul leaves this physical body and this
physical world, people say it is, or sometimes they say it
is not. I want to be initiated into this knowledge of what
actually happens to the soul that leaves this physical world,
this physical body. Where does it go? What happens to it?
Will you kindly grant this third boon?”

Devair atrapi vicikitsitam purad, na hi suvijieyam, anur esa
dharmah, anyam varam naciketo vrnisva, ma moparotsir ati
ma srjainam (1.1.21): Lord Yama replies, “You are asking
this kind of question? Don’t harass me unnecessarily.
Because I asked you to choose a third boon, you are asking
this kind of question which is too difficult for me, because
even the gods have a doubt about this matter, let alone
mortals. Even the celestials in heaven cannot answer this
question and you, mortal young boy, want to know this?”
Devair atrapi vicikitsitam purd, na hi suvijiieyam: “It is not
casy to understand.” Anur esa dharmah: “Very subtle is this
truth. Please ask for something else.” Anyam varam naciketo
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vraisva: “Don’t bind me with this request.” Ma moparotsir
ati md srjainam: “Please relieve me from this obligation to
answer this kind of question.” Yama himself wants to be
free from this bond, or noose, of the question of this boy.
“Ask for something else. Every glorious thing, wonderful
thing, magnificent thing I shall give you, but don’t put a
question like this.”

Nachiketas says, “You are telling me that even the gods
cannot answer this question, which means that you know
the answer to this question. Otherwise, how would you say
this?” Devair atrapi vicikitsitam kila, tvam ca mrtyo yan na
suvijiieyam dttha, vakta casya tvadrg-anyo na labhyah; nanyo
varas tulya etasya kascit (1.1.22): “Did you tell me that it is
not possible for even the gods to know this? You told me
that it is more subtle. Do I gather from this that you know
it? And shall I find a better teacher than you? I shall not
ask for any other boon, because I will never find a teacher
like you anywhere else. When you say it is so subtle and
even the gods do not know it, it means you know it.” Nanyo
varas tulya etasya kascit: “No other boon that you give
me will be equal to this. Therefore, don’t tempt me with
anything else.”

Yama says, “Don’t go on persisting like this. Please listen
to me.” Satdyusah putra-pautrdn vrnisva, bahiin pasin hasti-
hiranyam asvan, bhiimer mahad-ayatanam vrnisva svayam ca
jiva sSarado yavad icchasi; etat tulyam yadi manyase, varam
vrnisva, vittam cira-jivikam ca, maha-bhimau nachiketas tvam
edhi, kimanam tva kamabhajar karomi (1.1.23-4): “Sons and
grandchildren, and living for hundreds of years—ask for
these things, and I will give them to you. Cattle, any number
of cattle, thousands of cattle, ask for this. Elephants, as
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many as you want. Gold, horses, ask for this. Why do you
put this question? Ask for the emperorship of the whole
world, and I shall grant that. I shall make you the emperor
of the whole world. Do you think it is not good enough?
And I shall make you live for the longest period of time. As
many years as you want to live in this world, so many years
[ will permit you to live. What else do you want, sir? All the
glory, all the gold, all the elephants, all the horses, all the
cattle, children and grandchildren, kingship of the whole
carth and the longest life, endless—I don’t think that there
is anything more glorious than this kind of present that I
am offering. Ask for that, but don’t put this question.”

You can imagine there is something terribly difficult
in this answer that is to be given; otherwise, why should
Yama be so very particular to withdraw himself from the
responsibility of answering this question, and wanting to
make Nachiketas emperor of the whole world instead? Can
you imagine? There is something very mysterious about it;
otherwise, he would not have been so reluctant to speak on
this matter.

“Take everything else, but do not ask this question. All
gold, all wealth, all long life—if you think it is okay, take it.
In this glorious world, be a glorious ruler. Whatever you
wish will be given to you. Your wish will be materialised
immediately; there will be nothing that you lack in this
world. But don’t put this question,” says Yama.

Ye ye kama durlabha martya-loke sarvan kamams
chandatah prarthayasva, ima ramah, sarathah saturyah,
na hidrsa lambhaniya manusyaih, abhir mat-prattabhih
paricarayasva, naciketo, maranam manupraksih (1.1.25):
Yama continues, “You can ask for things which no man on
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carth can get, and I shall give that also.” See the temptations.
“All wealth which humanity cannot expect, you can have
that. That which is superhumanly possible but humanly
not possible, that also I am prepared to give you—all the
desires conceivable in the world. Here are the maidens with
musical instruments in their hands, capable of entertaining
you with their songs and dances. These things you cannot
get anywhere in this world. No man in the world can have
this opportunity of such a blessedness and glory that I am
presenting before you.” Abhir mat-prattabhih paricarayasva:
“Be attended with all the celestials. Are you satisfied?”
Naciketo, maranam manupraksih: “About death, speak not
to me.”

“What is this, my dear Lord? Are you tempting me
in this way?” replies Nachiketas. Svo-bhava martyasya yad
antakaitat sarvendriyanam jarayanti tejah, api sarvam jivitam
alpam eva tavaiva vahds tava nrtya-gite (1.1.26): “You have
told so many things. I have heard it. You want me to enjoy
all these things. How will I enjoy them except through
the sense organs, which will one day wear out? Tomorrow
may be the last day. Bubble-like is this world which can
burst at any moment, and worn-out sense organs cannot
enjoy anything. What is the good of living a long life
with worn-out sense organs? The energy, the vitality and
the capacity to enjoy gradually diminish day by day as age
progresses. Do you want me to live for the longest number
of years and become old and decrepit? Even the longest life
is very short in the life of eternity that is ahead of us. What
is the good of telling me I can have a long life? Take all your
chariots, take all your music, take all your dances. I do not
want them. Take them back.”
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Na vittena tarpaniyo manusyah, lapsydmahe vittam
adraksma cet tva, jivisydmo yavad isisyasi tvam varastu me
varaniyah sa eva (1.1.27): Nachiketas continues, “No man
can be satisfied with wealth. Have you seen anybody in the
world who is satisfied with wealth?” Lapsyamahe vittam
adraksma cet tva: “When we behold a person like you, we
have observed all the world. The very vision of a Master
like you is wealth by itself. I am face-to-face with the great
celestial Master. Is that not wealth? Do you want me to
have further wealth of gold and silver? Is it equal to you
when I am sitting before you? We will live in this world
only as long as you permit us, because death will overtake
everybody one day or the other. Even if I am granted the
longest life, what is the longest life? It has to end one day,
and Yama will come. Therefore, I want only that which I
asked for, and not anything else.” Varastu me varaniyah sa
eva: “l insist on that one thing which I asked for, and I shall
not listen to anything else that you tell me.”

Ajiryatam amrtanam upetya jiryan martyah kvadhasthah
prajanan, abhidhyayan varnaratipramodan, atidirghe
jivite ko rameta (1.1.28): “Immortal thou art, O Master.
Mortal am I. When a mortal is face-to-face with an
immortal, what mortal things will he ask for? He will
ask for immortal things only, and you are offering me all
mortal things with all these glorious descriptions that you
have placed before me just now. Would I ask for mortal
things from an immortal teacher like you?” Abhidhydyan
varnaratipramodan: “What is enjoyment? It is colour,
sound and motion—colour, titillation of the sense organs,
and imagined joy appearing to arise from objects which
are falsely considered as the source of our joy. Considering
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all these defects of sense enjoyment, who will ask for long
life in this world?” Atidirghe jivite ko rameta: “Who will be
happy with a long life in this world which is infested with
destruction of every kind and sorrows galore?”

Yasminn idam vicikitsanti mrtyo yat sampardye mahati
bruhi nas tat, yo’yam varo gidham anupravisto nanyam
tasman naciketa vrnite (1.1.29). Here a peculiar word is used:
sampardye mahati brihi nas tat. It appears that Nachiketas
is not actually wanting to know what happens to the soul
after dying in this world. He wants to know what happens
to the soul when it is finally free from individuality itself.
That is why the words here are mahati sampardye. Samparaye
is ‘death’ Mahati samparaye is ‘great death’. Nachiketas was
wise enough to know something about what happens to the
soul after passing from this body. He was not ignorant. He
does not want to know only about the rebirth condition
of the soul. He wants to know something more. Perhaps
that is the reason why Yama does not want to say anything.
Nachiketas is asking, “What happens to the soul when it is
finally divested of individuality itself, which is the greatest
death?” He does not want to know what happens at the
physical death. It is the death of individuality itself. This is a
terrible question. Nobody can tell us where God was before
He created the world, because He cannot sit anywhere.
There is no place, no time, and nobody to talk to.

In Milton’s Paradise Lost Adam speaks to God
Almighty: “Lord, you are very unkind to me. You have
created trees. You have made so many creatures. You have
created so many animals. Each one has a friend; one is living
with another. You have made me alone. I have nobody to
talk to. Why are you so unkind?”



NACHIKETAS ASKS FOR THE THIRD BOON 45

The Almighty answers, “Do you know, Adam, that
I have been alone for eternity? I have no friends; I have
nobody to talk to. Do you think that I am an unhappy
person?” This is what Milton puts into the mouth of God
in that great poem.

What is this situation that the soul would find itself
in when it is divested of individuality? Our minds cannot
comprehend this truth. There is some great point indeed in
Yama not being ready to answer the question. Yat simparaye
mahati brihi nas tat: “What happens in that condition
of that great death of deaths? Please tell me that,” asks
Nachiketas. Yo’yam varo giidham anupravistah: “Subtlest
and most secret is this question. I shall not ask for any
other boon.” Nanyam tasman naciketa vrnite: Nachiketas
will not ask for any other boon. Only this, only this, only
this. Very insistent, very persistent, very wise indeed is this
great, exemplary student of the highest spiritual experience,
Nachiketas.

This is the introductory section of the Kathopanishad,
something like the First Chapter and the first ten verses of
the Second Chapter of the Bhagavadgita. It is only from
the twelfth verse or so of the Second Chapter that the Lord
really speaks words of wisdom.

The teaching actually commences at the start of the
Second Chapter of the Kathopanishad. As I mentioned,
in the same way as the Bhagavadgita distinguishes between
sankhya and yoga, a specific subject of the Second Chapter
of the Bhagavadgita, here the Lord distinguishes between
the good and the pleasant. The good is not always pleasant,
and the pleasant need not be good. In the Gita we are
also told that what appears to be very unpleasant in the
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beginning but is nectar-like in the end should be considered
as the best form of happiness, but that which appears to
be nectar-like in the beginning but poison-like in the end
should be considered as rajasic and tamasic, and should be
discarded.

Anyac chreyo anyad utaiva preyaste ubhe nanarthe
purusam sinitah: tayoh sreya dadadanasya sadhu bhavati,
hiyate ‘rthad ya u preyo vrnite (1.2.1): There are two paths for
people to tread in this world, and either one of these two
paths one can choose: the path of pleasant experiences, and
the path of good deeds. One path leads to one result, and
the other path leads to another result. The human being is
summoned in two different directions by the paths which
are of the pleasant and the good. Blessed indeed is that
person who chooses what is good, but that person who
chooses the pleasant for the purpose of gaining immediate
satisfaction falls from his aim. People who want immediate
satisfaction, without considering the painful consequences
that will follow in the end, are not the wise people in this
world. But those who are prepared to bear the brunt of the
sorrows of life in the beginning for the purpose of the great
spiritual satisfaction that will follow in the end, they are
the great masters. They shall be called heroes, or dhira in
the language of this Upanishad.

S‘reyas' ca preyas ca manusyam etas tau samparitya
vivinakti dhirah, Sreyo hi dhiro’bhipreyaso vrnite, preyo mando
yoga-ksemad vrnite (1.2.2): That man is idiotic who, for the
purpose of the immediate acquisition of property and the
enjoyment thereof, chooses what is of sensory satisfaction
and titillation. But the hero like Nachiketas, who shunned
even the lordship of the three worlds, such people choose
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the blessedness of the soul, not the pleasures of the sense
organs. The hero on the path of the Spirit carefully
distinguishes between what is going to be his doom and
what is going to be his real blessedness. As we distinguish
between the characteristics of wisdom and action, sankhya
and yoga, we try to distinguish between what is really going
to be good in the end and what is apparently pleasurable at
the present moment.

Sa tvam priyan priyarapam$ ca kaman abhidhyayan
naciketo, tyasraksih; naitam srnkam vittamayim avapto
yasyam majjanti bahavo manusyah (1.2.3): Yama says,
“Nachiketas, you are a very good student. Considering
the defect of all forms of sensory enjoyment, you have
rejected all of them though I offered every one of them
in abundance. You carefully bestowed thought on the
defective character of even the best joys of this world and
you abandoned all of them unceremoniously, though
they were there at your disposal in the largest measure
conceivable. People get sunk in the mire of wealth. They
go deep into this quagmire of the desire for material riches.
You did not want it. I offered you a garland of treasures;
you were not willing to accept it because it was connected
with wealth, and you are far from it.”

Diram ete viparite visici, avidya ya ca vidyeti jiata:
vidyabhipsinam nachiketasam manye, na tva kama bahavo
lolupantah (1.2.4): The path of the pleasant is called avidya,
and the path of the good is called vidya. They are totally
different, one from the other. The aims of these two paths,
the goals to which these paths will lead, are totally different,
one having no connection with the other as night has no
connection with daylight or illness has no connection



48 COMMENTARY ON THE KATHOPANISHAD

with health. Great indeed is the glory that comes upon
the person treading the path of the good. Sorrow will be
the outcome of the person who searches after pleasures,
treading the wrong path. Yama says, “Now I understand
that Nachiketas wants only knowledge and not wealth.
Now it is clear to me. All the greatest of joys materially
construed have not been capable of tempting you.”

Avidyayam antare vartamanah, svayam dhirah panditam
manyamanah,  dandramyamanah  pariyanti  miudhabh,
andhenaiva niyamana yathandhah (1.2.5): Yama continues,
“People in this world are actually like blind people led by
blind people. The teachers of humanity are blind. They
understand nothing about the ultimate reality of life,
and they are the rulers, the administrators, the teachers,
the prophets. The subjects are also blind, and so one who
cannot see is instructing the other who also cannot see.
These are the people who are sunk in avidya, ignorance of
the ultimate nature of reality. Avidya is non-apprehension
of what is really there, and apprehension of what is really
not there.”

Avidya has two characteristics: avarana and vikshepa.
Avarana is the veil that covers the consciousness and
prevents it from knowing what is actually there, and
vikshepa is the other aspect of avidya which, while it has
already screened the perception of the reality away from
consciousness, it compels it to know something which is
not there. So, a double tragedy follows for people who are
sunk in avidya: they do not know what is really there, but
they know very well what is not there. They think they are
very wise; such are the people in this world. They think
they are most learned, highly cultured, and no one is equal
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to them. Staggering, dizzy, giddy due to the pride of wealth
and the strength of the ego, they live a futile existence in
this world. Madhah is the word used in respect of these
people, fools of the first water.

Na samparayah pratibhati balam pramadyantam
vittamohena mudham: ayam loko nasti para iti mani, punah
punar vasam apadyate me (1.2.6): Children are these people
living in this world. They do not know what is above
the world. Do children know what is outside the world?
Children indeed are all people, all humanity, because
mankind as a whole is wrongly under the impression that
this world is complete in itself and whatever we get from
this world is all we can expect in our life, not knowing that
there is a life beyond this world.

Here is a dig at atheists and people who do not believe
that there is another world different from this world.
Like children, they do not apprehend the existence of a
world beyond this world. Why is it so? Because they are
giddy with the power and intoxication of wealth that has
deprived them of their understanding, and they seem to
be satisfied with this earthly joy. They do not know that
there is something else waiting for them, which they will
have to confront one day or the other. Ignorance of the
law is no excuse. We should not be under the impression
we can go scot-free just because we do not know that there
is another world. One day we will have to know it, and we
will have to pay the price for our ignorance. People say,
“This world is all; there is no other world.” Such people
come under the clutch of death. They perish, and they get
reborn only to perish once again. Sorrow shall be their
lot. Yama shall control them because they do not believe
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in other worlds and the laws that are transcendent to this
physical world.

Sravandyapi bahubhir yo na labhyah, $rnvanto’pi bahavo
yam na vidyuh, ascaryo vakta kusalo’sya labdha, ascaryo jaata
kusalanusistah (1.2.7): Yama says, “This truth, Nachiketas,
about which you have been asking me to speak, is indeed
very difficult. I shall tell it to you. Even if it is told and you
hear it, you will not be able to comprehend it immediately.
Even to hear this great truth is difhcult, and if you have
the blessing to listen to this kind of truth, you are really
a great man, a virtuous person, and you have done great
meritorious deeds in the previous birth. Otherwise, the
opportunity to even listen to this will not arise.”

There are people who listen to it, but nothing enters
their brain. Some sound is made, and some words enter, but
what is the meaning of it> What exactly is meant by saying
that there is a world above this earth? What exactly is meant
by saying that the soul can exist independent of the physical
individuality? Who can understand all these things? Even
if you are told this, you will not be able to understand it. If
anybody can talk and make you understand what it is, that
teacher must be a great wonder indeed, and if anyone can
receive this knowledge, that student must also be a great
wonder. A miracle indeed is the student who can listen to
this and understand it, a wonder indeed is the teacher who
can actually speak it, a wonder indeed is the person who
has understood it, and a wonder indeed is the person who
has been able to express it in an intelligible style.



Discourse 4

THE BEST OF TEACHERS AND
THE BEST OF STUDENTS

The conversation between Nachiketas and Yama continues.
This great knowledge, this vidya, this wisdom, this truth is
difficult even to hear of. Many in the world have not the
opportunity of even listening to what this truth can be, and
there are many who listen but are not able to comprehend
the meaning of what they are hearing. A competent teacher
is a miracle, and a competent student is also a miracle. One
who knows this is a wonder, being taught by a teacher who
is also a wonder.

Na narenavarena prokta esa suvijiieyo bahudha
cintyamanah: ananya-prokte gatir atra nasty aniyan hy
atarkyam anupramanat (1.2.8): This cannot be known unless
it is taught by a person who is here designated as ananya.
The word ananya also occurs in the Bhagavadgita. Ananyas
cintayanto mamyejanah paryupasate, tesam nityabhiyuktanam
yogaksemarn vahamyaham (B.G. 9.22): “He who undividedly
contemplates on Me.” Here ananya means ‘a person who is
non-separate. Anya means ‘different” or ‘separate’; ananya
means ‘not separate, not distant, ‘not isolated from.
Ananya-prokte gatir atra: There is no hope for the student

unless he is initiated or taught by one who is ananya, who
51
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is non-different from that which he teaches. A professorial
knowledge is not what is meant here, because learning of
an academic type is not necessarily a part of the very life
and existence of the academician. Knowledge has to be
non-different from the person who wields this knowledge.
It is not enough if we know; we have to be that very thing
which we know. Knowledge has to be non-separate from
us, and we have to be non-separate from what we know.
The knowledge of Truth should be the very essence of our
existence. We are an embodiment of that great wisdom
which we are imparting to the student. Otherwise, if we
stand apart from the knowledge, the knowledge will be
there in the study or in the books, and it will not be there
in us. If the knowledge that emanates from us in the form
of instruction is not an emanation of our own being but it
is a modulation of language, an arrangement of words in
a linguistic style, that knowledge will not be of any utility,
because what counts finally is the being of the person,
rather than the words of the person.

The knowledge of the Guru, the teacher, is a ray, a light
that emanates from the very existence of the Guru, or the
teacher. The knowledge is nothing but an illumination of
the teacher. Thus is a possibility of knowing what Truth is.
There is no way of knowing it: gatir atra nasty. The Purusha
Sukta says nanyah pantha vidyate’yandaya: Unless we know
this Purusha as non-separate from us, there is no way,
no hope for us. In a similar way it is said gatir atra nasty:
There is no possibility of achievement of any kind unless
one is instructed by a person who is ananya, non-different
from Truth itself, virtually a brahmanishta. One who is
established in the knowledge of Brahman is a brahmanishta.
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Otherwise, if it is taught by an ordinary man, it is difficult
to understand.

Na narendvarena proktd esa suvijiieya means ‘the lower
category of people’ If a lesser person than the one who is
identical with knowledge is our teacher, that knowledge
will not help us because the lesser person, who may be
helpful to us in gaining a job-oriented education, will not
have the knowledge for enlightenment. Na narenavarena
prokta esa suvijiieyo bahudha cintyamanah: We may go on
scratching our head and thinking of it any number of times;
if we have been initiated or instructed by a lesser person
than the one mentioned here, there is no likelihood of our
actually entering into the substance of this knowledge.
Why is it so?

Aniyan hy atarkyam anupramanat: Subtler than the atom
is the subtlety of this knowledge. Gross words, words that
we use in language for outer expression, cannot become
adequate vehicles to convey this knowledge which is
subtler than even the subtlest sound. Of all principles in
the world, sound can be regarded as the subtlest. Light is
also very subtle. But here is something subtler than light
and heat, subtler than sound, subtler than anything that we
can think of in terms of the five elements—sabda, sparsha,
rupa, rasa, gandha—on account of the intense secrecy and
atomic character. Here ‘atomic character’ does not mean a
physical characteristic that is attributed to the Atman, but
the impossibility of perceiving it as an object of the senses.
Only that which is physically characterised can be seen by
the sense organs. It is superphysical. Its subtlety lies in the
fact that it is not an object of knowledge; it is knowledge
itself. Because of this reason, ordinary secular instruction
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of any kind will not be of any utility here. We have to be
instructed by one who is veritably a brahmanishta. Only a
Godman can teach us.

Naisa tarkena matir apaneyad, proktanyenaiva sujiianaya
prestha: yam tvam apas satyadhritir batasi; tvadrn no bhiiyan
naciketah prasta (1.2.9): Argument is not a means of right
knowledge. Logic is not going to help us, because argument
is based on logical dissection of what in grammar is called
the subject and the predicate. A sentence has a subject
side and a predicate side. The very fact that we distinguish
between the subject and the predicate in a sentence shows
that they are not identical with each other. If they are one
and the same, we should not use two different words. If
they are unconnected, the sentence will be cut into two
parts, and it will not convey a wholesome meaning. What
logic or grammatical construing does, is that the apparently
segregated parts of a sentence known as the subject and
the predicate are brought together as two pieces of wood
are dovetailed by a carpenter, yet not knowing that the
two pieces of wood are always two pieces of wood. They
have not become identical with each other. That is to say
that logic, in its attempt at uniting two parts of a sentence
which are actually sundered one from the other, will not
ultimately be of any use to us because all logic is based on
a certain hypothesis, and unless we logically establish the
hypothesis itself, which cannot be done, logic will not help
us. Logic is an intellectual activity, and as the intellect itself
is a feeble medium of the individual egoistic personality,
our argument, logic or disputation of any kind is not going
to be of utility. Thus, this knowledge cannot come to us by
logic and argument.
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Naisa tarkena matir apaneyad, proktanyenaiva sujiianaya
prestha. Again the same word comes: anya. Somebody who
is different from the logician has to teach us, and the one
who is above the logician is the spiritual Master, like Yama
himself. Then only does knowledge become rooted in our
personality.

Yarm tvam apas: “Nachiketas, you are blessed. You have
obtained such a teacher, and the teacher has obtained such
a suitable disciple. You are established in truthfulness,
says Yama. Tvadrn no bhiyan naciketah prasta: “May 1
have more and more students like you, who put questions
of this kind.” How happy Yama is, we can imagine. He is
immensely pleased with this student. “You have obtained
the best of teachers, and I have obtained the best of
students. Wonderful!”

Janamy aham Sevadhir ity anityam, na hy adhruvaih
prapyate hi dhruvam tat, tato maya naciketas cito’gnir anityair
dravyaih praptavan asmi nityam (1.2.10). Yama says, “I
myself have performed this sacrifice. Now it is being called
the Nachiketas sacrifice. It may be called the Nachiketas
sacrifice now, but that Vaishvanara-tattva worshipped in a
sacrifice as this universal fire did exist earlier also. I know
that all wealth and treasure is impermanent.” Sevadhi anitya:
Sevadhi is ‘treasure), anitya is ‘impermanent. Janamy aham:
“I know that all the glory of this world is impermanent.” Na
hy adhruvaih prapyate hi dhruvam: “The permanent cannot
be obtained through the media of the impermanent.”

The ends and the means should have coherence
between themselves. There cannot be a means which is not
connected with the nature of the end, nor can there be an
end which has no connection with the nature of the means.



56 COMMENTARY ON THE KATHOPANISHAD

Many people say that the end justifies the means, but it does
not justify it because the end is nothing but the evolution
of the means, and the means is nothing but the incipient
existence of the end in itself at the very beginning. So
they are not two different, isolated phases of knowledge.
Hence, impermanent means cannot procure permanent
realities. What is there permanent in this world? Nothing
whatsoever. We see everything coming and going. The
world is in a state of flux. People die, all things perish,
and the whole system of creation is going to be dissolved
at the end of pralaya. Therefore, nothing in this world can
be regarded as a means to the knowledge and realisation
of the Eternal, implying thereby that we should not be
attached to anything in this world. We should not cling to
impermanent things, which are just the stuff of this world.

Now Yama says, “I know all this, yet what have I done?”
He speaks in a very friendly way, in a very intimate manner.
The teacher reveals his own inner nature to the student:
tato maya naciketas cito’gnir anityair dravyaih praptavan asmi
nityam. This is a very peculiar verse which has an intricate
meaning. It has got one meaning on the one hand, and
another meaning on the other hand. Some commentators
say that this verse is the utterance of Nachiketas. Others
say that it is spoken by Yama. It appears that it is spoken
by Yama, and not by Nachiketas, because it is said: “I have
performed the Nachiketas sacrifice.” Nachiketas has been
initiated into the performance of the sacrifice, but he has
not yet performed it, and so this statement “I have already
done it” cannot be attributed to Nachiketas. Therefore, we
have to conclude that these are the words of Yama himself.
This is very intriguing indeed because of the fact that he



THE BEST OF TEACHERS AND THE BEST OF STUDENTS 57

says, “Knowing very well that everything is impermanent
in this world, that the impermanent cannot be a means
to the attainment of the Eternal, what have I done? After
all, I have performed this sacrifice for the purpose of the
attainment of the kingdom of this god which I am today
as Yama.” He indirectly extols the student Nachiketas as
perhaps even superior to himself.

It is said that the greatness of the Guru can be seen
when the disciple excels the Guru. You can imagine how
great the Guru should be to produce a disciple excelling
himself. So, in a similar strain, as it were, Yama says anityair
dravyaih praptavan asmi nityam: “Temporarily stable joys of
heaven, like the joys of the god Yama himself, have been
acquired by the performance of the Vaishvanara-agni
sacrifice, and I did not go into the depths of the question
that you are posing before me, though today I know the
answer to this question.” Perhaps here Yama is referring
to the development of the stages of spiritual attainment
which he himself has reached, just as a teacher may speak
to the student as to how he was once a little child going
to nursery school, and how he was truant, how he was not
a good student at all, and afterwards how he picked up
things, and how he has become the genius that he appears
to be today. Some such intricate implication seems to be
hidden in this verse: “Though I know that all the treasures
of the world are impermanent, I have performed this
sacrifice which will give me only impermanent joys which
temporarily look like a permanent happiness of heaven.
You are greater than I

Kamasyaptim jagatah pratistham krator anantyam
abhayasya param, stoma-mahad urugdyam pratistham drstva
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dhrtya dhiro naciketo’tyasraksih (1.2.11): “You have rejected
something very great and grand, Nachiketas. Nobody
would do that. What have you rejected? That state which
is the fulfilment of every desire. This Vaishvanara-tattva is
what is referred to here. That state of Vaishvanara attainable
through this sacrifice, this is the fulfilment of all desires at
one stroke, not in succession. Today you are granted this,
tomorrow another thing, the third day something else,
and mostly your desires are apparently being fulfilled stage
by stage in a state of succession in this world. All things
cannot be had in one moment. But here, at one stroke,
instantaneously, in a timeless grasp, as it were, you have
all the desires fulfilled in this Vaishvanara-tattva.” Jagatah
pratistham: “It is the very source, the root of this whole
cosmos.” Krator anantyam abhayasya param: “The endless
fruit accruing from the performance of all good deeds and
sacrifices is that great thing. It is the ultimate state of final
fearlessness, most adorable, most glorious, the final resort
of all beings. I offered it to you and you have got it, and
yet with the power of your will and understanding, you
have abandoned even that thing. You have abandoned
even the bliss and joy of Brahmaloka, to put it in other
terms. O Nachiketas, how glorious, how powerful you are!
Brahmaloka’s joy, Vaishvanara’s joy, Virat’s happiness you
have rejected for the sake of another thing, about which
you are questioning me.”

Tam durdarsam giudham anupravistam guhahitam
gahvarestham puranam, adhyatma-yogadhigamena devam
matvd dhiro harsa-sokau jahdti (1.2.12): “That thing about
which you are querying me is impossible of perception.

Difficultis the vision of this great Truth. Very deeply hidden
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is that Truth. In the deepest recesses of one’s own heart can
this Truth be recognised. It is in the cave of the heart, or
the cave of the cosmos, as you may call it; macrocosmically
or microcosmically it is the deepest essence of everything
ever outwardly conceived.” Gahvarestham purdanam: “It is
the most ancient repository of all values, earthly as well as
celestial. Such a great thing it is, impossible to perceive.”
Adhyatma-yogadhigamena devam matva dhiro harsa-sokau
jahati: “This impossible-to-perceive Truth has to be
known through the yoga known as adhyatma yoga. This
great God, the God of all gods, the Real of reals, can be
attained by the practice of adhyatma yoga, the yoga of the
Self. The unitedness of the self with the Self, the manner
in which the lower self of a person gets identified with the
higher dimension of itself, the way in which the Atman
gets united with Brahman, the manner in which the
individual identifies himself with the cosmos, the way in
which the subject melts into the object, these are some of
the characteristics of adhyatma yoga. Know that great joy
through this wonderful yoga known as adhyatma yoga.”
This verse is also difhicult to understand. “Knowing That,
the great hero, the spiritual hero, abandons both the joy
and the grief of this world. Neither is he exhilarated at
anything he will gain, nor is he depressed by anything he
appears to lose.”

Etac chrutva samparigrhya martyah pravrhya dharmyam
anum etam dpya, sa modate modaniyam hi labdhva vivrtam
sadma nachiketasam manye (1.2.13): “I think the door is open
for you, Nachiketas. The gates of heaven are slowly opening
for you.” For most of us the door is closed; for Nachiketas it
is now open. Etac chrutva: Having heard this; samparigrhya:
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having grasped it also—not merely hearing it, but having
grasped the meaning of it; martyah: a human being;
pravrhya dharmyam: this anu, this subtle dharma, having
been absorbed into one’s own life, such a person enjoys the
best joys of all joys which one can think of in one’s mind.

Priya, moda, pramoda are the three states of joy. We can
be happy in three ways. When a dear object is seen, we are
happy. That is called priva. When the dear object comes
very near, we are happier. That is moda. When the dear
object is completely under our possession, we are happiest.
That is pramoda. Priya, moda, pramoda. This pramoda
cannot be had through contact with objects because it is
said that we have this highest happiness only when the
objects of desire are completely under our possession, but
we can never have complete control over anything in this
world. Objects always remain as objects; they can never
become subjects. Therefore, the subject, which is totally
different from the object, can never be in possession of the
object. Hence, no one in this world can be happiest. There
can be only a comparative degree of priya and moda, but
pramoda, the actual possession of joy, is not to be granted
to any mortal in this world because possession of a thing is
impossible here. Possession implies unity of the subject and
the object, which is not possible as long as space and time
exist. Sa modate modaniyarn hi labdhva: Having enjoyed that
which is worth enjoying, one sees the open door.

It is said that this fort of eternal bliss has eighty-four
doors, and all except one are closed. Eighty-four doors
represent the eighty-four lakhs of species through which
one has to pass in the process of evolution. Within this
fort everyone is caught up. We can somehow come near



THE BEST OF TEACHERS AND THE BEST OF STUDENTS 61

the one door which is open, which is human-like. To all
the other categories of life, which are lower, the door is
closed. The mineral, the plant, the animal are the species
to whom the door is closed. Only at the human level is
the door open. There is only one open door, and the other
doors are closed. All are inside this fort. The human being
is blind and cannot see where the open door is—blind due
to the ignorance, avidya, engendering kama and karma.
Due to the obliteration of the knowledge of reality and
the compulsion to visualise the externality of the objects
of sense, the consciousness of there being an open door
is completely obliterated. He is blind. So, what does the
man do? He tries to feel the wall. Like a blind man going
around the fort to see where the door is open, he goes,
touching every little brick of this wall. He goes round and
round, round and round. Somehow when he comes near
that open door, he has an itching of the head. He scratches
his head, and then misses the gate. That is to say, when the
human being is about to be endowed with the capacity to
transcend this human nature, he gets sunk in the desires
characteristic of human nature. Impelled by egoism and
avidya, once again the propulsion for kama and karma
drowns him. He gets some itching, and then he cannot go
out. Again and again, again and again he goes around and
around. But Nachiketas has found the open door.
Nachiketas says, “Please speak further. Let me hear
something more. Whatever you have told me up to this
time appears to be related to a truth which is not of this
world. There are good things and bad things in this world,
there are causes and effects in this world, there are things
to be done and things which ought not to be done in this
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world, there is past and present and future in this world, but
this truth about which you are about to speak to me cannot
be of this nature. It can be neither dharma nor adharma,
neither good nor evil, neither cause nor effect, neither
action that is permitted nor action that is prohibited,
neither the past, nor the present, nor the future. What is
that? Please tell me.”

Anyatra dharmad anyatradharmad anyatrasmat krtakrtat,
anyatra bhiitdac ca bhavyac ca yat tat pasyasi tad vada (1.2.14).
Nachiketas is slowly getting enlightened. He puts a very
peculiar question once again, as he did earlier: “Tell me
that which is neither good nor bad, tell me that which is
neither cause nor effect, tell me that which is neither to be
done nor not to be done, tell me that which is not in the
past, not in the present, not in the future.” A very shrewd
disciple indeed!

Nachiketas, having posed this question, evokes the
answer of Yama who says, “Nachiketas, dear boy, listen to
me.” Sarve veda yat padam amananti, tapamsi sarvani ca yad
vadanti, yad icchanto brahmacaryam caranti, tat te padam
sarhgrahena bravimi: aum ity etat (1.2.15): “I shall tell you
that which all the Vedas unanimously glorify. I shall tell
you that which is the goal of all kinds of tapas, or austerity,
in this world. I shall tell you that which is to be attained
by complete self-restraint, or brahmacharya. I shall tell you
what it is. Om—this is the truth. This Om, this pranava,
is the symbol, or the emblem, or the representation of
universal Reality. Knowing this, one has everything in one’s
hand. The moment you think that you want something,
that is in your hand, provided that you know what Om is””

Let us see what it means.



Discourse 5

THE SECRET OF OM
AND THE NATURE OF THE ATMAN

Sarve veda yat padam amananti, tapamsi sarvani ca yad
vadanti, yad icchanto brahmacaryam caranti, tat te padam
samgrahena bravimi: aum ity etat (1.2.15): “I shall tell you
the great secret about which the Vedas go into ecstasies,
and to attain which people perform tapas and self-restraint.
What is that great truth and secret? It is Om. I shall tell
you that, having obtained which, one obtains everything.”

Onm is the principal mantra which is attached to every
other mantra, and it is a sound vibration which produces
a sympathetic effect in the system of the person who
recites it properly. We should not chant Om in a
hurry—Om Om Om Om Om Om. That is not the way.
Sometimes when people do purascharana of Om for
some 3% lakhs or crores, and they want to finish it as
carly as possible, the quality gets absorbed into quantity.
We should not do that. Nor also should it be lengthened
too much. It should be moderate, medium, capable of
getting properly accommodated into the mind and the
physical system. When we do purascharana, japa, recitation
of Om, neither should it be too short, nor too quick, nor

too elongated.
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Aaaaauuuuummmmm. It should taper off gradually
into a soundless ethereal state. In the beginning it is a
gross sound, as it were, that gradually becomes more
and more subtle, ethereal, until it melts into a soundless
pure vibration, without the grossness of the sound
produced. Aaaaauuuuummmmm, Aaaaauuuuummmmm,
Aaaaauuuuummmmm, Aaaaauuuuummmmm. This is the
vaikhari, or the gross form of sound. It becomes gross,
known as vaikhari, when it is audible; and when it is
inaudible, it is only mentally chanted.

There are four stages of sound: para, pashyanti,
madhyama and vaikhari. Sound has a vibration which starts
with the naval, and when we chant Om, we should feel a
sense of vibration in the naval itself. It should start from
the very root of our plexus, corresponding to the naval.
It rises up gradually. Para is inaudible, pure vibration,
having no characteristic of sound. It is a pressure that we
are exerting, and it comes from a source which is beyond
the constitution of the physical body. We summon into
ourselves, as it were, the forces of nature, all things and
everything. “The power of the mountains, the power of
the ocean, the power of all the rivers, the power of all the
trees in the forest, the power of the sun and the moon and
the stars, and the power of the sky, I withdraw into myself.”
Feel like that when you recite Om. And, as the saying goes,
what you think you are, that you really are.

This is a meditation by which we keep ourselves open
to the influx of the forces of nature. The whole universe is
vibration. It is a large quantum of force, energy and motion,
of which we are a little part, a modicum, a little eddy or
a wave in the sea of force. Therefore, let this eddy on the
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surface of the ocean feel its harmony with the vast sea of
force. Let the ego subside. Open up the gates, the doors
and the windows of the sense organs. Let in the influx of
this force that is universal.

But the sense organs will not permit the entry of the
universal force as long as the ego is conditioning it. The ego
is the affirmation of individual personality, and universal
force is the contrary of it. Nothing that is universal will
contact that which is particular, or egocentric. We are
mostly egocentric persons, very much conscious of our
body and mind and personality, and never feeling a unity
with the atmosphere outside, not even being truly friendly
with people. Such is our ego. But that has to be shed. This
trait has to be given up. And in the meditation, in the
chanting, in the recitation of Om, it has to become not
merely a recitation or a chant but a veritable meditation,
a communion process taking place between the deepest
essences in us with the deepest essences in the universe.

Para is the soundless origin of the sound process. As I
mentioned, it is just pressure, a pressure point. It cannot
be called sound in a tangible, audible, intelligible sense. It
manifests itself into a slightly gross, articulated form in a
very minute, subtle way in the next stage, called pashyanti.
It becomes more comprehensible in the sense of getting
into an integrality of knowledge when it becomes the
third stage, madhyama; and it actually becomes audible
when it is vaikhari. The words that we speak which are
listened to, which are audible, which we can hear, these
sounds are vaikhari. So when we chant Om it starts with
vaikhari, the actual production of an audible sound.
From there, it gradually tapers off into the thinness and
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vaporised ethereal condition of the sound melting into
the soundless state. The Manduka Upanishad tells us that
the three matras—A-U-M—constituting Aum, or Om,
become amatra, or non-constituents of the word symbol,
the amatra, the fourth state, being practically identical
with the universality of the Atman. This is how we have to
place ourselves in the context of the universal setup when
we recite Om.

Then what happens to us? We become friendly with all
things in the world, and all things become friendly with
us. Animosity ceases. We do not become only friends; it is
much more than that. We commune one into the other so
that when proper meditation, by the process of chanting
Onm, is carefully conducted every day without remission of
effort, we shall gradually feel ourselves as super-individuals,
a miniature cosmos within ourselves.

The Upanishad tells us of the greatness of this Om.
Etadd hy evaksaram brahma, etadd hy evaksaram param, etadd
hy evaksaram jiatva, yo yad icchati tasya tat (1.2.16). Etadd
hy evaksaram brahma: Verily this is Brahman itself because
outside this final centre of immortality there is nothing.
Therefore, it is Absolute, Parabrahman. Etadd hy evaksaram
param: Supreme is the state. External to it, beyond it,
nothing is. Etadd hy evaksaram jAdatva, yo yad icchati tasya
tat: Whoever knows this, whatever that person wants is on
the palm of his hand. You will have what you want, you will
achieve what you want, and it will be on the palm of your
hand. Let this ego vanish. Try to be no more a human being.
Cease to be a human being, cease to be this body, cease
to be this personality, cease to be this individuality, cease
to be Mr. or Mrs. so-and-so. Cease to be anything visible,
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tangible, sensible, contactable. Then you actually melt into
the very bricks of the wall that is in front of you.

Etad alambanam Srestham etad alambanam param, etad
dalambanam jiatva brahma-loke mahiyate (1.2.17). Etad
alambanam srestham: Very good indeed is this dependence
of a person on Om. It is the best support for you. Etad
alambanam param: This support is supreme, without
any parallel or equal. Etad alambanar jiiatva brahma-loke
mahiyate: Having known and realised this support, one
glories in Brahmaloka at the end of time when the body is
gone. In Brahmaloka everyone is like everyone else. They
are not human beings; they are souls centred, reflecting one
in the other as mirrors reflect one in the other. Everywhere
everything is. Every person is like every other person,
everything is everywhere, and everywhere everything is
found. That is Brahmaloka. Would you like to go there as
carly as possible? Brahma-loke mahiyate: You shall glory in
this grand Brahmaloka of universal inclusiveness.

This great soul essentially does not die, and basically it
also does not get born. As the soul gets conditioned into
egoism, personality, mind, prana and the physical sheath,
it appears to be born on account of its apparent limitation
within the walls of this physical and psychological
personality. As space may appear to be limited when it is
seen as being contained in a little vessel or bucket, we may
say that space is born the moment the bucket is born and
space dies when the bucket is destroyed. Really, the space
is not being born, and it is not dying. It is only the bucket
walls that create the impression of space being born, space
dying, etc. In a similar manner, the impression that the soul
is born or the soul dies is an impression created by the false
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identification of the otherwise all-pervading soul with this
little wall of the psychophysical personality.

Na jayate mriyate va vipascin nayam kutascin na babhiiva
kascit: ajo nityah Sasvato’yam purano na hanyate hanyamane
Sarire (1.2.18). Na jayate: The soul does not really get
born. It is not born. It is birthless. Mriyate va vipascin:
This all-knowing soul never dies. Nayam kutascin: It does
not come from somewhere, because it is everywhere. Na
babhiiva kascit: It does not become something else when
it appears to be born. 4jo nityah: It is eternal, unborn.
Sasvato’yam: Perpetual is this ancient reality. Purdno na
hanyate hanyamane sarire: Even when the body perishes, it
does not perish.

This is similar to a verse from the Bhagavadgita. Na
jayate mriyate va kaddcin nayam bhiitva bhavita va na bhiiyah,
ajo nityah sasvato’yam purano na hanyate hanyamane sarire
(B.G. 2.20): If person imagines himself to be a destroyer, if
he thinks that he is really a destroyer, and if a person who
is apparently destroyed or killed feels that he is struck with
death and destruction, neither of these know the truth
properly. The impulsion, the Consciousness that is necessary
for creative activity of any kind—creating or killing, or
whatever it is—that Consciousness which is essential,
without which the body will be deadened and no activity
would be possible, that Consciousness which is finally
responsible for good deeds and bad deeds, even the worst of
deeds, that Consciousness is not involved in the goodness
or the badness of the deeds. The killer does not kill, and the
killed is not killed, because of the fact that the thing that is
really responsible for making such actions possible cannot
be killed, and is not killed, because it is Pure Consciousness.
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The sun in the sky, without whom we cannot do anything,
good or bad, is not responsible for any good or bad in this
world. Neither the virtues nor the evils of the world can
manifest themselves if the sun is not to be there in the sky,
yet the virtues and the evils of the world are not connected
with the sun in any manner whatsoever. So is the case with
the Atman that is responsible for anything that we are to do.
The good action of charity or the worst action of killing,
nothing is possible unless Consciousness is backing us up as
an ocean of force behind us, but it does not get involved in
this action of ours. Even as space is not involved in what is
contained in the vessel and the sun is not involved in what
is happening in the world, so also the universal Atman that
is Consciousness is not involved in any action. Neither the
killer nor the killed, appearing to be identified with this
action and experience, knows the truth.

Hanta cen manyate hantum hatas cen manyate hatam,
ubhau tau na vijanito nayam hanti na hanyate (1.2.19): This
Atman is not destroyed. It cannot be killed, and it does not
kill anybody. There is a magnificent description of it in the
Bhagavadgita.

Anor aniyan mahato mahiyan, atmasya jantor nihito
guhayam: tam akratuh pasyati vita-Soko dhatu-prasadan
mahimanam atmanah (1.2.20). Anor aniyan mahato mahiyan:
Smaller than the smallest and bigger than the biggest is
this. Yogis become small and big according to their will.
When Hanuman went to Lanka, to the abode of Ravana,
he became small like a cat or a mosquito, and he perched
upon the walls to observe everything that was taking place
in the palace of Ravana. But he could also assume such a
form which covered up the earth and the sky at the same
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time, which form he assumed when he jumped across the
ocean, and which form he showed to Sita when she could
not believe that this little monkey was in a position to carry
her back to Rama.

Hanuman said to Sita, “If you want the trouble to cease
just now, I shall see that it ceases just now. Sit on my back,
and I shall take you to Rama. Then the problem is solved
in one day.”

Sita replied, “After all, monkeys are monkeys only”

When Hanuman had changed his size to the size of
a human being, and he was equal to Sita, he said, “Sit on
my back.”

Sita said, “I am a human being. I am heavier than you,
and you want to carry me on your back? What kind of
person are you? This is monkey-like talk.”

Immediately Hanuman thought, “This mother does
not know who I am. Let her see my real form.” He assumed
a shape which was not easy for Sita to even behold. He was
towering to the skies.

Sita said, “I understand your greatness, but I cannot
come with you for various reasons. Let Rama come and
get me.”

Smaller than the smallest and bigger than the biggest
is this Atman. Deeper than the deepest, in the recesses of
your heart is this Atman. Wider than space is this Atman.
Because it is you yourself, it is the subtlest, and deepest,
and is incomprehensible. Because it is more than space,
overstruck by the limits of space itself, it is the remotest,
and very big. Very small and very big is this Atman.

Atmadsya jantor nihito guhayam: This Atman of the jivas,
this Atman of me and of you and of everybody, very small
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it appears to be, but the biggest it is. It is in the deepest of
our own self.

Tam akratuh pasyati vita-Sokah: Only those people
who are akratuh can behold this Atman. Akratuh is a
peculiar word that is used in this Upanishad. This word
is also used in the Brahma Sutra. Meanings attached to
this word are several. One of the meanings of akratuh is
‘actionless, motionless and volitionless’ There is a verse in
the Sixth Chapter of the Bhagavadgita which is similar
to the significance of this word. Na hyasannyastasarikalpo
yogi bhavati kascana (B.G. 6.2): No one can become a yogi
unless he is free from creative willing, creative volition,
creative determination and decision. If we are able to live
a life where it is not necessary for us to create anything in
our mind—neither the will to decide, nor to determine,
nor to want anything at all—that is the state of sannyasa
sankalpa, and that is the state of akratuh, free from any
kind of creative will. Akratuh pasyati vita-Sokah: Free from
all griefs characteristic of the world, this person who is free
from every kind of undertaking, willing and feeling realises
this Atman.

How does one realise this Atman? Dhatu-prasadan
mahimanam datmanah. Here is a word which has been
interpreted in different ways by the acharyas. Dhatu-prasada:
one who realises the Atman through dhatu-prasada.
Now, what is dhatu-prasada? Those who insist on a pure,
universalised form of interpretation of the Atman, like
Acharya Sankara, say dhatu-prasada means the prasada of
dhatu. Dhatu are the humours of the body, the constituents
of the mind, the structure of the personality. This is dhatu.
Its cessation, its harmony, its alignment, its uniformity of
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action, calmness of the entire personality, is considered
as dhatu-prasada. The stability, harmony, equilibrium,
alignment, calmness, etc., of the very constituents of our
personality is the cause for the perception of the Atman.
When we are calm and quiet, and our personality ceases
completely, we behold the Atman from inside. This is what
Acharya Sankara says.

But devotees such as Ramanuja, Madhva and others
say this is not dhatu-prasada. Dhatu means ‘of datta’. Tasya
dhatu, as we would say. Prasdda is ‘grace’. By the grace of
the Supreme Creator alone can we behold the Atman. This
is what devotees say. Dhatu-prasadan mahimanam atmanah.
The Vaishnava devotees say that one cannot behold the
ultimate Truth except by the grace of God. Individual
effort is not sufficient here. They follow the doctrine of the
bhaktas. The Vaishnavas, particularly the devotees, follow
the doctrine of the cat which takes care of its kitten. It is
called the kitten doctrine, marjara-nyaya. The kitten has
no responsibility. It does not put forth any effort; it simply
surrenders itself to its mother. It is the responsibility of its
mother to take it from place to place and do whatever is
necessary. God is responsible for everything in regard to
us, but we must surrender ourselves to God. This is the
factor of grace operating in the personality of the human
being in spiritual living. That is one interpretation. The
other interpretation I mentioned is the stability and the
calmness of personality, causing the revelation of the
Atman automatically from inside. This is the meaning of
this very interesting mantra: anor anlyan mahato mahiyan,
atmasya jantor nihito guhayam: tam akratuh pasyati vita-soko
dhatu-prasadan mahimanam atmanabh.
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Asino diram vrajati, Sayano yati sarvatah: kastam
madamadarn devam mad anyo jiiatum arharti (1.2.21). Asino
dararm vrajati: Sitting in one place, it moves everywhere. A
thing that is sitting in one place cannot move, as we know
very well, but here is a thing which is sitting in one place
only, and yet it is everywhere—saydno yati sarvatah. It is
lying down, calmly resting, as it were, but it travels to all
places. Who can know this secret? Yama says, “Except for
people like me who have the blessing of this realisation,
who can know this great truth of that Being which can
move about without actually moving, and travel without
actually travelling?” Faster than the fastest, nearer than
the nearest, remoter than the remotest, greater than the
greatest, smaller than the smallest, most wonderful is this
Atman. There is neither joy nor sorrow in that Atman.
Madamada is the word used here. It is the state where there
is no joy and no sorrow. Who can know it? Only a great
Master like Yama can know it, and perhaps Nachiketas may
know it.

AsSariram $ariresu, anavasthesv avasthitam, mahdantam
vibhum dtmdanam matva dhiro na Socati (1.2.22): It is the
bodiless among the bodies. Among all the bodies that we
see, it is bodiless, existing through the body, inside the body.
Anavasthesv avasthitam: Stable among all unstable things in
the world; mahantam vibhum atmanam: the great universal
all-pervading Being; matva dhiro na Socati: knowing it,
great heroes do not grieve.

Nayam atma pravacanena labhyo na medhaya, na bahuna
Srutena: yamevaisa vrnute, tena labhyas tasyaisa datma
vivrnute tanum svam (1.2.23). Nayam atma pravacanena
labhyah: Disquisition, argumentation, verbosity and
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academic investigation cannot enable us to know this
Atman. Na medhaya: By intellectuality this Atman cannot
be known. Na bahund srutena: By immense learning we
cannot know this.

How will we know it? Another intricate passage comes
here, which is interpreted in two ways by the universalists
and the dualists. How do we know this, then? Yamevaisa
vrnute, tena labhyah. The devotees, the Vaishnavas, say only
that person who is chosen by the Ultimate Being can attain
to that glorious state. God has to choose us as a fit person
to know Him, and we have to wait until He chooses us.
So our destiny is in His hands, not entirely in our hands.
People say that man is the master of his own destiny. The
Vaishnava devotees do not believe this. God is the master
of the destiny of everybody; we are not the masters. We are
helpless people, and therefore only he knows the Ultimate
Reality, the Atman, whom the Atman chooses. Whom the
Atman chooses, only that person will know the Atman.
This is the devotee’s interpretation of this verse: yamevaisa
vrnute, tena labhyah.

But Acharya Sankara has another interpretation.
He does not bring in the factor of division between
God and devotee. He wants to unite them both. So his
interpretation is that it is known by the seeker who seeks
it as non-different from his own self, it is known by the
knower only, it is sought by the one who secks, and it is the
attainment of That which itself is the seeker of That. Here
the path and the goal are identical. The path which leads to
the goal is itself the goal. If the path is totally different from
the goal, it cannot lead to the goal. A cannot be B; this is
the law of contradiction in logic. If the path is different
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from the goal—if A is different from B—it shall always be
different. So, Acharya Sankara says that the one who seeks
That is itself That, and finally it is That which seeks itself.
This interpretation is read into this passage: yamevaisa
vrnute, tena labhyah. Tasyaisa atma vivrnute tanum svam: In
the case of that blessed one, the Atman reveals itself.

Navirato duscaritan ndsanto ndasamahitah, nasanta-
manaso vapi prajianenainam dpnuyat (1.2.24): Nobody can
attain that Atman who is not free from evil conduct. No
one can know the Atman, or reach it, who is not calm and
composed in mind, and who is distracted inside. No one
can know the Atman whose mind is not concentrated on it.
Distracted and torn emotions will not be good media for
contacting the Atman. Here intellect is not of any utility.
Nasanto nasamahitah, nasanta-manaso vapi prajianenainam
apnuydt: Unsettled minds, merely with the power of will
and intellect, will not be able to know it, contact it, or
realise it.

Yasya brahma ca ksatram ca ubhe bhavata odanah, mrtyur
yasyopasecanarm ka ittha veda yatra sah (1.2.25): Brahmanas
and Kshatriyas are the diet of this Great Being. This Great
Being eats Brahmanas and Kshatriyas every day. What does
this mean? It is symbolic of knowledge and power. The
highest knowledge and the highest power are embedded
in this great Atman. That is the meaning of saying that
it eats knowledge and power embedded in what we call
Brahmana and Kshatriya. Brahmanas are supposed to be
the repositories of knowledge and wisdom; Kshatriyas
are supposed to be the repositories of power and strength.
Both these are swallowed by this Great Being, because it is
above all knowledge and power. Yasya brahma ca ksatram
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ca ubhe bhavata odanah: It is a good meal. Brahmanas
and Kshatriyas are its daily breakfast and lunch. Mreyur
yasyopasecanar: But it cannot digest this easily, so it wants
some achar, some condiment. Death is the condiment.
When we take a meal we have a little condiment, achar as it
is called in Hindi. We eat the meal, whatever it is, chapati,
paratha, with a little condiment. And this Great Being
takes death itself as the condiment. What a great power!
It is staggering, really staggering. It will make us giddy. We
are unable to think it, so great and grand it is. Ka itthd veda
yatra sah: Who can know it? Yama himself is saying, “Who
can know it?” Who can know where it is? Great indeed it
is! May it bless us.



Discourse 6
ISHVARA AND THE JIVA

Yasya brahma ca ksatram ca ubhe bhavata odanah, mrtyur
yasyopasecanam ka ittha veda yatra sah (1.2.25). This is the
last verse of the Second Section. The Supreme Being is the
repository of knowledge and power, which is here indicated
by the statement that the Supreme Being consumes
Brahmanas and Kshatriyas, indicating thereby that it
is the final ocean of knowledge and power—Brahmana
representing knowledge, and Kshatriya representing
power. Omniscience and omnipotence are blended in the
Supreme Being,.

Generally, in this world we exercise knowledge in the
form of a power. Some effort is necessary in implementing
one’s ability of knowledge in the form of a performance
thatis called power. Power proceeds from knowledge. In the
case of God, something does not proceed from something
else. It is one and the same thing that is knowledge as well
as power. The very thought of God is also the power of
God. The very being of God is also the action of God. In
our case, being is not the same as action. We may be sitting,
but that does not mean that we are doing something at
the time. In the case of God, the very existence is cosmic

activity. Existence is action; knowledge is power. They are
77
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self-identical in the case of the Almighty, and the statement
that it consumes death itself as a pickle shows that it is
immortal.

Na mrtyur asid amrtam says the Nasadiya Sukta of the
Rigveda: Immortality and death are like shadows of the
Almighty. Well, death may be a shadow, but is immortality
also a shadow? We can imagine the transcendence of
God when it is held that even the deathlessness that
we are thinking of in our mind is transcended in the
Almighty essence, because our concept of immortality is
the counterpart of mortality. That which is not mortal is
immortal. Why do we use such a word? Why should we
designate the state of being forever and ever as an absence
of death? Has it not got any positive definition? It is like
saying “I am free from disease”. Why do we use such words?
Why do we not say “I am healthy”? If we say “I am not sick,
I have no disease”, it is not a proper definition of a positive
condition. We should say, “I am healthy, strong, vigorous.
Everything is fine.” But we are using the word ‘immortal,
or ‘deathlessness. Deathlessness is the absence of death.
Now, absence itself is not a positive thing. There must be
something positive which can be designated as not just a
negation of death or a negation of mortality. That something
is, therefore, superior to the concept of the absence of death
and the absence of mortality. This is the reason why the
great mantra of the Rigveda says it is that of which both
immortality and death are shadows. So it consumes death
itself. It consumes even the counterpart of death.

Immortality is generally believed to be a long-duration
existence. In our childlike way of thinking we imagine that
when we become immortal, we will be livingalong, longlife.
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Just as we are now living fifty, sixty, seventy years, a hundred
years, then we will be living for millions and millions of
years. This is what we think the state of immortality is. It
is not the case. In the state of immortality we will not be
living for a long, long time, because there is no time there.
Immortality is also timelessness. Hence, it is deathlessness.
So along, long continuance in an endless duration of time
is not God-experience. Therefore, God-experience should
be considered as totally transcending, different from just a
long, continuous existence in space and time in the world.
It is also not negation; it is positive, a positive something.
We cannot define God positively. We can only say what He
is not, but it is not possible to say what He is. Therefore,
in a metaphorical way the Veda mantra says death and
deathlessness are shadows cast by That which is the only
One. So here is the meaning of this mantra: yasya brahma
ca ksatram ca ubhe bhavata odanah, mrtyur yasyopasecanam
ka ittha veda yatra sah. Who can know That?

The Third Section commences now. Rtam pibantau
sukrtasya loke guham pravistau parame parardhe, chaya-
tapau brahma-vido vadanti, paficagnayo ye ca tri-ndciketah
(1.3.1): In this world, in this body, there are two beings who
are connected with the deeds performed while living in this
world, or while living in this body. They are occupying the
deepest recesses of the hearts of people. Their relationship is
something like the relationship between light and darkness
or light and shade. This is what the knowers of Brahman,
and those people who know the Panchagni Vidya, tell us.

The Panchagni Vidya is wonderfully described
in the Fifth Chapter of the Chhandogya Upanishad.
The Vaishvanara Vidya and the Panchagni Vidya are
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interconnected. Knowers of this Panchagni Vidya, as well
as those who have performed the Nachiketas sacrifice three
times, tell us that there are two beings living in this world,
in this body, enjoying the fruits of actions in the deepest
recess of the heart, having a relationship between them as
light and shade. The two beings are God and man—Ishvara
and jiva, we may say. Ishvara and jiva operate in a twofold
fashion: externally in the universe, and internally in this
body. The world and God are the two beings envisaged
cosmically, and the Atman and the jiva are the two beings
envisioned internally within our own selves. This jiva, this
individual soul, eats the fruits of its own actions. It enjoys
the fruits of its actions.

Two beings are said to be enjoying the fruits of actions,
which was mentioned when reference was made to the two
birds perching on a single tree. One bird is enjoying the
delicious fruits of the tree. The other bird does not enjoy;
it just looks on. It is unconcerned with what is happening
to its comrade seated nearby, plunging himself in the joy
of cating delicious fruit. Here, in this mantra, it is said
that there are two beings enjoying the fruits of action.
Earlier, one was not enjoying the fruits of action, and now
here both are enjoying the fruits of action. This is a highly
philosophical connotation which we have to understand
with some concentration of mind.

Ishvara and the jiva are not identical with each other
in the sense that Ishvara is cosmic, and therefore He has
no karma. As a sutra of Patanjali tells us very picturesquely,
the concept of Ishvara is also the concept of freedom
from karma of every kind. Klesa karma vipaka asayaih
aparamrstah purusavisesah Isvarah (Y.S. 1.24) is the sutra
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of Patanjali: Nothing that affects the jiva can contaminate
Ishvara. In this way we may say Ishvara, as the bird, does
not have to get involved in the tangles in which the jiva is
involved. We have to go to the other verse where it is said
that one of the birds is not entangled. Now Ishvara is said
to be connected with the jiva in another way. Ishvara knows
what is happening to the jiva. He is not unconcerned.
There is a direct give-and-take policy, as it were, between
ourselves and God as Ishvara. Also, the existence of Ishvara
as the controlling power of the universe is determined in
a very important sense by the requirements of the jivas, or
the individuals, inhabiting the universe, just as the head
of a government is having those characteristics which are
the conditioning factors in relation to the citizens in the
country. The requirements of the nation determine the
character of the ruling head. So the ruling head, though he
is not directly connected with the sorrows of any particular
citizen in the country, is in a way directly connected in the
sense that he is responsible for the fate of the people in the
country. As we know very well, though in one sense the
direct connection between the ruling head and the public
is not there, there is a very intimate connection between
the two because the head is totally determined by the
requirements of the country. Otherwise, he cannot manage
the country.

There is an interrelationship between the universe and
Ishvara, who rules the universe. The fate of the universe is
the duty of Ishvara, just as the fate of the country is the duty
of the ruling head. Whatever be the condition in which
the nation finds itself will be the condition that affects the
ruler, because he exists there only to see that the prevailing
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conditions are harmonious. So Ishvara controls the world
by bringing about a state of harmony and, in that sense, He
is related internally; thus, we may say Ishvara is connected
with the jivas, and only in that sense can we say that the
two beings enjoy the fruits of action. The ruler, the king,
or the final administrating principle of a country enjoys
the fruits of the actions of the subjects of the nation. He
is directly affected by it, so they are correlated existences.
Ishvara and the jivas are correlated, and the existence of
Ishvara is demanded by the necessity of the jivas to have a
ruling power. If Ishvara does not exist as something related
to the jivas, there will be no dispensing of justice in terms of
the actions of the jivas. The merits and the demerits of the
jivas are to be rewarded or punished accordingly. The jivas
who perform actions cannot reward themselves, nor can
they punish themselves, so there must be a principal above
the jivas. The necessity for the existence of Ishvara arises on
account of there being a necessity for a dispensing power,
and that dispensing of justice will have validity only as long
as jivas exist. This is the reason why the mantra seems to say
that two beings enjoy the fruits of action.

It also draws a marked distinction between the
two beings, though it was already said that they are
interconnected. The marked difference is that one is like
light, and the other is like shade. Such is the difference
between man and God that man looks like a shadow, and
God is eternal light. So both these aspects of the God and
jiva relationship are mentioned here in this single verse:
enjoying the fruits of action simultaneously in a cooperative
manner on the one hand, and Ishvara remaining totally
independent on the other hand.
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Rtam pibantau sukrtasya loke guham pravistau parame
parardhe, chdya-tapau brahma-vido vadanti, paficagnayo
ye ca tri-ndciketah. Knowers of Brahman, knowers of
the great Vaishvanara Vidya and the Panchagni Vidya,
knowers of the performance of the Nachiketas sacrifice
tell us that this is the position of the relation between God
and man, Ishvara and the jiva.

Yas setur ijananam aksaram brahma yat param, abhayam
titirsatam param ndaciketam Sakemahi (1.3.2): We are now
in a position to understand the nature of the Nachiketas
sacrifice. By the performance of such a sacrifice, or yajna,
one reaches the aksara, the imperishable Brahman, the
Absolute, yat param, the Supreme Being. It is a fearlessness
granted to all those who are to cross the ocean of mortal
existence, samsara as it is called. This Brahman, this
Supreme Being, is like a bridge, by walking over which, by
traversing which, we can cross over samsara, this mundane
existence. This knowledge comes to us through the
Nachiketas sacrifice—ndciketam sakemabhi.

Now we have some verses which are of practical
importance. Actual sadhana, spiritual practice, is described
here in the coming verses, which are very, very important
for every secker, worth committing to memory every day as
a holy mantra.

Atmanam rathinam viddhi, $ariram ratham eva tu:
buddhim tu saradhim viddhi, manah pragraham eva ca (1.3.3).
Atmanam rathinam viddhi: This body is compared to a
chariot. The rider of the chariot is the Self, the jivatman.
Sariram ratham eva tu: This body is the chariot; the rider,
the Lord seated in the chariot, is the jivatman, our own
Self. Buddhim tu saradhim viddhi: The charioteer here is the
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intellect, the reason, the buddhi in us. Manah pragraham eva
ca: The horses pull this chariot, and the reins that control
the movement of the horses are the functions of the mind.

Indriyani hayan ahur visayams tesu gocaran, atmendriya-
mano-yuktam bhoktety ahur manisinah (1.3.4). Indriyani hayan
ahuh: The sense organs are the horses of this body chariot;
the jiva is the rider; the buddhi or intelligence, the reason, is
the charioteer; the mind is the reins controlling the horses,
which are the sense organs; the objects of the senses are the
roads along which the chariot is driven. Atmendriya-mano-
yuktam bhoktety ahur manisinah: The experiencer or the
enjoyer of anything is not the Atman by itself, not the sense
organs by themselves, not the mind by itself. The mind has
no consciousness; it is like a mirror which by itself has no
light in it. A mirror does not shine by itself. Only when
light falls on the mirror does the mirror appear to shine. In
a similar manner, the light of the Atman has to fall on the
mind in order that it may work as an intelligent principle.
Therefore, the enjoyer cannot be the mind.

How can one enjoy a thing unless there is intelligence,
consciousness? Unconscious enjoyment is unthought
of. As the mind has no consciousness of itself, it borrows
consciousness from the Atman inside. The enjoyer cannot
be regarded as the Atman. The senses are also not the
enjoyers of anything, because they are insentient in their
nature. The sense organs are there even when we are fast
asleep, but none of the sense organs can operate—neither
the eyes see, nor the ears hear. Even if we touch a person,
he will not feel that we are touching him. The senses do not
enjoy anything, the mind does not enjoy anything, and the
Atman is also not the enjoyer, because it is all-pervading.
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Who enjoys? Not the Atman, not the sense organs, not the
mind. But when we say “I enjoy”, who is speaking this? The
Atman does not say it, because the Universal Being does
not enjoy anything. The sense organs do not say it, because
they have no consciousness, not even the mind. Who is
speaking? A peculiar mixture, a blend or an alignment,
we may say—a coming together in a peculiar manner of
the Atman, the sense organs and the mind—this blend is
called the experiencer. The experiencer is an illusion finally,
inasmuch as it does not exist by itself. It is only a product by
way of a combination of the characteristics of the Atman,
the mind and the sense organs. The enjoyer does not exist
by itself. Therefore, all enjoyment in the world is false, it is
illusory, it is a metaphysical corollary that follows from this
fact of there being no such person as an enjoyer except as
a peculiar illusory product created by an apparent coming
together of the Atman, the mind and the sense organs:
atmendriya-mano-yuktam bhoktety dahur manisinah. So the
wise man says.

The fact that the body is the chariot is to some extent
intelligible, and we understand what it means. We also
understand that the intellect is the charioteer because the
body moves in the direction as prompted by the reason.
We also understand, to some extent, that the mind controls
the sense organs, the horses. But what is meant by saying
that the road is the sense objects?

Usually the objects of the senses are connected very,
very mysteriously with the sense organs. In spite of the
fact that the objects are not directly connected with the
sense organs, we know very well that the sense organs
move along the direction of the objects. The objects here
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become a kind of help to us rather than a hindrance,
because the path along which the chariot moves cannot
be regarded as a hindrance. The objects become obstacles
only when they are considered as things in which the
senses have to indulge, but they become aspects of support
and they become guiding factors when they are regarded
as a manifestation of a hierarchy of guiding forces through
whose assistance alone is it possible for us to ascend higher
and higher. That the objects are the lowest support, from
which lowest rung of the ladder we have to rise gradually
higher and higher, is mentioned in the coming verse.
The objects are not obstacles, spiritually viewed; but
unspiritually viewed as things for indulgence, they are
obstacles. Spiritually viewed as the lowest manifestation
in the form of matter of the very same substance that
constitutes the final universe, in that sense the objects are
roads that take us higher and higher and enable us to drive
our chariot along them.

The world is a bondage as well as a liberating principle.
Wrongly viewed, it is a bondage. Rightly viewed, it is a help.
The human being is an enemy when wrongly approached,
but the human being is a friend when rightly approached.
If we rub our shoulders against a person wrongly, that
person is not a friend anymore. But if we humanely
approach and compassionately encounter the person, that
person becomes a friend. The world is a friend and a foe
at the same time; so are the objects of the senses. Here the
objects of the senses are not considered as hindrances. They
are the manifestations of the lowest level of the descent of
the Absolute in creation. This is the meaning that we have
to draw from the significance of objects being the road
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along which the chariot of the body has to be driven by the
charioteer, the buddhi.

Yas tv avijianavan bhavaty ayuktena manasa sada,
tasyendriyany avasyani dustasva iva saratheh (1.3.5). Yas
tv avijianavan bhavaty: The horses of the senses become
non-cooperative if a person is unintelligent. Ayuktena
manasa sada: by not havinga controlled mind; tasyendriydny
avasyani: for such a person the indriyas, or the senses,
become restive and uncontrolled as uncontrolled horses.
Dustasva iva saratheh: Sometimes we see horse carriages
moving from Rishikesh to Lakshmanjhula. We can observe
that the driver drives the cart up to the water tank, and
then the horse stops; and if he pushes the horse, it will go
backward. The carriage goes backwards into a ditch, and
all the occupants have to get down. That is dustasva, which
means ‘not cooperative, ‘a non-cooperative thing’.

Yas tu vijianavan bhavati, yuktena manasa sadd,
tasyendriyani vasyani sadasva iva saratheh (1.3.6): But
the reverse is the case for that person whose horses are
good and well trained, and the charioteer is capable of
understanding. In this case the reins are never let off, and
the movement of the chariot is proper in its course.

Yas tv avijianavan bhavaty amanaskas sada’sucih, na sa tat
padam dpnoti samsdaram cadhigacchati (1.3.7): If the driver
of the chariot is bereft of understanding, the goal is never
reached and the chariot is hurled down. This is samsara.

When the senses move among objects as their road,
they do not know which course to pursue. If a charioteer
without intelligence comes to a crossroad, he does not
know which way to choose. Or if the horses go amuck, we
can imagine the fate of the chariot and its rider. The objects
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are many, though the elements which constitute them are
only five. There is a tremendous excitement of the senses
when they behold the colourful world of objects, because
our intellect fails. We begin to see through the senses
rather than through the intellect, and since the senses
are diversified, we are presented a diversified world from
which we do not know what to choose. Thus, without
intelligence, there is restless activity. A person without
self-control enters the womb of samsara.

Yas tu vijianavan bhavati samanaskas sada Sucih, sa tu
tat padam dpnoti yasmat bhiiyo na jayate (1.3.8): “Are the
roads really many, or is it one?” is the question. The roads
to the senses are many, but to the purified intellect it is
one. The one road is Hiranyagarbha, or Vaishvanara, in
whom everything gets combined and all roads meet. The
diversified activities of the senses can stop only when the
unity behind them is beheld, which is not possible without
self-withdrawal through intelligence. The five roads merge
into a single road. If five horses tied to the same chariot run
in different directions, what will happen to the chariot?
That is our case. On the other hand, if they all move in one
direction, what will be their power! So he whose senses
are controlled and whose intellect is purified, he does not
come back.

VijAianasarathir yastu manah pragrahavan narah,
so’dhvanah param apnoti tad visnoh paramam padam (1.3.9):
A person who has intelligence as the charioteer, whose
mind acts as reins, he reaches the final destination of the
path, which is the supreme state of God.

The last quarter of this mantra is borrowed from the

Rigveda. It says that the state of Vishnu is beheld by the
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wise ones as the state of all-pervading ether. The place of
Vishnu is not a location or a place. It is spread out like ether
or space, like the ocean. A river goes everywhere when it
reaches the ocean, and it does not remain localised in one
place. Likewise is the soul which enters Vishnupada. The
Universal Being is Vishnu. The moment a jiva reaches his
destination, he enters Vishnupada. Therefore, the body is
to be utilised as a vehicle of action in the movement of the
soul to God.

There is nothing wrong with our senses, mind, etc.,
but they should be directed properly. Evil is that which
is misdirected. A thing is not evil in itself, but when it
performs another’s function it is evil, just as anything
out of place is dirt. So everything should be in its proper
place, and yoked properly. The world is a training ground
in which the objects and the senses are occasions for
mastering our energies so that they get unified through the
senses, the mind and the intellect. We look weak because
all our energies leak out through the senses. If we conserve
our health and concentrate our effort in a single channel, it
is called dharana. This will make us powerful; this is yoga.
By the control of the senses, the mind and the intellect, the
soul becomes fit for God-realisation.

After this description, another aspect is being discussed.
How are we to subdue the senses? How is the charioteer to
control the horses? What steps are we to take? This difficult
effort on the part of the soul is called indriya-samyama or
manonigraha. It is summed up in the two following slokas.



Discourse 7
THE METHOD OF YOGA

We had the description of the chariot of the body, which
is said to be driven along the road of the sense objects by
the charioteer, who is the reason, or the intellect. The Lord
is seated there, the jivatman, with the mind being the reins
controlling the sense organs as horses. It was said that if the
horses are not properly trained they may become restive
and cast the chariot somewhere on the way, and the Lord
seated in the chariot may not reach the destination unless
the charioteer is very reliable, which means to say, unless
the reason is purified and free from the faults characteristic
of egoism such as greed and passion, etc. In connection
with this, the gradation of the categories of the universe is
mentioned in the subsequent two verses.

Indriyebhyah para hy arthad, arthebhyas ca param manah,
manasas ca pard buddhir buddher atma mahan parah;
mahatah param avyaktam, avyaktat purusah parah, purusan
na param kificit: sa kastha, sa para gatih (1.3.10-11). In
connection with the horses, the chariot, etc., indication
is given of the manner of the ascent or the progress of the
chariot of this individuality in the direction of the goal,
which is referred to here as visnoh paramam padam (1.3.9),

the supreme abode of Vishnu, the all-pervading Being.
90
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What are the stages of the movement of this ascent, or
progress? What is the first thing that we encounter? The
objects of the senses are the first things that we behold.
They are the grossest manifestations in the evolutionary
process. They strike us every day. We hit our heads against
them, as it were, and we see nothing in the world except
objects which are cognised by the sense organs. The sense
organs are to be considered as somehow superior to the
objects because the manner in which the consciousness
of an object arises within is determined by the manner
in which the sense organs comprehend the object. The
way in which the senses are constituted is also the way in
which the object will appear to us in our consciousness as,
for instance, the kind of lens that we wear on our eyes will
decide the way in which the objects appear to our eyes. If
the lens is concave, convex, broken, coloured or distorted,
accordingly we will see the objects as topsy-turvy, small, big,
distorted, expanded, broken, coloured, and so on, though
the objects themselves are really not so affected. Inasmuch
as there is a tremendous conditioning power of the sense
organs over the objects, they are said to be superior to the
objects of their perception.

But superior to the sense organs are the subtle principles
which constitute them, the tanmatras, as they are called—
sabda, sparsa, rupa, rasa, gandha—the principles of hearing,
touching, seeing, tasting and smelling. These are the subtle
rudimentary principles which go to form the power of the
sense organs. Therefore, the sense organs can perform only
five functions. We can see, we can hear, we can touch, we
can smell, and we can taste. We cannot do anything more
than this in this world. We see a fivefold manifestation of
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the universe—earth, water, fire, air and ether—because of
the organs which are fivefold. Some wise men have held
that if we had millions of sense organs, we would behold
the world in a million ways, and not only in the limited
way as it appears to the fivefold senses.

Inasmuch as the senses are constituted of a higher
essence called tanmatras, which I have already mentioned,
the causes thereof naturally should be considered as higher
than, or superior to, the sense organs. Artha here means
the potential of the sense organs. They are the tanmatras
mentioned. The objects are the lowest, the sense organs
are higher, and the tanmatras are superior still. The mind
is subtler than even the tanmatras because it can conceive;
it can think the tanmatras. The mind can understand what
sabda, sparsa, rupa, rasa, gandha are. The mind is potentially
sattvic in its nature, though it is also affected with rajas and
tamas. There is torpidity and immobility on the part of the
mind in tamas. It is distracted many a time on account of
rajas, but it also has some sattvic qualities, on account of
which it often feels happy inside. It is intelligent, and can
understand the pros and cons of things. The joys that we
feel inside are a reflection of the Atman. The sattva guna
of Prakriti occasionally manifests through the mind. The
mind, therefore, is superior even to the tanmatras which it
knows. The knower is superior to the known. Manasas ca
para buddhir buddher: The intellect is superior to the mind.
The mind generally thinks in an indeterminate manner, but
the buddhi, or the intellect, determinedly cognises, decides
and concludes. The intellect is purified mind. Some say the
intellect is like sugar and the mind is like jaggery, out of
which the sugar is made by a purification process.
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But there is something superior to the intellect of
the human being, which is mahat-tattva. Mahat-tattva is
the cosmic intellect. The word mahat is used in Sankhya
philosophy. According to the Sankhya philosophy, Prakriti
is the supreme potential for creation. It is constituted of the
properties of sattva, rajas and tamas. In the beginning of
things, Prakriti remains in an equilibrated condition where
the three properties are in a state of harmony; therefore,
there is no perception or knowledge of anything at that
time. Suddenly there is a disturbance of Prakriti, and one
property rises to the surface and has an upper hand over
the other two properties, and that particular property
becomes the medium for the reflection of the Cosmic
Being through it. Various mediums through which the
Supreme Being manifests itself are said to be of the cosmic
sattva guna. The cosmic sattva pervadingall things is mahat,
according to the Sankhya doctrine. It is identifiable with
Hiranyagarbha-tattva of the Vedanta doctrine.

Hence, the intellect of individuals is to be considered
as only a fraction of this universal intellect, which is
mahat-tattva, which has omniscience and omnipotence,
whereas the individual intellect has no such power. It has
limited knowledge and limited power. The mahat-tattva,
or cosmic intelligence, is like the ocean of knowledge,
and the human intellect is like a drop of it, but even this
drop is a distorted drop. It does not mean that the human
intellect is qualitatively equal to the mahat-tattva, though
quantitatively small. A spark of fire is quantitatively
smaller than a huge conflagration of fire, but qualitatively
it is the same as fire. Here, when we say that the intellect
of the human being is a part, a little fraction of the
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universal intelligence, we should not conclude that it is
qualitatively the same. Otherwise, we would be thinking
like small gods, and that we are not doing. We are not
thinking like gods at all but as suffering, distorted and
finite individuals. There is a topsy-turvy activity going on
in the human intellect; though it is part and parcel of the
universal Consciousness, it is also a reflection.

Now, the sun can be reflected in water. We can see that
when the water shakes, it appears to make the sun also split
or fraction into little bits, as it were. On the one hand, the
reflection has created the segmentation of the original into
little bits, and on the other hand, being a reflection, it does
not have the quality of the sun. The heat that is perceived
in the sun is not there when we see the sun in the reflection.
In a similar manner, the intellect, which is the highest
faculty in the human being, has a double disadvantage in
that it is, first of all, a fraction or a little part of the cosmic
intelligence, and secondly, it is a reflection. Therefore, it is
not qualitatively equal. So, quantitatively it is not equal,
and also qualitatively it is not equal. Therefore, the mahat-
tattva is supremely above the human intellect.

Mahatah param avyaktam. As I mentioned, the mahat-
tattva is a manifestation of the Supreme Being through the
sattva guna of Prakriti; therefore, the very appearance and
the very possibility of the existence of such a thing called
mahat-tattva is due to the existence of another principle
above it, called Prakriti. So Prakriti avyakta, as it is called,
is above the mahat-tattva. Avyaktat purusah parah: The
Supreme Being—Purusha, as it is called, or Brahman as it is
called in the Vedanta—is superior even to Prakriti, because
Prakriti acts only as a medium of reflecting the original
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Consciousness. Consciousness is the Ultimate Reality.
Brahman, Purusha, is Supreme.

So what are the gradations? From the objects we go to
the sense organs. This is also a method of meditation—how
we have to gradually withdraw the mind from the lower
categories to the higher categories. This is the system of
meditation that is being described in these two verses.
Withdraw the consciousness from the objects to the senses,
withdraw the consciousness from the senses to the mind,
withdraw the consciousness from the mind to the intellect,
and withdraw the consciousness from the intellect to the
cosmic intellect. From there, withdraw the consciousness
to the potential of creation, called Prakriti. Then withdraw
this potential to the purely universal existence, the
Mahapurusha.

Purusan na pararm kificit: There is nothing superior to the
Purusha. It has been said that there is something superior
to every category in this list mentioned, but when we reach
the Purusha there is nothing superior to it, and there is no
further ascent. That is the goal, and that is the end of all
things. Sa kastha: That is the final abode, and that is the
blessedness which we all seek. It is the goal, the beatitude,
the blessedness, and the eternal that we seek in our life. Sa
kasthd, sd pard gatih: It is the abode of blessedness. Nothing
beyond that exists.

Esa sarvesu bhitesu gudho’tma na prakasate, drsyate
tvagryaya buddhya sitksmaya sitksma-darsibhih (1.3.12): This
Purusha is present everywhere. The Purusha manifests
itself through Prakriti, then indirectly through Prakriti it
manifests itself in mahat, through mahat it reflects itself
in the intellect, through the intellect it reflects itself in the
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mind, through the mind it reflects itself through the sense
organs, and through the sense organs it illumines the objects.
So this Supreme Purusha, though above all things, is also in
all things. Though it is transcendent, it is also immanent.

Therefore, it is not difficult to contact the Purusha.
We can contact the Purusha even in the objects of sense.
Though it is the lowest manifestation of the Purusha, it is
nevertheless a manifestation. Even the smallest official in
the government is capable of contacting the government at
the highest level. Similar is the case with this. All things in
the world are roads, passages, paths leading to the Supreme
Reality. This Supreme Purusha is manifest in all things,
and yet is not visible to the sense organs. It is present even
in objects, but it cannot be seen with the eyes in objects.
Objects can be seen only with the eyes, with the sense
organs, but the Purusha is not an object. It is the Subject
that knows. Therefore, when we behold objects through the
sense organs, we do not realise that we are actually seeing
the Purusha in the form of the object. Externality, which
is the characteristic of the activity of the senses, vitiates all
perception and connects even the Purusha with the object,
and we think that the object is outside, due to which reason
the Purusha is not recognised, though it is really present
there. The whole world is looded with God-consciousness,
but we cannot know that because we mistake the world for
an externality, whereas God is universality.

Esa sarvesu bhiitesu giidho'tmda na prakasate: Subtle
Reality as it is, it is not visible to the sense organs. Drsyate
tvagryayd buddhyd: But subtle analytic understanding
can recognise the presence of the Supreme Being by
philosophical acts of inference, and in meditation.
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Siksmaya siksma-darsibhih: With a subtle mind, with a
purified intellect, great geniuses on the spiritual path such
as rishis, sages and saints recognise Brahman present in
this very world of material manifestation, though the sense
organs cannot behold it in that manner.

Yacched van manasi prajiias tad yacchej jiiana-atmani,
jianam atmani mahati niyacchet, tad yacchec chanta-atmani
(1.3.13). This is another verse which briefly states the
categories of ascent, which was mentioned in a little more
detail in the earlier verse. What should we do in meditation?
The sense organs should be settled in the mind. Here vak,
which means ‘speech; is to be considered as representative
of all the sense organs. It is not merely the speech that has
to be withdrawn, but everything that represents sensuality,
or sensory cognition. The mind should withdraw the
power of the sense organs. The secker should withdraw the
consciousness from the senses and fix it in the mind, and
then he should withdraw the consciousness from the mind
and fix it in the intelligence. Then he should withdraw the
consciousness from the intelligence and fix it in the cosmic
intellect. Then he should withdraw it from there and fix it
in the universal Atman. This is a brief statement of what
has already been said in the previous verse. Chanta-atman
is the Supreme Being, Brahman, in which we have to settle
ourselves finally in meditation.

Uttisthata jagrata prapya varan nibodhata: ksurasya dhara
nisita duratyaya; durgam pathas tat kavayo vadanti (1.3.14):
Arise, awake! This is a call for us. The Upanishad tells us,
“Sleep not, wake up, stand up, gird up your loins.” Prapya
varan nibodhata: Go to competent teachers and Masters
and know the secret of this path, because it has already
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been mentioned that unless the teacher is competent in
his approach, knowledge cannot be gained. The competent
person has been described as one who is identical with
the knowledge, or rather, identical with the object of his
knowledge. That is a God-realised man, we may say. A
Godman should be your teacher, and until this is achieved,
progress is not likely to be speedy. So wake up from your
slumber of ignorance. Stand up and prepare yourself for
the practice of yoga by contacting great Masters who will
bless you with instruction.

Ksurasya dhara nisita duratyaya: This path of the Spirit
is very subtle, sharp, cutting, invisible to the eyes, like the
edge of a razor. The edge of a razor is cutting, sharp, but
invisible to the eyes. So is this path. It can cut us if we are
not able to walk on it properly. The path to God is invisible
to the sense organs. It is said that it is like the path of fish in
the water or the path of birds in the air. Birds have a path in
space, but we cannot know where that path is. It is invisible.
Similar is the path of fish in water; we cannot track them.
Likewise is the path of the great souls who tread the path of
the Spirit. It is very subtle.

Durgam pathas tat kavayo vadanti: A great difficulty
is before you. Almost impossible is this achievement.
The path of God is an almost impossible endeavour for
inefficient people because it is sharp, subtle, invisible,
slippery, and not easy to confront. Therefore, take resort
to a great Master who will guide you. Do not sleep. Wake
up, stand up, and be ready for the great onslaught of this
spiritual conquest. This is a great mantra: uttisthata jagrata
prapya varan nibodhata: ksurasya dhara nisita duratyaya;
durgam pathas tat kavayo vadanti.
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Asabdam asparsam artipam avyayam tathd arasam
nityam agandhavac ca yat, anady anantam mahatah param
dhruvam nicayya tam mrtyu-mukhat pramucyate (1.3.15):
One can be freed from the jaws of death by knowing
that which is above all that is audible, all that is tangible,
all that is visible, all that is capable of comprehension
through the sense organs. That which cannot be tasted
or touched or smelt because of its eternity of character,
such a thing which has no beginningand no end, which is
above mahat-tattva; mahatah param, dhruvam: permanent,
ancient, perpetual; nicdyya: knowing that, one is freed
from the clutches of death. There is no other way. A
proper concentration of the mind every day is necessary
to adjust oneself with the requirements of the spiritual
reality which masquerades in this very world as the visible
objects.

Naciketam upakhyanam mrtyu-proktam sanatanam,
uktva Srutva ca medhavi brahma-loka mahiyate (1.3.16):
Here a tentative closing of the teaching takes place. Many
people think that the Upanishad closes here and perhaps
it is taken up again in the Second Section, or perhaps the
Second Section is an independent Upanishad itself, etc., on
account of the words that are used here in this verse. This
is the story of Nachiketas. This is the wisdom imparted to
Nachiketas by Mrityu, the great Lord of Death. Whoever
speaks it, whoever hears it, such a blessed soul, highly
intelligent, glories in Brahmaloka, the region of the eternal.
Whoever reads this, whoever studies this, whoever speaks
this, whoever hears this, understands it, and practises it
according to the rules mentioned here will reach the abode

of the Absolute.
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Ya imam paramam guhyam sSravayed brahma-samsadi,
prayatas Sraddha-kale va tad anantyaya kalpate, tad
dnantydya kalpate, tad anantydya kalpate iti (1.3.17): This is a
supreme secret that has been described in this Upanishad,
not easy to understand by a casual mind. If anyone will
be good enough and great enough to expound this secret
to an audience of seckers, with eagerness to expound it,
or expounds it to an audience of people who have come
to attend a shraddha ceremony—which is the ceremony
performed for the well-being of the forefathers or departed
souls—whoever teaches, expounds, and makes a large
audience of seckers and good people understand the
great truth of this Upanishad, such a person will attain
to the limitless abode, tadanantydya kalpate. He will not
come back to this world. He will reach eternity instantly.
Tadanantydya kalpate iti. It is repeated a second time. There
is no doubt about this.

Here concludes the First Chapter, as it is called, of the
Kathopanishad, of which we already had three subsections.
This Upanishad contains two chapters, each chapter
containing three subsections. In that way, we can say it has
six subsections. Now we go to the Second Chapter.

Pararici khani vyatrnat svayambhiis tasmat paran pasyati
nantaratman: kas cid dhirah pratyag-atmanam aiksad avrtta-
caksur amrtatvam icchan (2.1.1): It appears as if the Creator
pierced the sense organs in an externalised manner to
punish them, as it were, so that they move outwardly like
the rushing waters of a gushing river, and the river will not
go back; it will always move onward. Externally oriented are
the sense organs. This is the cause of knowing everything as
if it is outside, and not in the universal context. Therefore
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it is that the Universal Being is never seen in this world,
though it is actually present everywhere. We see only the
objects that are in space and time, but never see that which
is hidden inside space and time. But there are great souls
who withdraw the powers of the senses and do not permit
the sense organs to construe things in an externalised
manner. They behold what is inside, rather than what is
outside, by turning their gaze to the very consciousness
that is the responsible power for the operation of the
mind and the sense organs. By analysis of the process of
the operation of consciousness, great souls withdraw their
consciousness from its involvement in the externality of
things, involvement in the sense organs, involvement in the
mind, involvement in the intellect, etc., and turn it back
to the original universal source which is mahat-tattva and
Parama-purusha, Brahman, the Absolute. Only great souls
can achieve this. Ordinary souls are sunk in the mire of this
erroneous perception caused by the distorted activity of
the sense organs.

Paracah kaman anuyanti balas te mrtyor yanti vitatasya
pasam, atha dhira amrtatvam viditva dhruvam adhruvesv
iha na prarthayante (2.1.2): Children run after the sense
organs and their objects. Ignorant people are like children.
Children are people who have little knowledge, and
children, in their ignorance, run after the joys of the objects
of sense. Te mrtyor yanti vitatasya pasam: Whoever runs
after the joys of the objects of sense will be caught by the
noose of death. Death is pervading the whole world. There
is no place, no atom where death is not present. Yama is
ruling this world as the immanent force of destruction, as
the power of time that swallows everybody. Whoever is
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foolish enough to conclude that joys are only in the objects
of sense, and runs after them day in and day out, and does
not believe that anything is superior to this world, he
shall be caught by death, and he shall have to meet the
consequences thereof.

Atha dhira amrtatvam viditva: But the great heroes of the
Spirit, knowing that there is such a thing called immortality,
never seck the permanent among impermanent things.
You want permanent happiness, but you seck it in the
impermanent fluxations of the physical constituents of
the world. Therefore, be not caught by this transient
picturesque manifestation of the colours and the sounds of
the objects of sense. Seck not the eternal in the non-eternal
world. Knowing this, great souls withdraw themselves
from even the perception of objects, leave alone an interest
in them. They settle themselves in the permanent that is
within them and attain to the Atman, which is the same as
Brahman.



Discourse 8

REALISING THE ATMAN AND
THE UNITY BEHIND ALL THINGS

We have read two verses of the Second Chapter.
Paranci khani vyatrnat svayambhiis tasmat paran pasyati
nantaratman: ka$ cid dhirah pratyag-atmanam aiksad
avrtta-caksur amrtatvam icchan; pardacah kaman anuyanti
balas te mrtyor yanti vitatasya pasam, atha dhira amrtatvam
viditva dhruvam adhruvesv iha na prarthayante (2.1.1-2).
Children without understanding run after the pleasures
of sense objects because the Creator Himself pierced
the senses in an outward tendency, as it were. The senses
cannot see anything that is behind; they see only what is
in front. Not only do they see what is in front, they rush
vigorously forward in search of more accumulation of
objects for their indulgence. Then what happens? Their
vigour wears away, the instruments of actions, the sense
organs and the body become old, and there is decay and
destruction. Death takes possession of such people who
have no consciousness of there being a higher reality than
the visible world of objects.

Heroes on the path of the Spirit, knowing this predi-
cament of human nature in this world, turn their gaze

within and behold within themselves, in their own selves,
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that light which illumines the whole world. The light
of intelligence, which is within us, is also that glorious
radiance of God-consciousness. Knowing this, people
tread the path of the true Spirit for attaining immortality,
and they do not seek the permanent attainment of
Godhood through any means which are perishable and
impermanent. Impermanent means are these objects of
the world, which are incapable of contacting that which is
permanent in nature. Everything in this world is infested
with the tendency to perish one day or the other. Therefore,
nothing in this world can be regarded as a suitable way or
means to attain God. The Atman is the way to God, not
the body, not the senses, not the objects.

Yena riupam gandham Sabdan sparsams ca maithunan,
etenaiva vijanati, kim atra pariSisyate: etad vai tat (2.1.3):
That, with the help of whose light and awareness one
beholds things in perception through the eyes, tastes
things through the tongue, smells through the nose, hears
through the ears, touches with the skin, and contacts in
various ways—with the help of this one thing, all things
are known. Having known this, there is nothing more to
be known.

“This verily is the answer to your question, Nachiketas,”
says Yama. “Here I am giving you the answer to your
question, the third boon that you asked, and I am gradually
revealing it here in the instruction that I have given to you
in these passages. After knowing this, what remains—kim
atra parisisyate? This verily is that. This indeed is that which
you seek, and here it is before you.”

Svapnantam  jagaritantam  cobhau  yenanupasyati,
mahantam vibhum atmanam matva dhiro na Socati (2.1.4):
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Wise people do not grieve when they realise this great
universal Atman, which is the reason behind perceptions
in dream as well as in waking. It is through this Atman
that we are able to behold the world in front of us and be
conscious of something being there. It is through the light
of this Atman that we are dreaming and seeing things in
dream. It is because of the presence of this Atman that we
are able to wake up from sleep. The waking consciousness,
the dream consciousness, and the unconsciousness of
sleep are all vestures put on by this Atman, as it were, and
one who knows this Atman as dissociated from the body,
the mind and this causal sheath which we experience in
sleep knows the Atman verily. These bodies, known as
sthula, sukshma and karana—gross, subtle and causal—are
like covers or sheaths over the light of the Atman, which
shines within everybody as the sun shines behind clouds.
Knowing this great Atman, the hero treading the path of
the Spirit will not grieve anymore, will not have sorrow
of any kind, because the true Atman is the true person.
You and I and everyone, and everything in the world,
are basically this Atman making life possible and giving
form and shape to things, and also making things appear
attractive, beautiful and worth the while. The value of
things in the world, whatever that value be in any capacity
whatsoever, is the value of the Atman that is peeping
through the sense organs and contacting the objects by
means of the perceptual process.

Ya imam madhvadam veda atmanam jivam antikat, iSanam
bhuta-bhavyasya, na tato vijugupsate: etad vai tat (2.1.5): One
who knows this great Atman seated in the heart of all—the
experiencer of the consequences of the deeds performed by
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itself through its association with the three sheaths—one
who knows this Atman as independently reigning supreme
above the three sheaths, as well as involved in the three
sheaths, thereby experiences the fruits of karmas. Madhu is
the word used here. Madhva: one who eats honey. Honey is
the fruit of the action one performs, and the eater thereof is
the jiva, the individual soul, which is nothing but a limited
expression of the universal Atman reflected, peeping
through the three bodies: causal, subtle and physical. This
Atman is actually the Lord over the past, the present and
the future. Timeless is this Atman, spaceless is this Atman,
objectless is this Atman. It has no limitations of any kind.
One who knows this shrinks not from anything, fears not
anything, wants not anything. Here is the truth. This is
verily that: etad vai tat. “What you ask, here it is. Take this
knowledge, Nachiketas,” says Yama.

Yah purvam tapaso jatam adbhyah purvam ajayata, guham
pravisya tisthantam yo bhitebhir vyapasyata: etad vai tat
(2.1.6): Whoever knows this Great Being which originated
from the tapas of Brahman, the Absolute, prior to the
manifestation of the five elements—earth, water, fire, air and
ether—and yet is embedded in the very five elements, knows
the Truth. This Atman is above the body, and yet is birthing
through the body. The body is the individualised symbol
of the physical elements earth, water, fire, air and ether,
and cosmically these elements represent the body of God
Himself, the Viratsvarupa. This Virat, who has entered the
five elements through the form of this universe, is the cause
of all things that we call creation as we perceive it, but this
Virat himself is the effect of a great tapas of concentration
of the will of Brahman, the Absolute, we may say.
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In the Upanishads there are statements repeatedly
making out that Brahman concentrated itself; it performed
tapas. What kind of tapas did Brahman perform? We do
tapas by eating less, sleeping less, wearing little clothing,
and not speaking much. Observing mauna, and so on, are
the ways of our austerity, or tapas. But when Brahman
performed tapas, what did Brahman do? Brahman’s tapas
did not consist of not eating, not sleeping, not speaking,
or wearing less clothes. These are not the ways of the tapas
of the Supreme Being. Concentration of consciousness,
the projection of the will in a given direction, and the
embodying of the whole of oneself in the direction which
this will has taken, that is real tapas, austerity; and in our
case also that would be real austerity. Merely wearing frail
fragmentsof clothand notspeakingand noteating, theseare
not adequate tapas. They are inadequate. Where the mind
is not cooperating, the body cannot achieve anything. Our
tapas consists in what the mind is doing, and not merely
in what we do to the body. We may eat or not eat, that is a
different matter; but what are we doing in the mind? We
may not be eating anything, not even drinking water for a
month, but we may be glutting through the mind, building
castles in the air and vying over the pros and cons of all the
blessed things in the world, with the mind never getting
concentrated. So to the extent the mind concentrates, to
that extent only are we in a state of tapas.

Brahman contemplated, concentrated itself, and did
tapas in the form of the will to create the universe. The
first manifestation is Virat, which came out of the tapas of
Brahman and is prior to the five elements, yet it is involved
in the five elements in the form of this vast cosmos. This
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Virat, so big, so great, so expansive, the effect of the very
will and tapas of Brahman, is within us. The kingdom of
God is within us. ‘Kingdom’ means ‘very big’ Such a vast
area of suzerainty is within the little space of the heart
of man.

Unfortunately, one knows this mystery of mysteries
only through the five elements. The Virat is spreading itself
everywhere in front of us as this glorious presentation of
what we call creation, but we see only trees, we see twigs,
we see bricks and stones, we see walls, we see rivers and
mountains. Instead of seeing a person standing before us,
we are seeing his skin, his hair, his bones and his sinews.
This is the mistake that we make in the perception of
the world. To see a person in front of us is different from
seeing his limbs, as if the limbs constitute the person. The
person is an enchantment, an attraction, a separate entity
altogether. “I have gone and seen that person.” When we
make statements of this kind, we do not mean that we
have gone and seen a conglomeration of hands and feet
and nose and eyes. This is not what we have seen. The
person is different from the bodily limbs. Similar is this
Virat that we are beholding in the form of this cosmos. We
are seeing only the nose and the ears and the little things
that we call the limbs of the world, whereas these are the
manifestations of another thing, which is the Supreme
Person, the Mahapurusha, the Purushottama of the Vedas,
the Bhagavadgita and the Upanishads. The great Reality
is verily in front of us, and day and night we are actually
hitting our heads against it but not knowing what has
happened. “This verily is that. Nachiketas, I am giving you

the answer,” says Yama.
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Ya pranena sambhavaty aditir devatamayi, guham pravisya
tisthanti, ya bhiitebhir vyajayata: etad vai tat (2.1.7). Brahman
has been explained, Virat has been explained, and now
Hiranyagarbha is being explained here—that great Prana,
the cosmic Prana known as Hiranyagarbha or Sutratman,
unborn among the born individualities of the world, the
embodiment of all the gods. All the gods were shining in
the Virat form which Lord Sri Krishna showed, as described
for us in the Eleventh Chapter of the Bhagavadgita. Every
divinity was shining in every part of its body. That is
Hiranyagarbha-tattva, or we may call it Virat. This great
unborn Cosmic Being, Sutratman, Hiranyagarbha, is in
gods everywhere, seated in the heart of every person, and
yet perceived only through the five elements, which are the
objects of the senses. “This verily is that. Nachiketas, I have
given you the answer,” says Yama.

Aranyor nihito jata-veda garbha iva subhrto garbhinibhih:
dive diva idyo jagrvadbhir havismadbhir manusyebhir agnih:
etad vai tat (2.1.8). Yama is driving this idea again and
again into the mind of Nachiketas. “Don’t be under the
impression that I am not giving you the answer. Here is
that, as fire is hidden between two fire sticks.” There are
certain types of wood which embody the principle of fire
in a greater measure than other pieces of wood. Everywhere
fire is pervading. If two sticks strike each other, there will be
fire in the forest. There is a particular tree called the arani,
and when two pieces of wood from this tree are rubbed one
over the other, sparks are produced. Sparks emanate even
when we strike one stone against another. It shows that fire
is embedded everywhere in a subtle, hidden form. As fire is
hidden between two fire sticks, as a foetus is hidden in the
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womb of the mother, this Great Being is hiddenly present
in the heart of all. Every day it is adored, worshipped and
glorified by awakened spirits who perform sacrifices day in
and day out for contacting this wonderful Being, and by
all people who are secking it. This is the cosmic fire, the
eternal fire of God. Etad vai tat: “Here is the answer for
you, Nachiketas. Be happy,” says Yama.

Yatas codeti suryo astam yatra ca gacchati, tam devas
sarve’rpitdas tadu natyeti kas cana: etad vai tat (2.1.9): It is
because of the impulsion of this Cosmic Being that the sun
rises in the east, and the planets rotate on their axis and
revolve around the central nucleus of the sun. The seasons
come and go in proper time. There is administration in
this universe. Things do not happen confusedly. There
is precision, order, mathematical perfection seen in the
workings of nature. Everything is beautiful. Nothing is
untoward in this world. Mathematics is a poor science of
precision before this great precision of the workings of
nature, inwardly as well as outwardly. This perfection, this
precision, this ordered manner of the movement of things
like the sun and moon and stars, is all due to the universal
controlling power of the Atman that is Hiranyagarbha,
Virat. God controls everything. All the gods are embedded
in this. The millions of gods that people worship in the
forms of religion in this world are twinkling sparks of
this wondrous divinity universally present everywhere
and twinkling in our own hearts. Nobody can go beyond
that. Once we reach that, our movement stops, as the
movement of a river stops when it touches the ocean. All
our activities cease there, our aspirations find a fulfilment
there, and our desires are granted entirely, abundantly. We
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ourselves cease to be there. We become verily that which
we are secking. Etad vai tat: “This is that, Nachiketas. Take
it says Yama.

Yad eveha tad amutra, yad amutra tad anviha, mrtyos sa
mrtyum dpnoti ya iha naneva pasyati (2.1.10). Yad eveha tad
amutra: Whatever is here in this individual is also there
in the cosmos. Yad amutra tad anviha: Whatever is in
this microcosmic individuality of a person is also in the
macrocosmic body of God. And conversely, whatever is in
the macrocosmic body of the Almighty is to be found in
the microcosmic individuality of ours. The human being is
a cross-section of the cosmic ranges of worlds after worlds,
realms over realms, and all the wonders and glories of the
cosmos can be seen scintillating within the particles of the
bodily individuality of a person. But if anyone sees duality,
multiplicity, and does not realise this great oneness that
is operating between us and the Supreme Being, such a
person will go from death to death and from birth to birth
continuously in a cycling movement of metempsychosis.
No one can avoid birth, death and suffering in the form
of samsara, this earthly existence, because of the fact that
we do not see this unity operating in all things. We do
not realise that the wonder that is everywhere is also the
wonder within us. “Nachiketas, is this sufficient for you?
What do you say?” asks Yama.

Manasaivedam dptavyam neha nanasti kiii cana: mrtyos
sa mrtyum gacchati ya iha naneva pasyati (2.1.11): It is
not possible to envision this integral reality by ordinary
means. It requires a great effort on the part of every one
of us to chasten ourselves in order that we may become
fit instruments for the vision of this glory. Otherwise, the
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little comforting sadhana that we may be performing in our
daily life may not be sufficient. With all the effort of our
mind and intellect, we will not be able to behold the unity
behind things. We see only duality, duplicity, multiplicity.
All unwanted things are seen in this world. What do we
see when we read a newspaper, for instance, every day in
the morning? All unwanted things, all useless stuff, all dirt
and garbage, all horrible things are what we see, and where
is the instrument in our personality that can behold the
unity behind them?

The perception of the ugliness of the world is the effect
of the operation of a lower instinct operating in us, the
lower self, as they call it, which works through the sense
organs that are our taskmasters in misguiding the jiva. They
are dacoits of the first water. These are the friends that we
have. Tasmat jagrata, jagrata, says Sankaracharya. There are
thieves here in the form of the sense organs, and they want
to deprive us of the treasure of our wisdom by compelling
us to see what is not there through the distorted sense
organs. And what do we see in the world? We see the
world exactly as it is not. It is the topsy-turvy, erroneous
vision of the sense organs that makes us feel that the world
is wretched. God has never created a wretched world,
because if the effect, which is God’s operation, is so bad,
God should also be a little bad indeed because whatever is
in the effect should also be in the cause. If God is perfection,
glory, wonder, honey and milk, eternity and infinity, how
could such a Being create a dirty world full of evil? Such
a thing is impossible. It only shows that our mind is not
prepared for the insight that is necessary to behold the
glory in this otherwise wretched world. Wretchedness is
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not actually of the world; it is the wretchedness of the
process of perception.

Hence, a faculty of subtle, purified, concentrated
means is necessary in order that the depth of unity can be
seen in the midst of the diversity of otherwise unwanted
things in the world, as it were. Actually, many things do
not exist here. Neha nanasti kificana. The Upanishad tells
us the multiplicity that we perceive in the world is a false
perception. Many things do not exist. There is only one
thing. As a unity, as a blend, as a totality, as a oneness
that the world is, we have to see it, but not behold it as a
distracted, isolated, fractional, divided world, because the
world is not so divided as we wrongly perceive it through
the senses. But if we persist in seeing the world as so divided,
and cannot visualise the unity behind these things if we
are not endowed with that insight which is supreme and
superb, what will happen to us? From death to death we go:
mrtyos sa mrtyum gacchati. Who goes from death to death?
Ya iha naneva pasyati: He who sees variety, multiplicity, and
absence of unity. Therefore, may one be guarded.



Discourse 9

WHAT HAPPENS TO THE LIBERATED SOUL
AFTER DEATH

This is a series of instructions to Nachiketas as a sort
of answer to his query as to what happens to the soul
finally. Through various analogies, illustrations, images,
comparisons, etc., the point of the circumstance of the
soul in the state of liberation is emphasised. Questions
of this kind are not easy to answer, because all questions
and all answers are involved in certain categories of the
world of substances and attributes, and the soul is neither
a substance nor an attribute. Qualities and relations do
not apply to it, but we can think only in terms of qualities
and relations; therefore, any amount of exposition of the
nature of the soul is impossible of comprehension finally.
That is why great Masters and teachers take to methods
of illustration, analogy, comparison, artistic presentation,
etc., instead of argument. The Upanishad has already said
naisa tarkena matir apaneyd (1.2.9): By logic and argument
this Atman cannot be known.

Angustha-matrah puruso madhya atmani tisthati: i$ano
bhita-bhavyasya na tato vijigupsate: etad vai tat (2.1.12): This
Atman looks like a small flame in the cave of the heart. The

vast range of the light of the sun pervading the whole sky
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looks like a little twinkling streak when it passes through
a small aperture of a screen on the window of our house.
The vast space, which is endless in its expanse, looks like
a tiny spot when it is seen inside a little tube. Likewise,
the universal Atman may appear to be like a little speck
of radiance within the heart of a person, sometimes
considered as the lotus of the heart.

The body is the outermost crust of human personality.
Inside the body is the subtle body, consisting of the mind,
intellect, sense organs and prana. Then there is the karana
sharira, or the causal body, which envelops the soul. This
soul, which is otherwise everywhere, manifests itself in
the human being only through that instrument which
is capable of revealing it, or manifesting it, in the same
way as the vast sunlight can manifest itself only as a little
beam because of the smallness of the aperture through
which it passes, and the vast space may look very little in
quantity and expanse on account of its being imagined to
be contained within a small container. Likewise, there is a
little sattvika aperture, as it were, in the heart of a person.
The heart is described in multifarious ways in the scriptures
of all the religions of the world. Especially in the Eighth
Chapter of the Chhandogya Upanishad, we find a special
elucidation of the heart, which is called there as the city of
Brahman, the abode of God.

The abode of God is our own heart, but when
that infinite God occupies a space that the human
understanding can occupy, He looks like a little thumb-
like flame. Angustha-matrah purusah: So small He is. We
sometimes compare the soul of a person to a little flame,
which at the time of death is said to leave the body and fly.
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You must have seen pictures drawn by artists of the way in
which the soul is said to depart from the body. Actually,
the soul does not depart; it is the body that departs. The
body is shed by the soul. As we cast off a cloth that is old
and worn out, so does the soul shed and cast off the body,
the apertures, the encrustations and the sheaths that are
not anymore of utility to it. It stands isolated.

Nevertheless, generally in the case of people in the
world, the soul does not become a universal expanse after
death. It does not mean that the space becomes vast. In
the case of the soul of the individual, there is a marked
difference. If the walls of a pot are broken, the little space
appearing to be inside it assumes a universal shape at once;
and if the curtain is removed, the sun assumes its original
expansive form of radiance. But the soul does not become
universal when the body is cast off. It maintains its limited,
isolated individuality in a subtle form. That is to say, death
of the physical body does not mean liberation of the soul.
The soul is not automatically liberated when the body is
cast off. The attachment which it had to the body through
the mind and the sense organs continues to be there because
of the fact that, at the time of death, the mind follows the
soul. Manahsasthanindriyani prakrtisthani karsati (B.G. 15.7),
says the Bhagavadgita. The soul drags with it by force, as it
were, the mind and the potentials of the senses, and as it
is even then attached to them, the limitedness of the soul
continues. The jivahood is still there after the passing of the
body, the leaving of the body. The misery of the individual
continues even if the body is thrown out.

The idea is that the soul appears to be limited and
small, as a thumb-like structure, on account of its apparent
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association with the limited aperture-like manifestation of
human understanding through the intellect and the mind,
principally the heart. Madhya atmani tisthati: In the centre
of our being it is located. The heart is the centre of our
personality. ISano bhita-bhavyasya: Otherwise, this great
Lord, who is parading as a little soul in our own heart, is
the master of all that is past and future. Na tato vijigupsate:
Knowing this, nobody will shrink from anything. Etad vai
tat: “This verily is that, Nachiketas. Here is an answer to
your question of what happens to the soul,” says Yama.
Angustha-matrah puruso jyotir ivadhumakah: i$ano bhiita-
bhavyasya sa evadya sa u $vah: etad vai tat (2.1.13): The
flame of the soul in the heart is like a flame without smoke.
Generally, when we light a lamp there is a flame, no doubt,
and there is also a little smoke. But here is a smokeless flame
which is the light of the soul in the deepest recesses of the
heart. Ivadhiimakah: without smoke; i$ano bhiita-bhavyasya:
the Lord of all, past and future; sa evadya sa u svah: it is
today just as it was earlier also, and what it is today, it shall
be tomorrow also. There shall be no distinction between
past and future for the soul. Its dramatic departure from
the body, and its movement through space for the purpose
of reincarnation and rebirth, all this is the consequence
that follows from attachment. Consciousness is stuck to
the body, stuck to the mind and the intellect and the sense
organs. How it is stuck is a mystery by itself. We cannot say
how the Universal can implant itself by attachment to the
particular parts of its own self. Somehow it has taken place.
Yathodakam durge vrstam parvatesu vidhavati, evam
dharman prthak pasyars tan evanuvidhavati (2.1.14): When
rain falls, water is poured on the peak of a mountain. If



118 COMMENTARY ON THE KATHOPANISHAD

there is a large depression, like a valley on a mountain of
great height, the rainfall will channelise itself through that
valley, and there will be a concentrated rush of water in one
direction only. But if there are many such little crevices and
cracks on the mountain, the downpour of water that falls
as rain will be distracted in many directions. Some water
will low here, some water will flow there. Everywhere there
will be a scattered movement of the water from the rainfall.

In the case of a distracted mind, this is what happens.
The rain of wisdom, which actually falls from the essential
soul of man, is distracted in many ways, as the water on
a mountain is split in different ways, because of the
movement of the five sense organs and the millions of
thoughts and feelings. Endless thoughts and endless
feelings are the channels through which consciousness
manifests itself, so that there is a tremendous inconceivable
multiplicity of the manifestation of the soul consciousness
when it actually reveals itself through the conditioning
factors of the mind and the sense organs. When a person
sees many things, thinks many things, feels many things,
the consciousness will also be diverted along the same
channel of diversity in a manifold manner, so that there
would be no concentration in life. There will be no sense
of unity in personality. There will be no alignment of the
psychic modes of operation. There will be unhappiness
and a kind of impossibility to choose even what is good
and proper, or is the aim of one’s life.

Yathodakam Suddhe suddham asiktam tadrg eva bhavati,
evam muner vijanata atma bhavati gautama (2.1.15): Suppose
water is poured on water. If heavy rain pours on a lake or on
the ocean, what happens? Water becomes water. It does not
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move hither and thither. Like merges in like, and friends
unite in a communion of inseparability of substance and
character. Milk poured on milk, or water poured on water,
is the example of concentratedness and communion where
the parts are completely inseparable, and they stand not
merely united as two parts, but as one indivisible being; so
does the Atman become.

“You asked me what happens to the Atman. This
happens to the Atman. It stands united with that from
where it came, of which it is a part, from which it is
inseparable, and which is itself basically, essentially eternal.
Hey Gautama!” Nachiketas Gautama is the rishi whose
descendent was Vajasravasa, the father of Nachiketas.
Therefore, Nachiketas is also called Gautama by descent.
“O Gautama Nachiketas, listen to me. The Atman, the soul,
becomes one with its original universal nature in the case
of a saint and sage who has realised it. This is the answer
to your question, the third boon that you wanted me to
grant. Here it is. Take it!” says Yama. Here we conclude
this section.

Now begins the next section. Every little thing is said
here and there, like varieties of diet served in a good meal.

Puram ekadasa-dvaram ajasyavakra-cetasah, anusthdya
na Socati vimuktasca vimucyate: etad vai tat (2.2.1). Puram
ekadasa-dvaram: This city of the human individual has
cleven openings. This city of the body has eleven gates,
openings, doors or windows, as they may be called: two
eyes, two ears, two nostrils and a mouth make seven, the
navel makes eight, the apertures of excretion and generation
make ten, and the central brahmarandra, or the crown of
the head, is also considered as an aperture. So there are
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cleven passages through which something can enter, and
also through which something can go out.

Ajasyavakra-cetasah: This otherwise indivisible, undis-
torted intelligence, immortal though it is, appears to
be confined within the eleven-gated city of this body.
Concentrating on this, meditating on this great truth, the
great Lord, ruling from the city of the heart, is so near us
that it is not difficult for us to meditate or fix our attention
on Him. The moment we are absorbed in the feeling of our
unity with the remotest and the nearest Lord seated in the
heart, we are immediately liberated: vimuktasca vimucyate.
The words used here are vimuktasca vimucyate: The liberated
one is liberated. Vimukta is ‘liberated one’; vimucyate means
‘becomes liberated. What is this two times liberation?
Why is it said that there is liberation to the liberated one?

There are two types of liberation, usually known as
jivanmukti and videha mukti. Jivanmukti is the liberation
one attains even while this body is alive. The connection
of consciousness with ignorance is snapped in the case of a
jivanmukta purusha, or a being who is liberated in the sense
that the person has God-consciousness even if the body
is lingering. Due to the prarabdha karma persisting for a
while, the body of even a liberated spirit may continue for
some time.

There are three kinds of karma, known as sanchita,
prarabdha and agami. All the karmas, the potential
impressions of the actions that we performed in all
the incarnations that we took earlier, are stored in the
recesses of the unconscious, which is the anandamaya
kosha, the dark causal sheath of our personality. The
part of that storehouse intended for experience through
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a particular incarnation, or a body, is separated from
the storchouse, as a merchant who has a grocery shop
takes some commodity for retail selling out of the large
storchouse that he has got at the back of his shop. This
particular body cannot experience all the consequences
of every deed that we performed in previous lives. If the
pressure of the consequence of everything that we did in
all the incarnations were to be exerted upon this body, it
would crack in one second. But the intention of the karma
is not to break the body. All the potentials of karma should
be experienced as pleasure and pain; therefore, certain
types of results of action are intelligently separated from
the storehouse of sanchita, the vast reservoir of karma, and
only that kind of body is manifest by the mind in rebirth
which can tolerate the manifestation of that set portion
of karma called the prarabdha.

There is another kind of karma, called agami karma.
After having been born into this body due to the pressure
of prarabdha karma, we again perform new actions. We do
some good things, and also some bad things. So further
potential impressions created by these new actions are
added to the existing storehouse. It is something like a
person withdrawing from their bank account, thereby
diminishing the balance, but at the same time adding
something to it, so that whatever be the quantity taken
from it, the storehouse is never exhausted. Thus, there will
be no hope of liberation if the process of continuously
adding potential karmas to the storehouse goes on and on,
endlessly.

Well, the point now, in this context, is that the
jivanmukta, who is liberated, has no sanchita karma. The
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storchouse is burnt up by the wisdom of the Supreme
Being. But he has a body which has been given to him for
the purpose of experiencing that little portion of karma
called prarabdha, and until the momentum or the force
of the expression of that prarabdha exhausts itself, the
body will continue. A jivanmukta is such a person who
has a body because of the continuance of the prarabdha
karma for a while, until the exhaustion of the force of the
prarabdha, but he will not be taking birth again because
the storehouse of potential is destroyed, burnt by the fire
of wisdom. Thus, vimuktasca vimucyate: The person who
is so liberated individually as the jivanmukta purusha again
becomes liberated as a disembodied videha mukta purusha.
When the prarabdha karma is over, the body is cast off.
He is not a person moving as a knower of Brahman; he
becomes Brahman itself. That is the implication of these
two words, vimuktasca vimucyate: The liberated one is
also liberated. That is, liberated while in the body, he is
afterwards liberated without the body. Embodied salvation
becomes, in the end, disembodied salvation, which is the
final goal. Etad vai tat: “This is the answer to your question,
Nachiketas.” Yama is driving the point again and again.
Hamsas sucisat, vasur antariksasat hota vedisat, atithir
duronasat, nrsat, varasat, rtasat, vyomasat, abja, goja, rtaja,
adrija, rtam brhat (2.2.2). This is a Rigvedic mantra quoted
here. It is not an ordinary passage. It is lifted from the
Rigveda Sambhita, and it has a way of pronunciation as a
Veda mantra. This is a prayer to the sun, incidentally, a
prayer or a description of Brahman, the Absolute, manifest
as the sun in the firmament. Hamsah: This is the luminous
sun of Consciousness. Sucisat: This is the pure Radiance
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dwelling in the heart of all. Vasuh: This is the Spirit that
is moving in the air that blows everywhere. Antariksasat:
This is the Great Being that appears as the vast expanse of
space. Hota: This is the Consciousness that appears as the
performer of a sacrifice. Vedisat: This is the Consciousness
that appears as the altar of the sacrifice. Atithi: This is the
Consciousness that appears as the guest that comes to
one’s door. Duronasat: This is the Consciousness that
appears as the vessels, the sanctified pots that are used in
the sacrifice. Nrsat: This is the Consciousness that appears
as human beings moving around us. Varasat: This is the
Supreme Consciousness appearing as the gods in heaven.
Rtasat: This is the Consciousness appearing as the rule
and law operating in the cosmos. Vyomasat: This is the
Consciousness appearing as the white space. Abja: This is
the Consciousness appearing as the waters of the ocean.
Goja: This is the Consciousness appearing as the very earth.
Rtaja: This is the Consciousness appearing as the ultimate
Truth. Adrija: This is the Consciousness appearing as the
hills and mountains. Rtam: This is the Truth. Brhat: This
is the greatest Reality. Wonderful statement! Hamsas
sucisat, vasur antariksasat hota vedisat, atithir duronasat,
nrsat, varasat, rtasat, vvomasat, abja, goja, rtaja, adrija, rtam
brhat. This is a great mantra from the Rigveda Samhita,
which you can repeat every day as your japa. This particular
mantra has left nothing unsaid. Everywhere everything
is. The Great One is pervading all things. Brahman is
the Atman.

Urdhvam pranam unnayaty apdnam pratyag asyati,
madhye vamanam dsinam visve deva upasate (2.2.3): The
prana is thrown out when we exhale our breath. Who is
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throwing it out? Somebody is there inside who pushes
the breath out. Apanam pratyag asyati: When we inhale
the breath, it is pulled in. Who is it that pulls it? There is
somebody sitting in between the prana and the apana. The
most glorious Being, beautiful, radiant, that Being expels
the breath as prana, and inhales the breath as apana. This
Great Being sitting inside and silently making this subtle
act of throwing out and bringing in, this Great One is the
most adorable of all the gods in heaven. Daily worship it,
adore it, and be aware of it.

Asya visramsamanasya Sarirasthasya dehinah, dehad
vimucyamanasya kim atra pariSisyate: etad vai tat (2.2.4):
When this consciousness is separated from the body, what
remains? That is the Reality. Ordinarily, the mind and the
sense organs remain in the case of the death of a person
who is not liberated, but in the case of the death of a person
who is liberated, the mind and the organs of sense do not
go with the soul. They dissolve here itself, together with
the body dissolving. The brahmanista purusha, the knower
of Brahman, does not depart from the body. He dissolves
himself there. The drop in the ocean does not have to move
in any direction to dissolve itself in the ocean. It sinks into
the ocean then and there. The departure from the body
is only a way of speaking in the case of people who are
ignorant, who are not realised. But in the case of those who
are realised, who are God-conscious always, in their case
the pranas do not depart, the mind and the senses do not
depart. There is nothing that departs; the body is simply
cast out. The bubble sinks into the body of the ocean, and
the thing that was apparently in one place at once becomes
that which is everywhere. That is final liberation. Etad
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vai tat: “This is the answer to your question, Nachiketas,”
says Yama.

Na pranena ndpanena martyo jivati kas cana, itarena
tu jivanti, yasminn etav upasritau (2.2.5): We sometimes
believe that we are living because of the breath, that if the
breath stops, we are no more. But actually, we do not live
by breathing; we live by that which causes the breathing.
If that propulsion to breathe inwardly and outwardly is
not to be there, if that billowing action of the coming and
going of the breath is not to be there, if somebody inside
is not working this incessant operation of the breathing
process, exhalation and inhalation, there would be no life
at all. We are not living by our breathing process. Itarena
tu jivanti: We are living by something which is other than
the breathing process, on which the prana and apana are
dependent, on which the fivefold prana is fixed. Breath is
not the source of our life; that which causes the breathing
process, which is very important indeed, which is invisible
to the eyes, that is what is to be considered as the source.

When the body is cast off in the case of a person
who is ignorant, how he takes rebirth is explained in the
following verses.



Discourse 10

WHAT HAPPENS TO THE BOUND SOUL
AFTER DEATH

Hanta ta idam pravaksyami guhyam brahma sandtanam: yatha
ca maranam prapya atmd bhavati gautama (2.2.6): Yama says,
“Nachiketas, I shall describe to you some mystery. When
you really die, you become the Atman. But in ordinary
death, one does not become the Atman.” In real death, one
really becomes the Atman. What is this real death? Some
call it the mystical death. Having known this Supreme
Brahman, one becomes the Atman. Having known the
Supreme Being, one becomes the Self of all beings.

What happens to a person after death is the answer
that is attempted in one or two mantras that follow. What
happens is to be determined by the conditions that are of
the present and the past. It is said that a straight answer
to this question cannot be given, because what was in
store even before the birth of this body is to be taken into
consideration.

Many karmas are performed, as is usually done by
everyone, and these karmas are done under different
impulses: intense, middling and mild. Intense thoughts
impel deep actions which create deep-seated impressions

in the subconscious mind, but mild thoughts produce mild
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impressions. Every thought is recorded, and nothing goes
unrecorded. These impressions are the determining factor
for the reincarnation of the soul. Strong impressions may
seek expression earlier than weak ones. It is not that the
present one will be taken first; it depends on the intensity.
For karmas there is no past and present. It depends on
their intensity. Very powerful karmas may seck expression
even in this very birth itself. When karmas produce an
effect, these effects get buried in the unconscious and
subconscious levels, and we do not know what is in our
store. Subconscious impressions can rise to the conscious
level in this very birth if their intensity is strong enough.

It is difficult to escape the nemesis of our thoughts, acts
and feelings; we are answerable to them. Like our children,
they will claim their due share. These karmas are obstinate,
powerful and violent if they are given a long rope, and they
will hurl us into samsara, as they have done now. We cannot
say what our next birth will be like, because it cannot be
said now what karmas will be allotted to us. Jadabharata
became a deer, Ahalya a stone, and Yamalarjuna became
the trees. This means that human consciousness can
degenerate to the animal, vegetable and inanimate levels
under certain given conditions, but they will again revert
to the human kingdom. The stronger impressions collect
themselves, and this is prarabdha karma. When the body
dies, all these forces awake and rise to the conscious level,
demanding their share; this is prarabdha karma. Because we
also do fresh karmas, as we do not remain a witness to them
and so we keep adding new ones, another birth is taken as
new and fresh karmas are added. Again, karmas are fresh
actions done with the sense of doership and enjoyership,
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and mantras six and seven are some sort of reflection on
this subject.

The urge for reincarnation testifies to the immortality
of the soul. The soul never ceases its efforts toward its
liberation, and its efforts in this direction take the form
of a series of births and deaths, outwardly manifesting
the internal nature of its constitution. The soul never gets
the supreme satisfaction that it hopes for in this endless
process of achievements. All its efforts are unfortunately
in an erroneous direction, and so instead of immortality,
there are only endless births and deaths.

Things are connected by a perpetual bond of affinity,
and emotional affections are propelled by the existence of
internal unity. This internal union of things and persons
manifests as loves outside. While this internal spiritual
unity is the reality, it takes the form of an external attraction
and pull when it manifests in the world. The ocean is one
at the bottom, but if its waters are being let out through
different channels, it can be split.

Human beings, and all beings in the phenomenal
world, are incapable of diving into this unity at the bottom.
They are floating on the surface because their senses are
being directed outward right from the time of creation, as
mentioned in an earlier mantra, and only a few turn inward.
Birth and death are correlative, and when one is there, so
is the other. If we are born, we have to die; and if we die,
we have to be born. There are repeated births and deaths
with an interlinking series of experiences, which is called
samsara. So long as there is recognition of value in the
things of the world, there will be love and hatred for them;
and so long as there is love and hatred, desire cannot cease.
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Desire is an internal urge, and affection for things is an
external movement towards the desired object. The births
through which the soul passes indicate the restlessness of
the spirit for a search for immortality. But nowhere does
the spirit find satisfaction, because love for objects does
not touch the bottom unity which we have. Thus, loves and
hatreds are far removed from reality. So births and deaths
do not cease, and the soul enters different bodies in order
to experience a set of karmas.

Yonim anye prapadyante Sariratvaya dehinah, sthanum
anye’nusamyanti, yatha karma, yatha srutam (2.2.7): Souls
which have not been liberated enter into wombs of different
species for the sake of embodiment. The scriptures say that
the soul passes through eighty-four lakhs of species until
it becomes a human being. The soul may enter into any
species: a human body, or that of an animal or anything
clse, even an immovable object. According to the karmas
it has performed and the remnant of their force, the soul
enters into lower or higher wombs.

Itis difficult to say where the soul will go after death, but
certain outlines of the course of the soul are mentioned. It
may enter a body in the physical realm, or in some higher,
subtler realm. It may reach the realm of svarga or that of
hell. It may follow the northern course of the sun and
reach Brahmaloka, it may follow the southern course of
the sun and reach Pitriloka, or it may attain jivanmukti or
sadyo-mukti. Any of these are possible. The Bhagavadgita
says that the last thought determines the nature of the
next birth, and this indicates the type of life one has to
lead if a particular thought is to be engendered at the time

of death.
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The last thought, determined by the earlier ones, may
be regarded as the fruit of the tree of life. The time of death
is that condition of the whole personality when there is a
cessation of the willpower and freedom of thought in the
conscious level of our being. We cannot think as we think
now. Something that may be said to happen in dream does
not occur in our waking state. In waking we deliberately
suppress the thoughts and feelings by the power of will,
but in dream there is no such taboo or restriction and we
are free to think as we like in accordance with our deepest
feelings, so that the last thought comes from the whole of
our being.

Therefore, the deeper layers of our personality come
to outer manifestation at the time of death. Rather than
the thought, the feelings come at that time. Thought is
deliberate thinking, while feelings are the real personality of
the individual. Thoughts may be due to pressure, but feelings
are free thought, or unrestricted expression of thought. So
one has to be careful of one’s feelings. Hushed thoughts,
suppressed feelings, etc., are dangerous, and one has to be
careful with them because it is these that we carry with us at
the time of death, and not our relatives and wealth.

Hence, in an unbefriended condition the soul carries its
samskaras, casting off this physical body here and secking
an atmosphere where it would be possible to pay for the
samskaras and vasanas it carries with it. Violent samskaras
seck expression in the nether regions. The nether regions
and the higher realms are not in space and time. The space
and time necessary are created by consciousness, just as
when we enter into dream we seek to enter a new space and
time. The most enchanting story of Lila and Padma of the
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Yoga Vasishtha shows how illusory are space and time, and
how different space-time relations can exist simultaneously.
Though it may appear that we move in space and time, we
do not actually move. Even in this world the movement of
the soul is relative, just as it is after death. Birth, death and
transmigration are conditions of consciousness through
which the soul passes.

Thus, the soul can travel through various courses, enter
different wombs of species, and again revert to the original
status when the karmas are exhausted. All this happens
under one condition: our deeds coupled with our feelings.
If we think we have done something, we will have to reap
the fruits thereof. This is why karma yoga is prescribed. Our
actions should not bring about a reaction which will cause
rebirth. All the karmas of all previous births will have to
seck expression some time or other, and as we go on adding
new karmas in every birth, samsara never ends.

Ya esa suptesu jagarti kamam kamam puruso nirmimanah
tad eva Sukram tad brahma tad evamrtam ucyate, tasmin
lokah sritah sarve, tad u natyeti kas cana: etad vai tat (2.2.8).
Here, the Upanishad shifts its emphasis to another aspect.
While the soul is reincarnated in different bodies, it can
also liberate itself, if it is honest. For this purpose, it has to
investigate itself deeply. Just as there is sensation behind the
awareness of objects, thinking behind ordinary sensation,
there is consciousness behind thoughts. This consciousness
is not the same as sensation; one is not the other. Sensation
is to be separated from the awareness of objects, thought
from sensation, and consciousness from thought.

Consciousness is not mind, mind is not sensation,
sensation is not object. Yet due to a mix-up of character,
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one gets superimposed on the other. This mutual super-
imposition is ananya-adhyasa, and when we investigate it,
the independence of consciousness will be realised. This is
casily done by analysing the three states of waking, dream
and deep sleep. In this mantra, a hint at it is given. Even
when we are fast asleep, we may slip into the world of
dream. The various experiences we have there are similar to
the waking condition. As far as their structure is concerned,
these two states are the same.

Just as the consciousness that animates mentation,
etc., is different from it, consciousness is different from
sensation and objects both in waking and in dream.
Consciousness exists even in deep sleep, on account of
which we remember previous experiences. This shows that
consciousness stands as a witness of all the states. That
consciousness is Brahman; that is the immortal Atman.
That which stands separated from all phenomena—
physical, mental, etc.—is Brahman. That consciousness
is the witness of the desire-filled activities in waking, etc.
“All the worlds hang on this pure Atman in its universal
nature. No one can go beyond this. Transmigration ends
here. This verily is That,” says Yama.

Agnir yathaiko bhuvanam pravisto rupam rtupam prati-
riupo babhiiva, ekas tatha sarva-bhutantar-atma ripam
ripam prati-ripo bahis ca (2.2.9). This Atman is uniformly
present in all things; it is not different in different persons
and things. It is not that the Atman is big in an elephant
and small in an ant. Three examples are given here: the
wind, the sun, and fire. Fire burns equally, without any
partiality. It enters various objects and burns in various
hues, putting on various contours, not on account of the
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difference in fire itself, but because of the medium through
which it passes. As fire is one in its original state but when
it enters the world it puts on various forms, likewise the
one Atman that is uniformly present in all bodies appears
to be various because of the differences in the bodies and
intellects. These things called ‘men], ‘animal; ‘tree’ are due
to the intensity of the manifestation of the Atman. When
sattva predominates, we call it a genius because there is
more manifestation of the Atman in sattva. In the animal
and vegetable kingdoms, there is lesser manifestation of the
Atman. And when there is no manifestation of the Atman
because of tamas, we call it a stone, etc. But the Atman is
uniform, One and Absolute, even as is fire. Internally and
externally it is the same.

Vayur yathaiko bhuvanam pravisto rupam riipam prati-
rupo babhtiva, ekas tatha sarva-bhttantar-atma rupam riupam
prati-ripo bahis ca (2.2.10): The odour of air is not really
its property. We have scent at one place and stink at some
other place. Just as the quality of the air does not limit air,
the quality being due to the limitations of bodies such as
room, vessel and so on, just as the odour that we attribute
to the air does not really belong to it, so is the Atman free
from any container. It is not large or small. The properties
of the world do not belong to the Atman. The Atman is the
existence of all beings, and their being is the being of the
Atman.

Sturyo yatha sarva-lokasya caksur na lipyate caksusair
bahya-dosaih, ekas tatha sarva-bhutantar-atma na lipyate
loka-duhkena bahyah (2.2.11). How is the Atman unaffected?
Like the sun is the Atman unaffected. If we spit at the sun,
or praise or abuse the sun, it does not affect it. Just as the
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sun, the eye of all the world, is not affected by the way it is
viewed by all people, likewise is the Atman transcendent
to the world and is unaffected by it. Change, increase,
decrease, decay and death are the characteristics of the
world. They do not touch the Atman. Physical and ethical
characteristics, characteristics of the senses and the mind,
do not reach the Atman, because the Atman is far, far
removed from the operation of the jiva’s samsara. Without
the sun we cannot live, and yet nothing that happens to us
affects the sun. Even so, the Atman does not take either of
our good or bad. Though the Atman is immanent, it stands
transcendent.

Eko vasi sarva-bhitantar-atma ekam bijam bahudha yah
karoti, tam atmastham ye’nupasyanti dhirds tesam sukham
$asvatam netaresa (2.2.12): The one controller, the
all-pervading Atman, single, undivided, indivisible, appears
as this manifold universe, as we may appear manifold in
dream. To the wise who behold the Atman abiding in the
soul, to them belongs real happiness, and not to anyone
else. Permanent happiness belongs only to those who have
realised the Atman in their own being, and not to those
who run after objects.

Happiness and peace are the subjects of mantras twelve
and thirteen. To whom does happiness belong? And who
is it that can have real peace? Happiness and peace belong
to those, says the Upanishad, who are able to recognise
the Atman in its purity as the single Source of the
multitudinous variety, and the Substance of all the forms
that seem to fill the universe. The Upanishad is tending to
describe the unfolding of the world with its evolutionary
and involutionary activity, and the Center of the universe
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tending to ramify into the nama-rupa prapancha, the
name-form world.

But happiness is not for those who pursue the objects
of the world. All pleasures are created, or brought about,
by the union of the senses with objects. We have heard of
the term ‘sensation), but it is rare for people to deeply think
what it means. Unfortunately for us, happiness is a form of
sensation, and sensation is a stimulation generated by the
repulsion taking place when senses come into contact with
objects. Itis repulsion rather than union. These experiences,
falsely taken for union, can even be brought about by the
mind contacting objects directly, without the help of the
senses. The eyes get stirred into activity in perception, and
so is the case with the other senses. This irritation is like
the morbid irritation which the body experiences during
illness. But when we get used to a particular sensation it
becomes normal to us, like getting accustomed to alcoholic
drinks. A person used to alcohol will not feel anything if
he takes a small quantity. This is the effect of the habit.
Habits become values, significances and realities, so much
so that we become subjected to them. Instead of our
controlling them, they begin to control us.

These habits and such experiences to which we are
accustomed in the world of forms constitute the world,
all which are regarded as realities, and sensation appears
as concrete objects, like the thoughts of dream appear as
solid objects. Desires, feelings, etc., concretise themselves
into solid objects, and we get real experiences from
non-existing objects. So to have a real experience, objects
are not necessary. On the other hand, even when there is
real existence of objects we may not experience them, as in
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sleep, swoon and death. So whether the formations outside
are real or not, we can have an experience, because what
is necessary for experience is sensation, and not an object.
Sensations are certain impacts on our nerves, though the
objects outside may act as agents in the generation of a
sensation. But if we can create those sensations by an inner
technique, we can have the experience without objects.

What we want is an experience, whether or not objects
exist. This is the cause of our unhappiness, because we
do not really come in contact with objects. A real union
can never happen. One thing cannot become another
thing; otherwise, there would be only one thing. Until we
become the object and the object becomes us, there can
be no real union. Therefore, possession or enjoyment is
an imagination, not a reality. The whole world is drowned
in sensory happiness, but because of the fundamental
defect—the impossibility of one possessing or enjoying the
other—happiness does not belong to those who have not
sought the Substance within all. Happiness belongs to that
One Thing.

If the senses are to withdraw themselves from all
contact then there can be real happiness, because contact is
not the way of happiness. The Gita says ye hi sarmsparsaja
bhoga duhkhayonaya eva te (B.G. 5.22): All pleasures that
are contact-born are sources of pain because in contact we
do not come into real union with what we want. Physical
contact is not union, and as long as union does not come
about, there cannot be real happiness. When diversity
gives place to unity in whatever degree, there is happiness
to that degree. We are in a world of imaginary happiness
or unhappiness brought about by the contact of the senses,
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conveyed through the nerves to the mind. No one can be
happy who has not entered into the substance of the object.
Nityo’nityanam cetanas cetananam eko bahiinam yo
vidadhati kaman, tam atmastham yenupasyanti dhirah; tesam
santih Sasvati, netaresam (2.2.13). Peace is like happiness.
Peace cannot be had as long as we do not know the way.
Silence, or peace, is not absence of outward noise or tumult.
Even if all people keep silent, there cannot be real peace, for
there will be a burning within. Peace is another name for
happiness. It is not a dead substance; it is vitality. It is not
sleep. Peace is attended by consciousness; it is connected
with an awareness of it. Then only has it meaning. If we
are wealthy but not aware of it, the fact has no meaning
for us. It is awareness that gives meaning to life. Maya is
nothing but the net spread out by the senses who deceive
us. We mistake one thing for the other. This is adhyasa, this
is maya. Under such circumstances, there cannot be peace.
Peace is the nature of the Atman, as is bliss. The
more we manifest the Atman in our life, the more do we
become blisstul, powerful. Our face glows with radiance.
Not only have we peace within, but we can also radiate it
outward, like the sun. It is eternal among all the so-called
imperishable things of the world. Parinama nitya is the
temporarily permanent, not the eternally permanent. A
building is permanent, but not eternal. While the objects
of the world can be called permanent, they are not eternal;
but within them is a permanent substance, the Atman.
There is a consciousness behind all things. Intelligence
is immanent in human beings, in animals, in the vegetable
kingdom. In the subtler realms, such as svarga, etc., where
we are in a spiritual world, not in an intellectual world like
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ours, we are closer to Reality, and the senses become more
and more ethereal and less and less useful, so that when we
reach the highest, Brahmaloka, we do not need the senses
at all, and one mirrors the other, one reflects the other.
This is the experience where one transcends the world of
senses, and so it is the purified intelligence transcending
the rationality of the world.

Even heavenly satisfactions of the world are only forms
of that one Supreme Satisfaction. The ocean can be diverted
through various channels, and it can run through them with
greater or lesser intensity, but the content of water is the
same irrespective of its force through the various outlets.
Similarly, the Atman is in the same intensity in all beings.
If a mirror is clean, it will reflect well. If it is painted with
tar or any other colour, it will reflect accordingly. Higher
forms of life reveal greater and greater manifestations of the
Atman, until we come to the human level and even higher
ones. When a creeper moves towards the light of the sun, it
is seeking the Atman in its own blind manner. When trees
strike their roots deep inside the earth, it is for the sake of
the Atman. When birds fly hither and thither in search of
food, when animals graze in the field, they are secking the
Atman. When we, human beings, work hard, it is not for
any other reason but for that Atman which we have not
yet found. We have been creeping like plants, grazing like
animals, and we have not found the Atman, because it is
not to be found by these means. These variegated forms are
the great drama of the Atman; but we are involved in it
and so we do not enjoy it. Enjoyment is for the spectator,
not for the dramatist. Such is the degeneration into which
consciousness has descended. The one experience of the
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Atman appears to have taken the manifold forms of this
world. Suppose our different limbs became self-conscious,
what would our condition be? They would fight among
themselves. War taking place in one’s own body is insanity.
The wars in the world are only a kind of insanity, a tension
between forms which are of a single Being.

“My dear Nachiketas, never can you find peace in this
world which is torn asunder,” says Yama. “Peace is to those
who recognise the one Atman as present in their own self, as
the supreme Enjoyer, and not as the object of enjoyment.”

“Know the Knower, see the Seer, understand the
Understander,” says the Upanishad. Who is to understand
the Understander? There is a strange way of knowing the
Knower. It is called atma sakshatkara, or Self-realisation.
To them who have attained this belongs real peace.

Tad etad iti manyante’ nirdesyam paramam sukham,
katham nu tad vijaniyam kimu bhati vibhati va (2.2.14). How
are we to designate the Atman as this or that when it is in
all things? Mystics have called it “That which Is. “This is
That’ is the definition of the Atman, and not anything else,
because indescribable supreme bliss is that Supreme Being.
It cannot be indicated by any symbol.

Katham nu tad vijaniyam kimu bhati vibhati va: In a
humorous way Yama speaks to Nachiketas: “How can I
speak about it? How can I understand it and explain it
to you? How can I say whether it shines from within or
from without? It is within as also without. This wonderful
Atman, what shall I say about it? It can crop up in any
form, here, there, everywhere. Does it shine or is it
reflected through objects? What shall I say? I can only say
verily it is That.”
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Na tatra suryo bhati na candra-tarakam, nema vidyuto
bhanti, kuto’yam agnih; tameva bhantam anubhati sarvam
tasya bhasa sarvam idam vibhati (2.2.15). This light of the
Atman is such that the sun cannot shine there. If millions
of suns were to shine, it would not be equal to That, what to
say of lesser lights like the moon, stars, fire, etc. Every light
is illumined by That light. Which light can illumine That
light? We breathe because of the breath of that Breathless
Being. We exist because of that Supreme Existence. Every-
thing depends on That; how could they derive vitality from
anything else? In that Supreme Life, this so-called sun of
empirical life, this moon or mind, or the fire of human
desire, do not shine. All these are mockeries before the
Atman. Our intellect, even that of a genius, all that we
regard as the highest in us, are matchless before the Atman.
All these values are borrowed from that Supreme Value,
and there is nothing here if what is borrowed is returned
to it. The empirical values and realities of the world are
reflections of the paramarthika satta, or the Eternal Reality.

These three realities—pratibhasika, vyavaharika and
paramarthika—are not three realities, but three expressions
of the One Reality. Just as light can pass through a clear,
coloured or broken glass and get reflected accordingly, the
One Reality can reveal itself in different ways. But all these
degrees of reality—matter, body, mind, earth, water, fire, air,
cther, etc.—are subtleties, varying in intensity, of the same
Reality. All lights come from that One Light. That is the
joy which sustains us. That is the ocean of ambrosia which
is not the lifeless nectar of the celestials, but a conscious
one. In this mantra is a description of the Satchidananda
Atman.



Discourse 11
THE TREE OF THE UNIVERSE

This is the concluding section of the Kathopanishad. Itis a
short chapter of eighteen mantras.

Urdhva-milo’vak-$akha eso’$vatthas sandatanah, tad eva
Sukram tad brahma, tad evamrtam ucyate. tasmin lokah sritah
sarve tad u natyeti kas cana: etad vai tat (2.3.1). Urdhva-
mulah is a word we have also heard in the Bhagavadgita:
ardhvamilam adhahsakham (B.G. 15.1). This is a description
of the tree of the universe, which is said to have its roots
above and its branches below, contrary to the way in
which trees grow on the earth. This tree is called asvattha.
Sanatana: It is there always, permanently. Asvattha may
mean ‘that which is not going to last for a long time’
That which will not last even for tomorrow is asvattha.
Sandtana means ‘always being there’ Two words are used
here to designate the character of this tree that is upside
down. There are two aspects of this passage. Firstly, the
tree is inverted, with the roots above and branches below.
The second aspect is that it is called permanently existing,
sandtana, and also not lasting for the morrow.

The tree is above in the sense of the reality being above
and its manifestations being below. The aboveness and

belowness connected with this description of the tree
141
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are not to be taken in the sense of a spatial invertedness,
as if something is hanging in the sky with roots above
and branches below. The tree is not physically visible; it
is not visible to the eyes. The Bhagavadgita says that it is
inscrutable in its nature. Where it starts and where it ends,
nobody can know. It is not an object of the senses in the
ordinary way. It is a power which releases itself by degrees
into more and more types of externality, and the more it
becomes external, the more also does it become spatialised.

There is an integrated concentration of the tree in
the seed. All the ramifications and the diversifications of
the tree can be found to be hiddenly present in the seed,
though not visible to the eyes. When the tree germinates
into a little plant, it shoots forth the energies embedded
in the seed, and externalises itself to some extent. There is
a total absorption of power within itself in the case of the
seed. The externalisation into space and time commences
when it becomes a little tendril, and it grows taller and
stouter. When this happens, its longing to become other
than what it was in the seed becomes more and more
pronounced. It becomes more objective in its nature, more
externalised in space and time, and more filled with a desire
to expand itself into space. Thus is this tree of God and the
universe. The root of this tree is God Himself. Because of
the transcendence of God, the root of the tree is regarded
as something that is above us.

Transcendence is something which is above in a
very specialised sense. There are people who are above
us in their stature, in their importance, in their genius,
in their qualifications, in their wealth. “That man is far
above me.” When we say this, we do not mean that the
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person is physically sitting on our head. It is a conceptual,
consciousness-oriented, logical aboveness. That is how
we have to understand the transcendence of God: far, far
beyond the reach of the logical intellect, not physically
distant but conceptually separable as the higher and
the lower. When the higher, which is the transcendent,
which is beyond the concept of the mind, descends into
immanence, it enters into the world. Just as the sap of the
tree which was hidden in the seed then permeates through
the plant, and then pervades the whole tree through the
trunk and the branches, up to the tips of the leaves and
the flowers, in a similar manner God’s power, which is the
sap of the universe hiddenly present in Himself, manifests
itself externally through space and time. Through every
object and everything that is visible we find the presence
permeating, not only as an immanent presence but also as
an externalised force.

This tree is the abode of all the individuals, the jivas—
yourself, myself, and everything. According to at least one
analogy, we are like birds on this tree, and this tree is full
of sweet fruits in the form of delicious objects of sense.
Ignorant jivas, individuals who have no consciousness of
the source from where they have come, indulging externally
in terms of the sense organs, are busy with the eating of the
fruit of this tree, and so they are bound by the maddening
effect produced by the fruit, something like the fruit of the
forbidden tree.

It is also said that this tree is permanent, yet it is not
lasting. Sometimes when we walk on the road at dusk
and cannot see things properly, we may see a rope coiled
up on the path and mistake it for a snake. Now, when
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did this appearance of the rope as a snake begin? Did it
begin yesterday? Did it begin today? It has no beginning.
It shall always appear like that. Under given conditions of
perception, the rope will always, permanently, appear like a
snake. Similarly, therefore, this tree is permanent. There is
no beginning and no end for it.

Likewise is this world perception. The world, looking
like what it is—or rather, God Himself appearing as this
universe—did not have a beginning. We cannot say God
created the world some time back. It is like saying the rope
started appearing to be a snake on some day. The rope
never began to appear as a snake on some day or at some
time. The rope never created this snakehood from itself,
yet it is there. But it is not permanent because the moment
light is splashed on the rope, we will immediately recognise
that the snake is not there. The snake was there; always
it has to be there on account of the dimness of light and
our defective perception—but, at the same time, it is not
there. So is this world. It is always there. God did not create
this world, but the appearance of God as this manifested
universe has to always be there. Eternally we will see the
world, and there is no end for that. We cannot prevent
God from appearing in this manner of space, time and
object. God did not think “Let Me become the tree; let Me
become the object and other things” in the same way as the
rope does not feel that it should become a snake. There is
no beginning and end for creation, and it has never taken
place, actually, to tell the fact.

There is another illustration. There is a stone. This
stone is made up of molecules, the molecules are made up
of little atoms, and the atoms are made up of even more
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minute particles, called electrons. Through a very powerful
microscope which can enable us to see the innermost
content of this object as forces gyrating vigorously in the
form of electronic energy, we will not see the stone there.
Now, somehow or other, this energy that is inside has
become the stone. Can we say that one day the energy started
thinking “Let me become a stone”? It has never become
the stone, and the stone does not exist at all because if the
stone were to exist really, the microscope would show it. It
does not show it. The inner content has not transformed
itself into the outer form. That is to say, the inner energy,
which is electromagnetic, has not become the stone. The
power of the universe has not transformed itself into the
objects of sense. They appear to be like that on account
of a defective vision, and if we have a microscopic eye, we
may not see the world at all. We will see only a continuum
of energy billowing like waves in the sea. The world will
vanish in one second, provided we have got X-ray eyes or
microscopic eyes. Now we have a dull eye; therefore, we see
things which are not here. So this tree which is inverted
with roots above and branches below is permanent in one
sense, and not permanent in another sense: eso’$vatthas
sanatanah.

Tad eva Sukram tad brahma, tad evamrtam ucyate: This
world that we see is actually the appearance of the immortal
purity, as God Himself is this universe. Tasmin lokah sritah
sarve: All the fourteen realms of being are fixed on this
consciousness, which is of God Almighty. Tad u natyeti kas
cana: Nobody can transcend it; there is nothing above it; it
is the final one. Etad vai tat: This is the answer finally to the
question of Nachiketas: “What is the nature of the soul?”
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Yad idam kifi ca jagat sarvam prana ejati nihsrtam,
mahad bhayam vajram udyatam, ya etad vidur amrtas te
bhavanti (2.3.2): All this world, whatever be its form, is a
manifestation of the cosmic Prana, Hiranyagarbha-tattva,
or Sutratman. Prana is a traditional Sanskrit name for
describing what we may call cosmic energy. The quantum
of cosmic energy, which is equilibrated in its nature, with
no high and low, and with no disbalance in the distribution
of its parts, can be called Hiranyagarbha-tattva, cosmic
power. Everything is controlled by this energy. It is like a
terror to everybody. Mahad bhayam vajram udyatam, ya etad
vidur amrtds te bhavanti: God is like a terror to all people.
This Mahat-Brahma, this Sutratman, this Hiranyagarbha-
tattva is like an uplifted thunderbolt causing fear to
everyone. Due to fear of Him, the sun rises in the east. Due
to fear of Him, the moon rises.

Bhayad asyagnis tapati, bhayat tapati suryah: bhayad
indras ca vayus ca, mrtyur dhavati paficamah (2.3.3). Due to
the fear of this terrible law, the sun seems to be rising in
the east and setting in the west precisely. Fire burns, Indra
and Vayu perform their functions, and death itself does its
duty because of fear of this Being. Even death is afraid of
this great law. It is the central authority ruling the whole
cosmos. The idea is that everything appears to be what it
is, and everything seems to be functioning in the manner
it does because of the law that is there at the back of the
constitution of things, and the order that is behind the
performance of actions through these constitutions.

We are human beings with a body and mind, with a
personality, and we behave in a particular way. We do not
behave like insects, and we do not behave like trees; trees
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do not behave like animals, and animals do not behave
like human beings. Why is it that certain species behave
only in that way, and do not behave in any other way? The
reason is that the concentrated force is exerted by this
cosmic power in a particular channel for the purpose of
manifesting a particular intention, the intention being a
desire or the necessity for a species to grow, to act, and
then to perish in the course of time.

There is a diversified action of this universal Prana.
One alone it is, as a central authority in a government,
for instance, but it has diversified actions. The power
of the government works in different ways in different
departments, though it is the same power operating.
Similarly, by the fear of this energy, as it were, by the
legality, the force, the energy and the compulsion of this
universal Prana, all the gods work systematically. Even the
gods are afraid. Even death itself is afraid of that. Bhayad
asydgnis tapati: For fear of Him, fire burns; otherwise, fire
will not burn. Bhayat tapati siryah: For fear of Him, the
sun shines. Bhayad indras ca vayus ca: For fear of Him, the
gods Indra, Vayu, and Mrityu, death itself, all perform
their functions. We all live and behave in the manner we
do because of the compulsion from the Universal Will.
We cannot lift a single finger if that Will is not to be there
at the back of this lifting. One leaf cannot fall on our head.
As they say, a sparrow cannot sit on us unless the will of
the Father is there behind it. Even a breeze cannot touch
our body unless the Original Will dispenses the order that
it should touch us. Such is the tremendous control that
this cosmic Prana exercises on everything that is visible
and invisible.
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lha ced asakad boddhum prak Sarirasya visrasah, tatah
sargesu lokesu Sariratviya kalpate (2.3.4): It is good for
people to realise this great Truth before the shedding of
this body. If it is possible for us to realise this Truth before
we leave this body, then we will have no rebirth. But if
we have not attained it—iha ced asakad boddhum—then
what happens? Tatah sargesu lokesu Sariratvaya kalpate: If
this Truth has not been realised in one’s own experience
before the departure from this body, there will be birth in
some realm, some world, some location, for the purpose
of working out the karmas that have not been properly
discharged.

The birth of the soul can be in any one of the worlds, or
brahmandas, universes, which are infinite in number. The
mind will take us to exactly that spot where it is possible
for us to fulfil our desires. There is an automatic action
spontancously taking place between the mind that is filled
with unfulfilled desires and the location of the world where
alone it is possible to fulfil these desires. Everything in the
world is interconnected, one with the other. Everything
in the world knows everything that is taking place
everywhere. In modern physics, Bell’s theory has declared
that activities, events, take place in the world not one after
the other, but simultaneously. If something happens here, it
is also happening in the sun at the same time. If something
happens in the sun, it also happens in the galaxies. And if
something happens in the galaxies, at the same time it is
happening in some star. And not only that, it is happening
everywhere in space. So anything that is happening, even
a pinprick in our foot, is a prick in the whole cosmos. This
is Bell's theory of the simultaneity of action taking place
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everywhere. But even before Bell was born, it was declared
in the Upanishads and the Bhagavadgita that our thoughts
will gravitate to that particular spot where the desires
will be capable of manifesting themselves. Any world will
attract us. But this will not take place if our individual self
blossoms forth into the universal God. It is good for us to
realise it before we pass away.

The relationship between the soul, the self, and the
universal Self is described in the next verse. Yathadarse
tathatmani, yatha svapne tatha pitr-loke, yathapsu pariva
dadrse, tatha gandharva-loka chaya-tapayor iva brahma-loke
(2.3.5): In this world we have an experience of the Atman
inside in an indistinct manner, as if light is cast on a mirror.
Just as the qualities of the light are not entirely reflected in
the mirror, and only some aspect of the light is so reflected,
the entirety of the Atman cannot be seen reflected in our
mind and intellect. So here, in the case of the individual
personality, the experience of the reflection of the Atman
in experience is as if light falls on a mirror.

In Pitriloka, or the world of the forefathers, the Self
is experienced as we see things in dream. We see things
in dream, but not very clearly; they are translucent and
disturbed. Gandharva-loka is still higher up. Gandharvas
are the celestial musicians and dancers who are said to
be entertaining Indra in heaven. In that kingdom of
Gandharvas, the Self is seen as if the sun is reflected
in water. Just as there is a disturbance on account of the
movement of water, there is no clear perception of the
Atman even in Gandharva-loka. Only in Brahmaloka can
the distinction between the universal and the individual be
seen, as the distinction between light and shade. When the
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sun is shining in the mid-sky, the light is so intense that
we can clearly distinguish that brilliance from the shade
cast by a tree. So is the distinction, the clarity, that we can
perceive in Brahmaloka, the world of the Creator, where
the supreme consciousness of the Atman will be clearly
experienced as distinguished from all that is created and all
that is anatman, or other than the Self. The Self and the
not-Self are very rarely distinguishable, and even then, very
unclearly in our case, and unclearly in Pitriloka also, very
unclearly in Gandharva-loka, but clearly in Brahmaloka.
The distinction between God and the world, in the form of
the distinction between the universal and the particular, or
the universal and the external, can be seen in Brahmaloka,
which is the highest spiritual experience that is possible for
any seeker. It is the penultimate region of Godhood.
Indriyanam prthag-bhavam udayastamayau ca yat, prthag
utpadyamananam matva dhiro na Socati (2.3.6): The sense
organs do not perform functions continuously. There is the
projection of energy through the sense organs, and also the
withdrawal thereof. There is the beginning of the action
of the senses, and also the ending. The senses do not work
continuously all the twenty-four hours. Who is it that
knows that there is a beginning and an end for the functions
of the sense organs? Who makes the distinction between
the coming and the going of the sense powers? Know that.
And who knows that hearing is different from seeing, and
seeing is different from touching and smelling, etc.? Why
do we not make a jumble of these perceptions? When we
see a thing, we can also hear it, taste it, touch it, and smell
it. All five things can be performed at the same time, but
do we feel that five different people are doing this? We say,
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“I am doing this work. I am seeing and hearing and tasting
and smelling and touching” Who is this ‘I’ that is capable
of knowing the different functions simultaneously?

The functions are totally different, and there is no
connection between one and the other. How do you bring
a connection of one with the other? Know that. Know that
which can enable you to bring about a harmony among
the sense powers as seeing, hearing, etc. Know that which
enables you to know the coming and going of the sense
organs. You know that you are not working through the
sense organs in sleep. When you close your eyes, you are
not seeing. When you wake up in the morning, you open
your eyes and see things, but you know all these things are
taking place in you only. That continuity of consciousness
which is responsible for the knowledge of the beginning
and the end of the powers of sense, and also for the
distinctions between the sense functions—that power is
what is to be known. Having known that, the great hero
of the spirit grieves not anymore. He shall not have any
sorrow afterwards.

Indriyebhyah param mano manasas sattvam uttamam,
sattvad adhi mahan atma, mahato’vyaktam uttamam (2.3.7):
There is a repetition, almost, of a verse that occurred earlier.
Beyond the sense organs is the mind, beyond the mind is
the intellect, beyond the intellect is the great intellect,
the cosmic intellect, Hiranyagarbha-tattva, beyond that
is the cosmic Prakriti, the Avyakta, and beyond that is the
Purusha. That Purusha has no characteristic. Once having
known that Supreme Purusha above the cosmic intellect,
above the Avyakta Prakriti, above the intellect, mind, sense
organs and objects, one immediately attains immortality.
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Avyaktat tu parah puruso vyapako’linga eva ca, yam
jAatva mucyate jantur amrtatvam ca gacchati (2.3.8): This
is a brief statement of the way in which sadhana has to be
practised, meditation has to be carried on. Withdraw the
consciousness from the objects and centre it in the senses,
withdraw it from the senses and centre it in the mind,
withdraw it from the mind and centre it in the intellect,
withdraw it from the intellect and centre it in the universal
intellect, Hiranyagarbha-tattva, the creative power, Mahat-
tattva. Withdraw it from that also and fix it in the cosmic
Creative Will. Withdraw it from the Will and enter into
the Supreme Purusha, whose essence you yourself are. Thus
you attain immortality, not before that.

Na samdrse tisthati rupam asya, na caksusa pasyati
kascanainam: hrda manisa manasabhiklpto ya etad vidur
amrtds te bhavanti (2.3.9): Those persons become immortal
and deathless who are able to visualise inwardly, by insight,
that great light which cannot be beheld through the sense
organs. This form of the supreme essence is not to be
comprehended within the field of ordinary ocular vision.
No one can see Him with the eyes. All-pervading is that
Being. How would you see that, inasmuch as it is not an
object of the senses? That Great Being is revealed in actual
insight and intuition, which arises in your own heart, in the
Atman. Having known this, you are immediately selected
as heir apparent to the throne of the Immortal Being.



Discourse 12
THE MORTAL BECOMES IMMORTAL

We are now concluding the Kathopanishad. A few more
mantras are there, with which we shall bid goodbye to the
Kathopanishad.

Yada parficavatisthante jianani manasa saha, buddhis ca
na vicestati, tam ahuh paramam gatim (2.3.10). This is a verse
dealing with yoga practice. When the five senses stand
together by blending their functions into a single activity,
as it were, and root themselves in the mind, enhancing the
strength of the mind thereby, and the mind settles itself in
the pure reason, that state of equilibrium of awareness is the
supreme state that one can achieve. Yada paficavatisthante:
When the five senses settle themselves together with the
mind, manasa saha; buddhis ca na vicestati: and the intellect
does not oscillate; tam dahuh paramam gatim: that is the
greatest achievement of a person.

The energy of the mind flows through the sense organs.
We have been told again and again that we waste our
strength, our energy, our potential, in sense perception.
Whenever we see a thing, hear a thing or enjoy any object
of sense, a proportion, a part, some measure of the energy
of the mind goes outwardly in the direction of that object.

The more we enjoy objects, the weaker will we become in
153
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our mind, and perhaps in our body also. Mental weakness,
inability to remember things, forgetfulness, distraction, all
these are characteristics of a weak mind that has exhausted
itself by depleting all its energy through the sense organs.

There are five apertures. These apertures are the senses.
We are constantly engaged in feeding them with sense
objects. Every moment of time we see and hear, touch,
taste and smell. These are not innocuous activities taking
place; they are vital functions which sap our energy.
The more we indulge in things, the weaker we become
psychophysically. The Yoga System, which is briefly
mentioned here in this verse, tells us that the senses should
not work independently—the eyes go on seeing something,
and the ears go on hearing something, etc. The energy that
is responsible for the function of these five senses should
withdraw itself from communicating itself through these
organs.

For instance, if we open our eyes and are apparently
gazing at some object in front of us, our mind may be
somewhere else. When the mind is deeply thinking of
something, we will not be able to see an object in front
of us even if our eyes are open. This is a way in which the
mental energy is withdrawn from the perceptive organ.
Similarly, when we are deeply concentrating on something,
we will not hear the honking of vehicles on the road. We
may not even hear a gunshot taking place near us because
we are deeply concentrating on a mathematical solution or
a philosophical problem or some case that we have got to
handle, and so on. A person who is grieved by the thought
of bereavement will not taste any food. If we give the most
delicious food to a person who is grieving on account of
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the loss of something very dear and near—it may be the
entire property or some dear person—there will be no taste
in the tongue. That person will not have any peace of mind.
So there are occasions even in our daily life when the mind
can withdraw itself into non-perception through the sense
organs. I mentioned some examples. We will not see, we
will not hear, we will not taste, we will not enjoy anything.
The whole world will look drab and dreary and meaningless
to a person who has lost all property and everything that is
near and dear.

But yoga is not the manner of concentration of the
mind by bereavement, etc. It is a deliberate withdrawal,
consciously attempted, due to the fact that there is really
no joy in any object. Objects are mischievous sidetrackers.
Philosophical analysis will tell us that there is a mistake we
are committing every day in imagining that our joys are
embedded in the objects of sense. Thus, by the practice
of philosophical analysis and by the power of reason,
convincing oneself that there is no great point in the senses
being indulged so much, we withdraw the energy of the
senses.

What happens then? The mind becomes very strong.
Those who cannot see and hear have very powerful
minds, generally speaking. They think better. When the
mind is so concentrated by the energy embedded in it by
the withdrawal of the sense organs, it settles itself in the
higher reason which contemplates the Supreme Reality,
and the intellect does not oscillate. The oscillation of the
intellect is due to the logical process which it carries on,
on account of reports received through the mind from the
sense organs.
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So there is a three-tier arrangement of sense indulgence
and erroneous concepts. First of all, the senses give us a
wrong report about the nature of the objects of the world.
Secondly, the mind acquiesces in this report. Then the
intellect passes an order agreeing to whatever the mind
says. Now this verse says that such a thing should not take
place. The intellect will not oscillate if the mind is settled,
and the mind will be settled if the senses do not drag it in
the direction of objects. If this state can be achieved, it is to
be considered as the most blessed state, parama gati.

Tam yogam iti manyante sthiram indriya-dharanam,
apramattas tada bhavati, yogo hi prabhavapyayau (2.3.11).
Tam yogam iti manyante: Yoga is that state of consciousness
which is the restraint of the senses, with a deliberate will
and intense cautiousness that the mind does not once again
go in the direction of the senses. Apramattas tada bhavati:
We should be very careful in yoga. Heedlessness is death.
This is what the great Sanatkumara told Dhritarashtra
in a discourse that occurs in the Udyoga Parva of the
Mahabharata.

Dhritarashtra was very much disturbed. He had no
sleep. So he called Vidura and said, “Tell me something
because I am not sleeping”

Vidura gave a long lecture on righteousness, justice and
virtue. He said, “Actually, nothing happens in this world.
Death itself is a misnomer.”

“Please tell me something about it;” said Dhritarashtra.

“I am not fit to talk on this subject. It is beyond me;’
replied Vidura. “I shall call Sanatkumara, the great son
of Brahma, who shall instruct you on what is this that is

called death”
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Vidura thought of Sanatkumara, and Sanatkumara
descended. There was a discourse between Sanatkumara
and Dhritarashtra, which goes by the name of Sanatsujatiya,
a great philosophical section in the Mahabharata. What
did Sanatkumara say? Death is nothing but heedlessness,
carelessness, lethargy, and an inability to concentrate
on what is good for us. First of all, there is a difficulty in
choosing what is good. After having chosen it, there is a
difficulty of fixing the mind on it.

Apramattas tada bhavati. yogo hi prabhavapyayau: Yoga
cannot be always there. We should not be under the
impression that day in and day out we will be in the state of
yoga. It comes and it goes. Even the greatest of yogis cannot
maintain this balance for years and years continuously, day
in and day out. Not even the best of yogis can maintain it,
what to speak of others.

Tam yogam iti manyante sthiram indriya-dharanam:
Again and again there is an emphasis on the restraint of
the sense organs, the restraint of the energy that is flowing
through the senses and establishing it in the mind and the
intellect. In this practice of sense restraint, and mental
control, and the stability of the intellect, or the reason,
we must be very cautious because the winds of desire will
blow so violently that all the fixity of our reason and our
mind, though strong like a tree planted on the earth, will
be broken and turned down. Even the strongest tree can
be felled by a violent wind. Desires are such tornadoes.
Therefore, the Upanishad says apramattas tada bhavati: Be
full of heed, carefulness and vigilance.

Sri Ramakrishna Parmamahamsa Deva has an analogy
for how we have to be concentrating and be always heedful.
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Suppose we are on a journey somewhere and are caught at
night by a heavy rainfall, and we have no place to stay. We
run here and there in search of a little hut where we can
rest. On the way, in the pitch dark, we find a little thatched
hut almost about to break, but because of the heavy rain we
somehow or other get in, and we are shivering. When we
feel like reclining a little bit, in the twilight, in a flash of the
light from the lightning, we see a small snake crawling out
from a hole. It is showing its head. When we look behind,
there is another snake behind us. When we look to the right,
we see a scorpion coming towards us, and another scorpion
on the other side. Will we sleep because we are tired? Will
we be cautious? Will we be vigilant? Will we be able to
concentrate our mind on the predicament in which we are?
Such is the way in which we have to concentrate. Death is
at the elbow, as it is well said. Anybody can go any day, and
therefore nobody knows what will happen to anyone at any
moment of time. We should not say “Tomorrow I will do
yoga’; we should do it today. Tomorrow may not come at
all; who knows?

Thus, apramattas tada bhavati: Yoga comes and goes.
It never stays with any person. It is a very precarious
achievement. Therefore, be cautious, cautious, cautious.

Naiva vaca na manasa praptum sakyo na caksusa, astiti
bruvato’nyatra katham tad upalabhyate (2.3.12). Neither
by speech nor by mind nor by perception through the
eyes can this be known. Any amount of listening will not
suffice. Any amount of mere thinking will not suffice. And
touring, looking at all things the whole world over, will
also not be adequate. We will not see God anywhere by any
amount of thinking. We can travel from one corner of the
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earth to another corner of the earth, but we will not see
God. From the Himalayas to Kanyakumari we can travel,
and we will not see God anywhere. Then where is God? We
go on thinking, but nothing comes out of it. And we go on
listening; then also, nothing comes out of it. What do we
do now? Astiti bruvato’nyatra katham tad upalabhyate: It is
to be accepted as Pure Existence. Astiti: That which Is, is
God. It is not in the Himalayas, it is not in Kanyakumari;
it is That which Is.

In the Panchadasi there is a chapter on this is-ness, or
the existence of things. Generally we say a building exists,
a chair exists, a table exists. We convert the term ‘exists” as
a predicate or a verb to be tagged on to the subject, which
is the building, which is the chair, which is the table or
anything, under the wrong impression that existence is an
attribute of the chair or the table or the building or whatever
it is, the fact being quite the reverse. Existence is first. The
form of the building or the chair or the table, or anything, is
secondary. There cannot be a chair unless existence is there
prior to it. So why do we consider existence as a predicate?
Why should we use ‘existence’ as a verb that follows a noun?
The noun is non-existent practically, minus that verb which
indicates the prior existence of the reality behind even the
noun. So it is existence first, and chairhood afterwards.
But we always say that the chair exists, as if existence is the
quality of the chair. It is the other way around; the chair is
the quality of existence. The chairhood, the buildinghood,
etc., are qualifications, name-and-form complexes growing
externally on existence as an accretion. Existence is Truth.
So you exist, I exist, this exists, that exists. There is a general
existence of everything. If we can boil down all the forms
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and names, the shapes and contours, the differentiations
and relations—all these diversifications which are the
creations of the perceptions of the sense organs—boil them
down to the basic substratum or the menstruum of pure
Existence, we will find there is one uniform continuum of
the existence of everything, without any distinction of one
thing from the other thing.

How do we conceive God? As pure Existence only.
There is no other way. By our senses, by our seeing, by
our hearing, by our speaking, by our thinking aloud and
logically arguing, nothing will come out, because existence
is not an object of any of these activities of the faculties.
It is beyond them. Existence is prior to every activity of
the human faculty. Therefore, no one can know this by the
attempts of the available faculties such as speech, mind,
eyes, etc.

Astiti bruvato’nyatra katham tad upalabhyate: How
can we know it except as that which just is, pure Being,
pure Be-ness? ‘Being’ is also an inadequate word because
it suggests some continuity of process. It is be-ness, as
people sometimes say. I just be. So many words have been
used by philosophers to come nearest to the definition
of this Truth, and words fail always. That which Is: astiti
bruvato’nyatra katham tad upalabhyate.

Astity evopalabdhavyas tattva-bhavena cobhayoh, astity
evopalabdhavyas tattva-bhavah prasidati (2.3.13): Know
it, comprehend it, and realise it as pure Existence, Sat.
Satta-samanya is the word used in the Yoga Vasishtha. The
general existence of all things is Reality. The particular
existences of things are created by name and form. Thus,
general existence, which is satta-samanya, the universally
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pervading Existence, is the Ultimate Being. In that way
only can we contemplate it and know it.

Lord Krishna speaks in the Bhagavadgita: “Know Me
in truth. Whoever knows Me as I am, that person knows
Me really. But do not call me the son of Vasudeva, etc. I
am something different. There is a pure Beingness in Me
which is pervading all existence, and in that way know
Me?” Tattva-bhavena: As the pure fundamental Reality of
all names and forms, as Existence pure and simple, satta-
samanya, know That.

Astity evopalabdhavyas tattva-bhavah prasidati. There
are two concepts: existence and non-existence, being and
non-being. Between these two it is up to us to choose
the being, and not the non-being. There are some people
who say that nothing exists, that there is zero, there is a
vacuum, there is nihil, there is shunyata, that all things go.
This is not a proper way of conceiving or contemplating
Reality, because existence cannot become non-existence.
How can sat become asat? Even if we feel that there is
such a thing called non-existence, that feeling has to exist.
The feeling that something does not exist has to exist. As
non-existence is also ubiquitous, the person who affirms
non-existence is not actually affirming the non-existence
of some particular thing. It is the negation of all things.
Therefore, the negation of all things is also an all-pervading
concept. This all-pervading concept has to exist in order
that this statement may be true; therefore, there is an
ubiquitous existence behind even the denial of all things.
And therefore, do not choose non-existence. Choose
only existence. Between the two concepts or possible
definitions—existence and non-existence—choose only
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existence, because it is only through this concept of Being
that you can comprehend it for the purpose of meditation
on Reality. Then it shall reveal itself before you as it is
in itself.

Yada sarve pramucyante kama ye’sya hrdi Sritah, atha
martyo’mrto bhavaty atra brahma samasnute (2.3.14): When
all your desires are gone, you realise Brahman at once. How
many days will you take to realise Brahman? So many days
as you will take for eliminating all your desires. You have
to make a list of all the desires that you have got, even if
they are a hundred. Every day eliminate one of them—one,
two, three, four. Finally, one or two or three or four may
be remaining. They have to be handled like arch enemies,
with proper equipment of confrontation, with great effort,
perseverance, and love of God. When all the desires are
plucked out from the heart, the mortal becomes immortal
instantaneously. Waking up into God-consciousness
does not take days and nights or months and years. It
is an instantaneous illumination that takes place, as
waking takes place when sleep ceases. Though the sleep
may have been a very long darkness, the waking up is an
instantaneous occurrence, and it is timeless. Waking does
not take time at all.

Atra brahma samasnute: Where do you realise Brahman?
Do you go from here to a distant place? Atra: Here itself
you realise Brahman, in this very place, at this very spot
where you are sitting. In this very hall you realise Brahman,
because it is not any distant place. The consciousness of
the elimination of all desires connected with this body
and relations with the world has to be the precondition for
your acceptance of God as the only reality.
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Yada sarve prabhidyante hrdayasyeha granthayah, atha
martyo’mrto bhavaty etavad anusasanam (2.3.15): One
becomes immortal when the knots of the heart are rent
asunder. There are so many knots. We call them Brahma-
granthi, Vishnu-granthi, Rudra-granthi, etc. They are
something like the plexuses spoken of in the kundalini
or the hatha yoga shastras. These granthis, or the knots of
the heart, are the three cities which Lord Siva broke with
one arrow. He is called Tripura Samhari, Tripurari. He
destroyed the three cities of the demons, and these cities
are also the granthis. Philosophically, these granthis are
knots constituted of avidya, kama and karma. The inability
to comprehend the nature of Reality is called avidya. This
inability to contemplate Reality creates a compulsion to
see the world outside, though it is really not there. This
is called kama. The desire to perceive a world on account
of the inability to perceive Reality creates effort in the
direction of the fulfilment of these desires. That is called
karma. So avidya, kama and karma are the threefold knot,
which are the granthis spoken of here: Rudra-granthi,
Vishnu-granthi, and Brahma-granthi. These knots are rent
asunder; the Gordian knot is cut. There is a knot called the
Gordian knot. Some Emperor called Gordian tied a knot
which was not possible to untie. Everyone tried their best,
and Alexander the Great said, “I will rend it.” He took a
sword and cut it into pieces. If we cannot untie it, we cut it.

It is a question of philosophical and practical
sadhana whether we will cut our attachments or untie
our attachments. Both these processes are prescribed.
Sometimes the untying of the knot will take a long, long
time. It may take years, or even some births, to untie
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one knot and then another knot. Because of the endless
ramifications of it, a lot of time is taken. But if we cut it
in one stroke, sometimes danger is there. There will be a
reaction produced by the mind which may end in untoward
psychological experiences, and it may compel the jiva to
take birth in a very unfamiliar and unhappy circumstance.
The untying of the knot or the cutting of the knot cannot
be done independently by oneself, as no one can study the
advanced stages of any subject by themselves. It requires
proper instruction from a teacher. Anyway, the point is
that these granthis have to be removed. We untie them or
cut them, as the case may be.

Atha martyo’mrto bhavaty etavad anusasanam: Here the
mortal becomes immortal. This is the instruction. Nothing
more is to be said. Etavad anusasanam: Yama speaks to
Nachiketas, “Are you satisfied? All things that you need to
know, I have imparted to you. Here is the final word”

Satam caika ca hrdayasya nadyas tasam miirdhanam
abhinihsrtaika: tayordhvam dyann amrtatvam eti, visvann anya
utkramane bhavanti (2.3.16): One hundred and one nerve
currents are said to emanate from the centre of the heart.
There are millions of nerve currents, but the main ones are
one hundred and one. Tasam miirdhanam abhinihsrtaika:
Among these nerve currents which are spread out
throughout the body, one rises to the crown of the head.
Tayordhvam dyann amrtatvam eti: If the jiva departs through
this central nerve current, called the sushumna, through the
crown of the head, one attains immortality. Visvann anya
utkramane bhavanti: But if the prana departs horizontally
or inversely through the lower parts of the body, there will

be rebirth.
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The belief is that if the prana departs through any
aperture above the neck, there will be no rebirth. It can
depart through the nostril or the ear or the mouth; or
if it departs through the brahmarandhra, it means final
salvation. And even if it is through the mouth, it may go to
some region such as Brahmaloka, etc. But if the prana passes
through any other horizontally moving nerve or downward
moving current of the nerve, there will be rebirth in some
realm or the other. So work has to be carried on through
the practice of yoga by eliminating the circumstances
which may make the nerve currents flow transversely or
horizontally. They take that zigzag movement because of
desires, which are horizontal.

All our desires are horizontal movements; they do not
go vertically. They move to the front, to the rear, to the
right, to the left, in the direction of objects. Because of the
externality, the horizontality of the objects of attraction,
the nerve currents and prana also move in that direction
and compel us to take birth in this very world of objects.
But if our consciousness rises up through the concepts of
higher and higher dimensions of reality to the realms of
being which are above, until we reach Brahmaloka and
the Absolute, then the prana will push the consciousness
through the sushumna nadi and pierce the brahmarandhra.
There are some people who break the head with a coconut
at the time of death—or sometimes they break the coconut
only, just to give a semblance of the apparent movement of
consciousness through the current of the head.

Angusthamatrah puruso’ntaratma sada jananam hrdaye
sannivistah, tam svac charirat pravrhen munjad ivesikam
dhairyena, tam vidydc chukram amrtam tam vidyac chukram
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amrtam iti (2.3.17): The Atman is lodged in the heart as
a pith is inside munja grass. In a particular grass called
munja, a sacred grass which brahmacharins tie during the
upanayana ceremony, there is a special kind of pith. People
who observe long fasts sometimes consume the pith of this
grass, which stops appetite and hunger. Generally, when
we fast we will have hunger, appetite. That temptation to
cat something will cease if we take the pith of this munja
grass. This Atman, which appears to be like a thumb-like
flame in the heart of everyone always, in every person at
all times, this Atman within has to be separated from the
shackles of the gross, subtle and causal bodies as the pith
inside the munja grass is separated by taking out the stock.
That Being will immediately shine, as a captive is liberated
from prison, and it will assume its universal power at once.
Here the purity of the Atman is actually the universality of
the Atman. Impurity is localisedness and finitude.

Tam vidyac chukram amrtam tam vidyadc chukram amrtam:
The repetition of a word in the Upanishad is always
indicative of the closing of the Upanishad. This is the great
knowledge that the Lord Yama imparted to Nachiketas.

Mrtyu-protam naciketo’tha labdhva vidyam etam
yogavidhim ca krtsnam, brahmaprapto virajo ‘bhud vimrtyur
anyopy evam yo vid adhydtmam eva (2.3.18): Blessed
Nachiketas received this science of yoga in its entirety.
This great knowledge of Brahman was imparted to
him by Yama, the Lord of Death, and he attained to
Brahman: brahmaprapta. Nachiketas became free from
the contamination of the body, and he was free from the
trammels of death. Whoever takes recourse to this method
which Nachiketas took will also attain immortality in a
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similar manner. Anyopy evam yo vid adhyatmam eva: It is not
only Nachiketas who attained it; you and I also can attain
it, provided we follow the same path which Nachiketas
followed. That rejection of all values, that persistence in
asking for Truth, that tenacity in knowing it somehow
or other, concentrating the mind on the instruction that
is given, and practising it assiduously until it is reached,
these are the ways which Nachiketas adopted. He got it;
and whoever follows this way of tenacious concentration
on that Reality, rejecting all attachments, will also attain to
the same goal.

This is the Kathopanishad—a great, grand scripture.

Om sahanavavatu, saha nau bhunaktu, saha viryam
karavavahai, tejasvinavadhitamastu, ma vidvisavahai, aum
santih santih santih.
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