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Introduction
Usually, we strive towards something that is apart from ourselves. Here
we are, and, there or that is what we would like to attain. What is
attempted to attain is different from who we are in being. To put it simply,
the ‘what’ which is to be attained is different from the ‘who’ or person
who will attain it. ‘I’, will make effort to attain ‘that’ – I am here now and
what is sought is not, but by correct and focused effort – its attainment
seems possible. In this arrangement or field, all goals are within reach if
one is ready to make the required effort. The person as such does not
matter as much as the effort needed. What is to be attained, is somehow
a result of the effort made towards its attainment. But here in sadhana,
the focus is on ourselves – to remove all obstacles so one’s true nature
can be seen. The uncompromising and unrelenting effort is on undoing
the sense of ‘I’ or self while at the same time, focusing that freed-up
sense of ‘I’ on knowing itself.
We have come to equate success with results, giving importance to the
result and largely ignoring the process. In spiritual practice, the effort
itself blossoms as the sought. What we seek is already here and now, all
our efforts are aimed at removing the obstacles we ourselves have
constructed and sustain. We are not working towards something for the
sense of ‘I’ or ‘me’ but, undoing the sense of ‘I’ or ‘me’.
The difficulty lies in at once mustering and sustaining the level of sincerity
needed to realize one’s true nature. Wholehearted practice has to be
sustained by the fire of sincere aspiration and kept ablaze through the
storms of old habit which gradually weaken by disuse. Existing likes and
dislikes must be recycled so all energy is directed towards knowing the
self, which at the same time weakens old habits.
Spiritual effort is not towards an attainment of something new or nonexistent now. What we seek is to know by direct experience our true
nature which though here and now, eludes our vision due to the strong
force of habits. This track of habitual ways was created and is sustained
by our own selves. We are the makers and sustainers of the ties that bind
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and we must unmake and dissolve the very ties we have created to realize
our true nature.
To realize, means to make real – not conceptually but real so that there
is no mistaking again. Towards this end, the great teacher
Shankaracharya’s ‘Five Verses on Sadhana’ are most useful. Written in
verse form originally, I have laid them out as individual instructions with
some thoughts that I hope will inspire a framework for your practice.
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First Stage
The beginning verse contains instructions regarding what the aspirant
should do while leading his normal life remaining in his own house. This
stage is prepatory to entering the spiritual path—a stage when the
aspirant attunes his whole personality—body, organs of sense and action,
mind and intellect—with the spirit within.
1. Study the scriptures daily
We are not studying the scriptures so to say but through the scriptures,
we are studying ourselves. The scriptures recommended are called
moksha shastras or scriptures dealing with liberation. These are the
records of those great ones who have gone before us, trodden the path
to the pinnacle and left us their experiences. The highlight of these
scriptures is that they are verified by many and verifiable by any who are
sincere and enthusiastic to put forth the effort needed. We are not asked
to follow these scriptures blindly but, to read them full-heartedly and
exert earnestly towards validation of the truths contained. The scriptures
act as correctives to how we see things in our day-to-day life till we can
actualize them, which is to exert and validate them and have our own
direct experience.
It will not do much good to study the scriptures every day, get good at
them but unable and unwilling to act on and from their teachings. It
would be just like buying medicines or vitamins, never taking them and
continuing with poor health habits. We live and work among people of
different inclinations and temperaments and need to work in common
ground. Each person has their own rationale for their views as we all
evolve at our own pace. In communication, we share ideas on different
things. When we listen to others, especially those we consider dear, kith
or kin, we relax our vigilance. There is a difference between vigilance and
being guarded so to say. With vigilance, we are listening wholeheartedly
but intelligently but do not accept things just because of the nearness
and dearness of the speaker. We do not analyze things either but while
listening, we are directly looking within to see if what is said can be so.
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This becomes possible on the strength of our study and research from the
records of others who have trodden the path to the summit and left us
their verified experiences. These experiences are our strength and
encouragement till we have our own.
Study scriptures on liberation daily, not to master the scriptures but to
remember to master yourself. Our inspiration and immunization tends to
fail in the face of all of what is already here – ready to experience and
delight in. The tantalizing promise of joy and happiness that people,
things and conditions promise comes at a very steep price which only
starts making itself known when you are committed. The lure of ‘our
people, kith and kin’ is based on a deeper truth that you are vitally and
organically connected to all but relationships are rarely if ever anchored
in this feeling for then there would be no need to get related as you
already are vitally. This is why remembrance becomes so very important
– we must remember to put our studies into practice in the laboratory of
our minds and life.
2. Perform your duties expertly
Earlier, people knew what needed to be done and how it should be done.
People had more time in their day for both and learnt to live while
working towards the goal of life while making a livelihood as well. Things
have reversed as making a livelihood is first and foremost while working
towards the goal of life is something that can be squeezed into any free
time or as felt needed. If you ask, “Why do you work?” You would get an
answer, “I have to live of course”. And, if you ask, “Why do you live?” You
may get various answers but they would more than likely go in circles, “I
have to …”.
In days gone by, reminders of why we live were tied to certain rituals that
reminded one of the goal of life. At different stages of outer
accomplishment, there were reminders in the form of certain rituals
where God was worshiped and thanked – not just by words but by giving
in charity substantially. It is one thing to say ‘God in all, God as all’ but go
about ‘our business’. It is another thing to walk that talk and let what we
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feel or say reflect in our conduct in a substantial way. There is a surprising
amount of hypocrisy that goes on behind the screen of our social conduct
unless we are relentless in our self-examination and set to ascend
inwardly.
Times have changed and people’s outer lives do not necessarily reflect
progressive spiritual ascent or their inner lives. The link between our
outer lives and inner spiritual ascent have broken and a now, each sincere
seeker will have to find a way to make his or her outer life reflect an inner
roadmap.
So what do we do and how do we proceed? We can still start at the
offering end – do everything as an offering to God for with that spirit, the
heart and mind will find the best way to do and not the best way to get
the most out of one’s actions. But, dedicating all actions to God does not
just mean saying that you are doing so in your prayer but to do them in
the spirit of God’s presence here and now in one and all and to be able
to offer a substantial share of what comes as remuneration back as well
as an offering unto God. In this way, actions are converted into karma
yoga or work that exhausts karma and for self-purification. Existing selfcentered ways are overwritten by the new feeling of God’s omnipresence
not just in words or feeling but validated in life by action and the fruits of
action. Thus, these new cycles that generate and advance, take you
forward and onward in the march to perfection.
3. Worship of God through selfless action
How does one worship God by our actions? Just remembering God and
mentally saying that you offer your actions to God will not do. To offer is
to give wholeheartedly in what you do, how you do and what comes as a
result of your actions which is more than one’s need. To not do this makes
it charity, which is also a good thing but not yoga. Let us see how we can
do both; to do what needs to be done because it needs to be done or on
its own merit and to share the fruits of our actions with others who are
in real need.
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When the ‘what’s in it for me’ is taken out of perception and action, we
see things universally – ourselves standing together with all. Personal or
self-centered way of looking at things is not real seeing because it is
looking from our advantage point of view. If I am at a train station and
only looking for a person in a red shirt with a white cap – I am not really
seeing. You would be surprised at how much we miss because of the
blinders of self-first, my family, my community and my people. We
exhaust our conditioning – which is all the desires, conditioning fuelled
by ‘I’ and ‘my’ that we carry – by being aware of them, not fulfilling them,
but instead, by doing what needs to be done because it needs to be done
– thus, we exhaust existing karmic seeds by our karma yoga or action as
yoga.
The first step can be taken further by unhesitatingly offering a portion of
any money that comes from our actions as charity – to those in real need.
With this, there is further expansion of heart as earlier, we found a way
to stand with others. Now, we are reaching the perimeters to share with
those in need and raise the bar to work as worship.
4. Detach the mind from desire motivated action
Desire motivated action stems from a mind with desires. Desires need
not be for things or wealth, they can be for certain conditions, outcomes
or even in your spiritual practice. Desires pop up in the mind because we
have associated the object of desires with value – this association is not
in the person, condition or thing but in our own mind. The mind cannot
be kept in a vacuum when it has energy infused in it. The mind’s energy
has to be given a new flow or channel where desires and the limited sense
of ‘I’ are absent and instead, ideas of universality are encouraged.
Though we feel the object of desire is outside, the value is self-ascribed,
self-sustained and within. If we somehow deflate the value of the object,
we no longer desire it. This is difficult at first as desires keep the mind in
a diffused state and weakened due to our loves widely scattered.
Cut a new pathway in the mind by desiring God for the flow of our love.
Build on this by wanting to give or do something for others in need as
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service to God in all. These are not two things but one double-sided
action of cutting a new single path for our desires and giving the mind a
new alternative of seeing the welfare of others as our welfare and joy.
Soon, the energy in the mind will find satisfaction in love for love’s sake
and the welfare of others as our joy. Inner expansion will give you an even
broader outlook. Existing desires will weaken by disuse and a new
satisfaction will be felt by doing for others instead of just ourselves.
5. Destroy all sins
Any notion or feeling that gives rise to a wrong sense of ‘I’ will demand
action towards nurturing, protecting and appeasing of the ‘I’. We have
already cut new pathways of doing what needs to be done rather than
what ‘I’ would like to do, and, sharing what we have with those in need
instead of keeping all or most for me and mine.
Cultivate unrelenting vigilance so the mind does not get associated with
any existing tendencies. The practices of japa and meditation will
cultivate vigilance. Avoid being distracted and do one thing at one time
with all your being. The inner world must be brought into the field of
observation along with all you see outside.
While you are cutting new ways of thinking, feeling and action, old deeds
and habits will knock on the door – let them exhaust themselves by
enduring them bravely. For this, lead a simple life and do not depend on
others for any of your work or needs. If it is not there, learn to go on just
fine without it. Never let the mind panic or scream for something. Take
joy in what comes naturally and be joyful when you don’t have things.
Get this joy from your love, adoration and meditation on God – knowing
that you never walk alone. The more you find fulfilment in God, the less
your mind will clamor for anything and it will be perfectly satisfied in any
condition because the flow of attention is steady within. All sins will
gradually be weakened when you are perfectly satisfied in God.
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6. Reflect over the defects in sense-pleasures and life cycles
New and good pathways in the mind should be cut immediately. This will
give existing energy a healthy and productive channel for its flow. Do not
delay in doing this as old habits die hard and will attack with redoubled
force if there is a pause or stagnation in your practice. Never
underestimate the force of old habits. The heart has to change from
seeking the changing, passing and temporary to wanting the unchanging
and eternal.
As you have the momentum from cutting new channels, inquire to the
defects and imperfections of pleasures – especially those you entertained
earlier. Inquire without developing any aversion for pleasures or those
who pursue them. Let others do their own thing as they feel best. If you
have a good sadhana plan, you will have plenty of good things to put your
mind on. Cultivate the habit of keeping the mind on the mantra repeated
silently or on your breathing. With the mind introverted, your
observation will be steady and free of the ego’s criticizing and judging
nature.
When the energy is drained out of desires, it can be channeled into your
sadhana. When the mind gets boisterous, change activities to something
that does not involve the mind. Study the mind and know when it gets
into certain moods. Match the existing mode of the mind with an activity
that can continue. For this, you need a full toolbox of sadhana. Being
specialized will not give you many options. What you are doing is
recycling different modes of energy: tamas or dullness and lethargy to
rajas or dynamism, and, rajas to sattva or stability and balance.
7. Firmly resolve to attain liberation
The earlier steps are designed to universalize one’s outlook and with this,
there is added strength for setting the resolves for spiritual life. They will
also calm the mind by reducing some of its dullness and passion. You will
find a new supply of energy available for sadhana from the inner changes
– utilize it effectively. If you do not, the energy will once again run
through old pathways with redoubled vigor as it cannot sit in a vacuum.
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It is easier to make a resolve for your spiritual goals when you have the
momentum. But don’t just stop there, have a good plan for your sadhana
that is just right. Do not aim too low or too high but, do not give the mind
any leniency or it will assert its old ways very quickly.
Sivananda’s Trishul: A trishul is a trident, it has three prongs. Swami
Sivananda gave us three tools to get started and continue to stay
motivated in spiritual sadhana. First, put your resolve down in writing and
write down what you will do this month and over the next three months.
Have some tangible goals so you can measure your efforts. Second, have
a good plan to do these things and a weekly spiritual diary to keep track
of them listing the items and times to do them. Third, have a system of
self-accountability which you do not waiver from. Let it have items like
envelops to send charitable donations, skip a meal and do more sadhana,
give away something you like to charity etc. These three together should
not be spineless, they must be enforced. You can find samples of these in
the book, ‘Sadhana’, by Swami Sivananda.
8. Leave your own house immediately
Aside from a place to live, a house is also our ‘familiar zone’. Nowadays,
people move around geographically much more than in earlier days but,
have more memories that are mobile and always accessible than in the
past. Earlier, memories were preserved as hard copy, today, memories
are stored digitally and one has access to them instantly. Earlier, there
were limited means of communication, today, there is instant live
communication and sharing. Earlier, when people relocated,
communication and contact faded away, today, it does not matter where
you go, instant communication is possible and expected. Also, what you
share with one person, can quickly get broadcast to all irresponsibly.
Before you consider leaving home physically, start leaving psychologically
by inner change in establishing a sold practice and starting a new current
in the mind stream.
Spiritual life is not something that can be shared and talked about as it
resonates with one at a depth, unique to each one. When one feels the
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call to the spiritual life, it is best to keep these thoughts and one’s
response to oneself so that it does not become casual conversation. The
early periods of spiritual life are times when much is sorted out,
rearranged and therefore – periods of change and perhaps, even some
uncertainty till one is established in their own practice.
Some helpful initial practices are: a simple asana routine to get the body
and energy in good order, study as we have discussed earlier today,
prayer which includes kirtan and japa, some form of karma yoga or where
one can do some serviceful work to others and loosen the sense of selfimportance and a daily brisk walk or jog for exercise and to just be by
oneself outdoors without any need for thinking, planning or worrying etc.
Keep the routine simple but have an intelligent system of selfaccountability like Swami Sivananda’s resolve form, spiritual diary and
self-punishment system.
With so much digital media available, one can find what one needs to get
started towards having their own practice right where they are. Just as
still waters run deep, it is good to be a little quiet about one’s practice as
there is much sorting out and perhaps, some changes to be done by and
for oneself. RSRD is run silent, run deep – a good principle in regards one’s
outlook and practice. This inner detachment is like an inner relocation
and gives you room to change, correct and sort things out. You will also
be able to know clearly if an outer relocation is really necessary and at
what stage. The most important thing is to protect your spiritual fire –
the flame of aspiration. This is not a small thing my friends, it is precious
and a call to the soul. Be wise, read the lives of yogis and saints who have
trodden this very path before and draw inspiration from them. You will
be infused by ideas for your own journey. You are never really alone in
the spiritual path though it sure feels like it sometimes. This happens
because we are habituated to being with others outwardly or physically.
In spiritual life, you have to discover that you are one with all, at all times
inwardly, vitally and thus, never alone but: all-one. So, chalk out a
program of life as Swami Sivananda advises, take stock of what has to be
done and what can be let go. Delay not, begin your simple practice today.
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Pray incessantly, not for this or that but for light on the path, inner
strength to stay the course, and, wisdom to sift through the essential and
unessential. Above all, exert tenaciously and reflect. Have a resolve form,
keep a spiritual diary, and have an intelligent system of self-punishment
or self-accountability – these three makeup Swami Sivananda’s Trishul or
trident. You can learn more about them in his book, ‘Sadhana’. Make the
necessary adjustments and be cheerful.
Summary: Dedicated time in self study daily, performance of one’s duties
without desire for fruits, worship of God through them, renunciation of
desires, expiation of sins, reflection over the defects in sense-pleasures,
a firm resolve to attain liberation and leaving one’s own home are
preparatory to entering the spiritual path.
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Second Stage
The next eight instructions, focuses on what the seeker should do after
leaving the house till he gets himself initiated by his own guru.
9. Resort to good company
Today, we consider people wise and successful in very different ways.
Earlier, the moral fiber and character of a person carried more weight
than tangible accomplishments or their capacity. Now, the lines between
what is considered moral and not have blurred considerably and been
politicized. I’ve heard it said that one must keep with the times and be
progressive. But, the goal of life has not changed and will never. What
causes suffering to others and oneself has not changed and will never.
We may think that there is increased hostility in the world, but, this
hostility is the hearts and minds of the individual who sees inner
cultivation as a personal discretionary consideration.
Company of the good – not good at this or that but those who are
inherently good. Whether adversity or good times knock on their door,
their answer or response is the same as goodness is not seasonal or
conditional. We are especially nice to those who are near and dear, sort
of casual to those who are just familiar, and, cool to frozen to those who
are other. We do not see that when we have these different responses,
the seeds of these responses reside in us. I cannot brush you off in
indifference unless indifference resides in me. Now just think, if we have
quite a few ‘not as good’ responses in us – we have ‘not so good’ in us. Is
all this necessary at all? Why does it matter if you or any other chose to
be one way – do I need to reply in the same language? Do I need to drop
to the same level? If I am at all serious about spiritual ascent, these must
be let go as with them, I flow the opposite direction.
So, how to change these inner currents which vehemently prompt
behavior that is not conducive to my aspiration? We know how to change
things outside and even smile when we are fuming. But, to change how
we feel in a permanent way is quite a different thing as now we are
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talking about changing ‘being’ or who we are, and not conduct or what
we do or put on display for others. It is here, the company of the good
and wise, those who themselves tread the path or have trodden the path
becomes necessary just as one candle is lit by another. They are good,
not socially but inherently and naturally and this goodness can take any
shape. Mere smiling and outer peasantries does not mean they rise from
goodness. There could be some serous calculating going on beneath the
pleasantries. And, at the same token, firmness in response does not mean
there is non-goodness or non-love, it is also part of goodness too. For
example, if I know someone is tempting or baiting me towards some
mischief and it is part of their makeup, I can tell them firmly not to come
here again, and that’s that. We must see goodness flowering in a very
tangible way to at know its value deep within till lasting change comes
about.
10. Have unswerving faith and devotion to God
When you are in the company of those who are devoted to God as the
all-in-all, or omnipotent, omnipresent and omniscient, the feeling will
catch on. You will see that their faith comes from wholehearted embrace
of God’s omnipresence at root level, and with this, all cares and worries
drop away. Their unflinching faith is not something they do, but just who
they are so it stays steady – in every clime and situation. This gives one
tremendous energy and zeal for sadhana. On the same note, those who
worry a lot, have not enshrined that feeling in their heart. Unflinching
faith in God’s omnipresence is proportional to the degree of acceptance
of God’s omnipresence.
The energy we spend in trying to make things happen which are not our
lot is proportional to the amount of worry we will experience worrying
about it. There is a difference between doing our very best at every
moment and worrying. The worrying mind cannot do its best because the
energy channeled into worrying, blocks one’s own efforts. They block
themselves. This happens in life and in spiritual practice or sadhana as
well. In life as well as in one’s spiritual practice, there is a difference
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between being vigilant to see what needs to be adjusted or changed and
whether to stay the course. With vigilance, the focus is on ourselves
where as in worrying, the focus is always external. Vigilance never causes
worry because it sees worry and knows it to be a habit of the mind that
must be exhausted, and therefore, it watches it rise, stay and fall,
exhausting its residual energy by not being entertained further.
To stay vigilant, one needs to have steady faith in God’s omnipresence
and with this, one becomes devoted. Feeling affectionate towards higher
ideals but not willing to let go of the lower, erodes faith and disallows
devotion. You can make every action one that strengthens faith and
devotion if you sincerely feel that you are offering it all as worship of God.
As we discussed earlier, it is one thing to say, “God, I offer these actions
to you”, without acting wholeheartedly or also offering part of what
comes as remuneration to God in the form of charity to those struggling
for the basics in life. If you don’t do these, you are still holding a part of
the actions within you. For this, the mind must be observed relentlessly.
This kind of observation is deepened in meditation and the heart when
freed from the grip of personality is free to give itself in devotion to the
Lord.
11. Cultivate and practice the six virtues
These six qualities are what the mind needs to stay steady in one’s
abidance in the feeling of God’s omnipresence. The opposite of each one
of these is a window from which the warm air of sitting by the fireplace
escapes and the cold air from outside enters.
Sama is serenity or tranquility of mind, dama is self-restraint or sensecontrol, uparati is cessation from all worldly oriented activities, titiksha is
fortitude or power of endurance, shraddha is unwavering faith in God,
guru, the scriptures and the Atman, and, samadhan is a mind fixed on the
God or the Self (Atman). These six are called the six-fold wealth or
shadsampat.
When a farmer cultivates the soil well, which includes all he has to do on
his side – a good harvest will more than likely be coming. I say more than
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likely because there is always room for obstructions in nature. Similarly,
there are ways we too can get obstructed, but, we have to do our part
wholeheartedly and without remission. Wholeheartedly is to have all
one’s energy and heart on the path. Not only all one’s energy in our
sadhana but our hearts too must really want God more than any other
want to the point that mind is always fixed in God’s remembrance.
Without remission means an unbroken flow of God’s remembrance.
There are many ways to help with this thought current, the easiest is to
cultivate the habit of repeating the mantra and aligning it to one’s
breathing. The mantra is stretched to the natural rhythm of one’s
breathing and the mantra is repeated silently, once while breathing in
and once by breathing out. If the mind is boisterous, the image of our
personal deity is fixed in the heart space while the mantra is repeated to
the rhythm of one’s breathing. Do not underestimate the power of this
simple practice.
You can read more about these and how to cultivate them in Swami
Sivananda’s book, ‘Sadhana Chatushtaya’, published by The Divine Life
Society, Rishikesh, India.
12. Renounce all desire motivated action
It is difficult to reduce our involvement in outer action until a new inner
current or pathway has been created. This is what the practice of japa or
repeating the mantra, aligned to the rhythm of your breathing will do.
This drains the energy out of existing thought patterns and makes
increased vigilance possible. With this, we can avoid self-centered action
and learn to do what needs to be done because it needs to be done. This
bounces back and weakens the ego. So, you start a better way of
perception, action and result which does not add to existing conditioning
and selfish-interests are taken out.
Without this inner renunciation, outer renunciation will be difficult to
impossible as the inner pulls the outer. This is why one must sustain a
steady level of vigilance so that before any action, mental or physical,
one’s motivations are clearly seen. If vigilance is relaxed for those
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considered near and dear or kith and kin, it will be like having a pot for
water with holes in it – it will not hold water.
Unless you give the mind a new thought current or expanded way of
thinking and feeling, it will not let go of its self-centered ways. These are
not two things that need to be tackled: this first and then the other. They
work together: start new ways and don’t look back. The spirit pervades
all and the spiritual life requires all your focus.
There is a fear among many that ‘this’ will fall apart or ‘that’ will fall apart.
It may, and you are not the cause of them falling apart. You are doing
what your deepest wisdom and inspiration feel should be done and have
ascended several steps in spiritual ladder in earlier lives, the momentum
of which calls you now. How will you answer the soul’s call? We have
gone through many lives and in each, people and things have fallen apart
during and at the end of the journey – the finite must end. But, nothing
goes away, everything comes back again to continue. In the Katha
Upanishad, the master Yama gives us a beautiful example in saying that
it is like a pot with water and rice that is boiling in it – the rice goes up
and then back down and keeps repeating. The rice does not have an
option to get out on its own, but we do.
13. Only now, approach the guru
Swami Venkatesananda writes, “The teacher, sage or guru is not a porter
who is going to carry your bags around or please you” – this is very true.
Through your own sincere efforts, you have clearly seen that staying the
course as is, is not tenable as it is a downward spiral and a new path must
be cut. Status quo should not be acceptable as you should have seen by
unrelenting vigilance that it is a dead end. You should also feel that a new
way must be found that veers out of this trap and be ready to do it. It is
at this stage one approaches the guru. Shankaracharya echoes this same
statement by saying, “Only now, approach a guru”.
By now, you should have lost your taste for unexamined living and
wholeheartedly want a way out but the path does not appear very clear.
This is especially true today. You would have come to this stage by your
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own study of scriptures and life, spiritual practices and cultivated the
qualities that are needed for the march forward. You cannot go forward
if your boat is anchored and tied to the dock. Approaching the teacher or
guru before you have developed your new base is a sure invitation for
disappointment.
14. Serve the guru
In service, you learn to do something to the very best of your abilities,
without your own filters of ‘my way’, ‘this I like’ or ‘this I don’t like’. This
new current of action is what the Bhagavad Gita talks about in saying,
“Do what needs to be done wholeheartedly, because it needs to be done”.
Not what I want to do or how I want to do – what needs to be done and
to the best of my ability. Mostly, we thwart action by the filters of
selfishness or what we expect and estimate may come. While moving
forward, we have our eyes on the horizon. This is like planting a sapling
and then pulling it out each day, perhaps several times to see how much
it has grown – it will not survive. Selfishness is weakened by service which
is doing what needs to be done because it needs to be done. The reason
for doing and not doing are taken out of the equation.
The sandals mentioned in the original verse are not literal but indicate
what he stands for and stands on. When we practice the very principles
he stands for and the platform he stands on which could well be the work
he does – we find our own inner platform or stability and discover how
to do what needs to be done as yoga or without the involvement of the
ego. This dedicated selfless service is not so much for him as it is to help
us find our way – a way to do what needs to be done without the ego.
This is very important as you may be alone later for your deeper practice
and all research must be done before setting out on your own.
15. After serving the guru, inquire about Brahman
There has been considerable misunderstanding about this verse. We live
today in an entitlement society today. The ancients knew that if the
student did not rise to a certain level on this own, which is to cast aside
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his ‘I-me-mine’ personality by universalizing his outlook, teaching
vedantic truths about absolute monoism would be nice ideas shared for
casual conversation.
Service to the guru mentioned here is not like a down payment of sorts
before he is ‘pleased’ so to say and teaches. It is a period of attunement
which is necessary to loosen the ego and its ways. Usually, we do things
‘we’ need to or ‘want’ to and to ‘our’ satisfaction. In service, one learns
to do what needs to be done to the very best of our ability – just because
it needs to be done. This doing for the sake of doing is the opening verse
of the sixth chapter of the Bhagavad Gita. Behind every self-centered
action is the little self or ego which is very firmly embedded in one’s
psychological makeup.
The period of service is the period of attunement where the student
learns how to do what needs to be done wholeheartedly, because it
needs to be done. Not just do, but do very well. The little ‘I’ which insists
in ‘my’ and ‘mine’, gradually weakens by disuse and is replaced by a
universal feeling in the fire of action as duty – because it needs to be done.
In the path of jnana yoga, the qualifications are the highest because what
needs to be done has no external support – direct realization of the one,
single, universal truth of things that: “One alone is”. The mind which has
not been properly cultivated, will conceptualize teachings and go about
groping in the dark. The farmer cultivates the soil with tremendous care,
knowing, that nothing good will come about of this step is taken lightly.
The crop will grow nicely if the conditions the farmer is responsible for
providing are just right. In the early stages, spiritual life is like farming –
it is inner and outer cultivation – making things just right so that we can
act on teachings and knowledge. The inner pot of ‘I’, ‘me’, and ‘mine’
have to be emptied as same space within will hold universal ways of
thinking, feeling and acting. Later, this too will have to be let go as the
‘manyness’ is squeezed out by ‘oneness’.
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16. Hear the teachings with faith and devotion
To hear with faith is to hear in such a way so we act on the teachings
heard. There is a big difference between blind faith and the ‘…with faith
and devotion’ mentioned here. Blind faith is when you hear or read
something and hope that what was heard comes to you. The ‘faith and
devotion’ mentioned here is one where the student is fully ready and
enthusiastic about having the experience heard about himself. He knows
there is much to be done and is ready to do it. There are no competing
interests as he knows what was heard was all-inclusive and more so – the
goal of life.
We hear and read many things, good things but somehow do not act on
them as what was heard was one good thing among many other good
things that one is tied to now that may fall apart. We are afraid of this
‘falling apart’ because something in us cries ‘eternal, changeless…’ and
this may not be so. Changelessness is the substratum of change, in it,
change animates and appears as waves to in the ocean which is calm at
its depths. Change is an appearance and calm is its true nature. Not the
perfect example, but I think you can see what we are talking about here.
The earlier stages of the disciple’s attunement with the teacher is there
to overcome this obstacle of hearing but not acting. Faith and devotion
are the two rails on which the seeker will exert relentlessly till he has his
own realization. As mentioned earlier, it is not just hearing with faith and
devotion and then letting it be stored among other things we have heard
– this is not hearing with either, faith or devotion. There must be that
level of hearing which is like a springboard to act, to verify and know for
oneself.
Swami Sivananda calls this single two-sided action as detach-attach:
detach the mind from existing limited ways of perception and action, and,
engage it in broader ways. This is the crux of the problem for many
seekers, they are enthusiastic about ‘trying out’ the teachings but
hesitate or do not follow through in allowing the old and limited sense of
self to fall apart. This detach and attach are not two actions but one single
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double-sided action. When you drive north, you get further away from
the south so to say. When the boat goes out of the harbor, it leaves the
dock. If the boat is not prepared to leave the dock, it will never leave the
harbor.
Towards making all of this happen, it is very important and necessary to
lead an awakened life. New colored impressions should not be
entertained and existing one’s should be weakened and let-go. When you
are completely on board the train of change – this is possible. When you
never leave the dock, it will be a struggle at the harbor at best. Satsang
or company of the good and wise, we have spoken about this earlier is an
important factor in promoting this change. Satsang need not always be
in the physical company of others, when you wholeheartedly take up a
scripture for study, you are in the company of the author by his ideas
expressed in writing. To be in the company of the good, the wholesome
and conducive to your aspiration is one way to let-go of the old shores.
Summary: Resort to good company, unswerving faith and devotion to
God, cultivate and practice the six virtues, renounce all desire motivated
action, only now approach the guru, serve the guru, after serving the guru
inquire about Brahman, and, hear the teachings with faith and devotion.
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Third Stage
Having met the guru and received instruction, the seeker has to strive to
actualize the teachings which is to experience them for himself. With the
teachings and the Upanishads as the basis, he sets about his own
investigation to actualize them or know them by his direct experience. He
is asked to strive wholeheartedly to get over conditioning’s reverse pull
while forging anew towards his full experience. In this journey, there is
much that must be given up and it is best to avoid any and all arguments
while striving. Let us continue…
17. Reflect on the Upanishadic truths
When you reflect or deeply ponder, you do not start with something
known, travel along ideas that are known, or, arrive at the known through
what we have somehow been familiar with. We are not somehow seeking
to justify some theory. Instead, we are looking directly into ourselves to
see if this could be true and staying with what we are pondering on till
there is direct experience of we heard or read about. You cannot be in a
hurry to arrive at a conclusion – one way or another. You cannot also set
a timeline for this investigation there are many factors involved including
the quality of the mind. At the same time, one cannot be lackadaisical
and just go along with loss of focus.
What we have heard or read is someone else’s direct experience and it
does not become ours till we experience it ourselves. Then, there is no
doubt about it. Say you are driving to a certain place that you are not
familiar with. You ask someone for directions and start driving. Once you
reach the place, you will be sure that the route taken works and perhaps,
even discover another way that may be better for you. Till you arrive at
the destination – you are not quite sure. Now, today, we have to take this
example on its suggestive basis rather than its actual basis as there are so
many gadgets that give you a level of certainty for travel. But, inner travel
is something quite different.
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These are very different from driving directions as the teacher knows that
he is talking about what has not been seen by the student and must be
discovered by an instrument which has to be sharpened while travelling,
while not succumbing to habitual ways. This is a tall challenge and this is
why the Upanishadic dictums are pithy and one has to reflect on them
which means to let them reflect within us so that the way is gradually
seen. There is a difference between ‘reflecting’ and ‘thinking about it’.
When we reflect, we do not have an idea about it in mind that we are
trying to connect to somehow. We allow the teaching to pass below the
chatter of the mind full of concepts, theories and opinions to the inner
intelligence – not knowing but earnestly wanting to know.
Having travelled the same journey, his instructions are vital till we can
have our own experience. The guru is not going to give you turn by turn
or step by step instruction like a driving map book but highlight what
must be arrived at and some pitfalls along the way. The guru is not going
to do the work you need to do and must do either. You must be fully
prepared to act on the teaching on hearing it or it your existing
conditioning will add the teaching to the vast library of concepts and
theories—drained of all energy and utterly weakened. It is like eating
fresh food, filled with nutrients which will nourish you nicely or
something from the ‘bagged and tagged but I don’t know when section.’
Finally, the discovery must be your own in the hours of meditation.
18. Take refuge in the truth of Brahman
How do you take refuge in God who is everywhere and all the time? The
difficulty arises in accepting this dictum wholeheartedly as it would at
once necessitate a complete letting go and the heart shudders at very
mention at this. This is why the core scriptures dealing with liberation
should be resorted to daily so declarations of those who have verified the
teachings are deeply engaged. These core scriptures dealing with
liberation are not doctrinal but require each seeker to exert and know by
personal verification.
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Taking refuge is not some sort of parking lot where one can study and get
complacent hoping that something wonderful may happen. It is a
temporary shelter from the storms along the way till we can reach the
safe shore of direct experience. This journey is not a travel from point A
to point B but from here to here only as we undo the layers of
conditioning that have obscured the truth. This existing conditioning is
enmeshed to the sense of being or feeling of just who we are in such an
intricate manner that it requires both; adamantine will and tremendous
humility to know that it is not an accomplishment as the many we have
known. When we are firm and determined – our own conditioning of
existing value base will challenge you energetically. It is essential to be
wholehearted at each step on the way.
Time spent in studying the core scriptures is not an academic
accumulation but a deepening of understanding (which is to stand under)
of the experience of others who have trodden the same way we have
now set foot on. The recognition of God’s omnipresence is itself selfsurrender. If God is all, everywhere, all the time – then, where are we?
This again, is perhaps easy to answer on the surface but difficult to
answer wholeheartedly so that our lives, which include every thought,
word, deed and feeling—are testimony to our understanding.
19. Avoid unnecessary arguments
This is one side—avoid, the other is a better choice instead. For any
change, both ‘avoid’ and a ‘better choice instead’ must be clear. All
refrains and avoidances seem difficult only because we do not bring a
better choice instead into play. When you have carefully examined
‘better choices instead’ – you automatically turn away from others
without struggle. Naturally, this takes understanding what the not as
good choices can result in.
The bottom line is that it does no good for the earnest seeker as he is not
seeking victory in arguments so they are best avoided. Besides, even if
you win an argument – it may shake the faith of the other and this is never
a good thing. Ask yourself, “Will any good come out of the argument that
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may result?” Why degrade the situation for all – better to leave it as it is
and move on pleasantly. Always keep in mind what is really essential and
never allow the unessential to enter your raft.
Scholastic or doctrinal arguments very often result in no good as those
who pursue these ways are well-versed in theory and verbosity or the
play of words. Swami Sivananda calls unnecessary verbal arguments,
‘lingual warfare’.
20. Discriminate in line with shruti
Let us start with the end of this one first. Shruti are scriptures which are
direct revelations along the journey of self-discovery. If a person has risen
from rags to riches and is giving a friendly talk to those interested – it may
be something very worthwhile for those with similar inclinations because,
you are hearing from one who has made it. Similarly, shruti contains the
declarations of those who have realized God and they are nourishment
till we have our own experiences.
This word ‘discriminate’ is very loaded nowadays as it suggests different
forms of social discrimination but we have to take our minds back in time
when what was suggested was quite different. At each step, the seeker
must discriminate or discern – which is to be very clear of the differences
as we lead an examined life. Now, what is this examined life? Not taking
anything at suggested value but to examine each situation for oneself
when you come to it is an examined life. When you examine something,
you do not start off from a known point or with a conclusion in mind but
come to a conclusion based on your examination. The ‘in line with the
shruti’ is not opposed to a fresh examination – rather, it is what keeps
the examination fresh as it is so easy to examine with the conditioned
mind or by habit.
21. Steadily feel, “I am Brahman”
It is difficult to come to this in a rush and, at the same time, it eludes one
if one is not persistent and steady. The early steps were opportunity to
clear all doubts. This does not mean that we have asked all the seemingly
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intelligent questions that could be asked but the ones that necessary to
get started. The carpet unfolds as you walk on it. Confucius said, “The
essence of knowledge is its application”. Ask what you are practicing and
have doubts on or what you will practice for sure. This will allow
absorption while assimilating and this absorption can be acted on as its
roots are deep. Earlier steps including study that is brought into life or
practiced – brings you to this steady feeling.
Feeling ‘I am Brahman’ must not be cursory or suggestive as it will not
help you. This feeling of “I am Brahman’ is a wholehearted recognition
and embrace of God’s omnipresence. Now, the bar has been raised
significantly as you must ask yourself if you are ready to practice the
omnipresence of God. Proportionate to your wholehearted embrace of
this feeling will be your ascent in the rungs of meditation. Now, this
feeling cannot happen if we still harbor secret preferences to any as it
requires a level playing field. ‘I am Brahman’ is also ‘All is Brahman’, so,
one cannot harbor likes and dislikes or favorites to any – kith, kin or our
people included – to get to this rung. There are many steps that if not
addressed, will block the path and one will not know why it feels stuck.
The spiritual path is a total path and requires total sincerity without
compromise. Earlier steps in yoga like karma yoga and bhakti yoga are
very helpful in weakening existing preferences and subtle prejudices. If
these are skipped and one tries to jump directly into meditation – a
feeling of stagnation often results, followed by backsliding and a fall.
22. Renounce pride and arrogance
Pride is a feeling of superiority that has no justification at all – especially
for the spiritual seeker. Remember what we have just covered, ‘I am
Brahman’ – this also means that God is omnipresent. How can feelings of
pride be justified? And, is it necessary at all?
Pride in action is arrogance and this can take different forms. One has to
be especially careful with this one as when you try to stay in society but
away from the play of society – your actions can and will be taken as
slightly arrogant or very arrogant without fail. One has to be very careful
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in examining one’s motives, being firm in one’s resolve, and, staying the
course. This firmness of resolve is and will be taken as arrogance if one
lives in the proximity of people who are known.
Again, the earlier rungs of karma yoga and bhakti yoga will build a good
foundation towards significantly weakening pride and arrogance or at
least give you the ability to discern between them and doing what is
necessary or being sure. The most important thing is to always examine
your motives and be steady in your resolves and their follow through.
This is why it is recommended to ‘move geographically’ as we have
discussed earlier as those who you call friends and family or kith and kin
will not accept the changing you – regardless of why.
23. Give up the, ‘I am the body’ feeling
The feeling that ‘I am the body’ – is the root cause of suffering. All the
earlier steps including asanas, pranayama, karma yoga, bhakti yoga and
raja yoga will help you first weaken and then overcome this strong feeling
gradually. Just saying, ‘I am not the body’ – will not work. One has to
move towards this from the earliest steps without missing any and as one
system – Swami Sivananda calls this ‘Yoga of Synthesis’. Remember,
specialization is the work of the ego and generalization is a blow to the
ego. If you practice asanas, pranayama and a life of moderation (which is
the earlier steps in raja yoga) sincerely – you have already started
loosening the body’s strong grip.
When you include the practice of karma yoga, bhakti yoga and the later
rungs of raja yoga – you start loosening the mind’s grip as well. Each of
the practices and ways has their way of targeting the ego and a synthetic
or integral approach is a surest way.
If effort is not made to dismantle the, ‘I am the body’ feeling – it will
continue to linger in spite of arduous practice. Don’t be in a hurry with
this either as it may result in becoming a doormat by others and this will
only increase one’s unhappiness. Wholehearted diligent practice is the
surest way – make every step one with the sure footing of sincerity and
keep the goal clear in the heart. Don’t skip a step and try to avoid
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specializing. Have a wide practice at first and you will know when it is just
right to loosen some and increase the core.
24. Give up arguments with the learned
Earlier, avoiding unnecessary arguments was mentioned. Now, we have
specific mention of ‘with the learned’. Spiritual practice is slow and
sincere seekers are few. If one is sincere, over time, one is bound to have
some spiritual experiences and perhaps, meet others who have also had
some. Care must be taken in sharing the experiences with those who do
not practice and sharing with the ego in check with those who do practice
sincerely if felt to do so. Each person will have his own experiences
thought in a broad sense – the milestones are similar. A good
conversation with another sincere seeker could be very useful to both
but care must be taken to avoid any possible argument that one could
get into – regardless of which way the pull. This is especially true for the
learned who sometimes tend to share in light of their learning.
It is not wrong to be learned or pursue traditional ways at all. It is
important to keep in mind that each seeker has his own ways and
rationale. Never forget or overlook that each seeker may be right from
their point of view and that their way works for them. Much of the
conflicts we experience in our lives, can be avoided—they are not part of
the natural landscape or what occurs naturally. They say, ‘It takes two
hands to clap’ – you can avoid your hand in any conflict or worsening of
the situation by seeing what your response may lead to before
responding. Keeping this in mind, you will avoid conflicts and be able to
share and learn from others.
Summary: Reflect on the Upanishadic truths, take refuge in the truth of
Brahman, avoid unnecessary arguments, discriminate in line with the
sruti, steadily feel, ‘I am Brahman’, renounce pride and arrogance, give
up the ‘I am the body’ idea, and, give up arguments with the learned.
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Fourth Stage
In this stage, we focus on disengaging from habitual ways of dealing with
things for better choices instead. Though food is used in the first few
topics, the principles can be extended to other habits as well. For our
response to be different, we have to see things differently. This does not
mean we become averse to the old, but, cultivate a taste for the new as
it supports our aspiration. In these topics, we find a new and better way
of dealing with what is necessary while pursuing what is essential.
25. Treat hunger like a disease
It does not matter if one is just a beginner or an advanced seeker – both
experience hunger. Feeling hungry is not a problem – how we treat
hunger can be. As you advance in the spiritual path, there is more sensecontrol which leads to more self-control. Neither sense-control or selfcontrol are suppressive in nature at all – they come about as a result of a
better choice instead. For example, if you would like to save money for
something better, you avoid spending money as you earn it on little
things so that you have money on hand for something much better. There
is no suppression here but a better choice which results in not
squandering it over little things that come along. First, there is a change
in one’s inner vision – just how one sees things. This enables one to see
the worth in something better. That seeing the worth in something better,
does not allow the mind to drift on little things any more as it is set on
something much better. If one does not have his sights set on something
better wholeheartedly – it will be a struggle at each step as one will
always look back at what can be had right now instead of even the better
later.
Hunger is something we will always feel as long as there is a body. The
problem is how we answer the call and not in the call itself. If we can see
hunger as a disease or a call from the body that some food is needed –
we can answer it with good, nutritious food. But, if we see it as an
opportunity to have something nice – choices and availability flood the
mind like rivers that gain momentum when flowing.
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26. Take food as medicine
The original verse states ‘taking the medicine of alms daily’. Asking for
alms may pose some difficulties in many places today.
Nutrition is very quickly forgotten once taste is a consideration. On this
thought, it does not mean that one should shun food that tastes good
either, but, keep in view that the purpose of food is nutrition so that one
can practice energetically. The finally or goal of sadhana must be
somehow brought into each equation so that all our choices and all we
do must support the final goal. This, eliminates struggle as we now have
our sights set on something better and bigger which is satisfaction itself.
No suppression, no trickery or gimmicks – just a better choice made
wholeheartedly.
When the ‘why we eat food’ is kept in view, the inner intelligence at once
gives you the best choices for that purpose. But, if you take out the ‘why’
and just ‘feel hungry’ – well, that immediately opens up a very wide field
of options and availability. Choices increase oscillation in the mind and
make it restless. If for any reason, the choice made does not actualize or
satisfy – there is dissatisfaction and it goes downhill from there.
27. Never ask for delicious food
We were just talking about keeping in view ‘the why we eat food’. This
does not mean that if and when something tasty comes along naturally
that we shun it or somehow make it ‘untasty’. Sense-control leads to selfcontrol and self-control is not only a tremendous gain or asset but
necessary to know the self. How can one know the self if the sense of self
is stretched out every which way? One cannot even know the shape of a
piece of cloth if it is pulled in many ways.
So what to do? The key is to never ask of others or of oneself either.
Asking is itself dissatisfaction as when we ask, we are seeking something
that we hope will satisfy in some way and this ‘seeking’ is the early
sprouting so to say of a need felt. This need when expressed through a
certain preference is not the need for food any more but of the
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preference one has. The focus has shifted from ‘food’ to ‘taste’. Now, I
am not against tasty food but when we feel the need to satisfy taste –
there is no stopping. When we feel hungry as in when we need food – it
can be satisfied quite easily. When we put taste first, the mind continues
to churn before, during and after eating. When we put food as nutrition
first – there is no need for the mind to spin before, during or after. This,
not only deals with hunger but eliminates asking or even hoping and this
increases satisfaction as one cannot be happy when one asks or even
prefers silently without asking aloud.
28. Be satisfied with what comes naturally
If somehow, tasty food comes without asking or seeking – quite naturally
– enjoy it just as any other meal knowing that in this too, there is energy
that will enable you to do sadhana energetically. Both, food that is simple
but nutritious and food that is tasty and nutritious are nutritious and
answer the need felt for food for the body so that one can practice
wholeheartedly. The difference in them is eliminated when one puts a
bigger ‘why we are eating’ in the first place.
Keeping this bigger ‘why we are eating’ in view does not mean that we
do not appreciate tasty food and at the same time, it does not mean that
we are not equally satisfied with simpler tasting food. They are both good
in that they are nutritious and give energy to practice. This seeing them
as having the same inherent value does not diminish the taste of the tasty
food. Tasty food is good and can be enjoyed and simpler food is also good
and can also be enjoyed. There is enjoyment in both or joy in both so you
are joyful through different conditions.
In these last four points that we have been discussing, we have looked at
food and hunger with all its ramifications, but, this can be extended to so
many different needs felt and keep them from going into wants which
will and must result in loss of peace till preference is satisfied. This has to
be understood and practiced intelligently so that we can extend the same
mechanism to other aspects of our life and weaken the mechanism of
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desire, wanting and resulting restlessness – all, without denial but by
better choices instead.
29. Calmly endure all opposites like heat and cold
We have just seen that it is not only possible but a better way to take care
of all that we feel we really need while increasing will-power, inner
strength, staying balanced – all, without increasing desires or agitation in
the mind.
The inner strength that was challenged by outer choices and availability
will very soon start rumbling against outer conditions. This is bound to
happen unless one takes the next steps of calmly enduring natural
conditions without preferring other natural conditions instead. Again,
this does not mean that we stand in the snow or rain and grin and bear
what is unnecessary. It is a purely mental condition that requires the
inner strength that has gradually been building to simply be inwardly
unshaken while outer opposites such as heat and cold go through their
paces. Take whatever natural care you can but do not let outer conditions
stop or even dampen your inward march. I read some place, ‘What
cannot be cured, must be endured’.
The question is, ‘Does enduring natural conditions have anything to do
with experiencing dissatisfaction?’ No! All of nature endures natural
conditions while taking care of themselves best they can. Enduring and
taking care best one can are not related. If it rains, I take can umbrella or
some form of protection but I do not have to get dissatisfied? What has
dissatisfaction got to do with the rains? The rains do not bring it along,
they are not part of rains – they are part of the brains - ‘b-rains’.
How does one stay calm while dealing with changing conditions? By
dealing with changing conditions best we can without getting agitated
ourselves or agitating ourselves. Our inner agitation is not part of
changing conditions out there but changing conditions within – there is
no relation between them. Changes outside do not necessitate changes
inside if we are alert and live intelligently.
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So, let it rain – take an umbrella. Let the clothes get wet – dry them or
they will dry automatically when you leave them to dry. The same
weather that brought rains will bring sunshine to dry your wet clothes
and you will be good to go again. Nowadays, even this is not necessary as
you can toss them in the dryer for a couple minutes and be good to go in
minutes. What is the need for fearing the rain, being dissatisfied with the
rain or hoping for dry weather? These things have absolutely nothing to
do with the rains but with careless ways of dealing with something so
natural and even beautiful as rains.
30. Do not speak unnecessary words
We have been talking about intelligent sense-control which leads to selfcontrol without any loss experienced but only gain. There is great joy
experienced once previously squandered energy starts returning to
oneself. Actually, it does not return – it is just not wasted anymore and
thus an increased sense of fullness begins to be experienced. One is
happy in any condition as one discovers that conditions have nothing to
do with one’s happiness – carelessness does.
In these moments of regaining oneself or self-recovery, one is tempted
to lecture to others. This must be avoided as others are going through
their own experiences and unless they earnestly want to know – data
dumping should be avoided for many reasons. They say, ‘You can lead a
horse to water but you cannot make him drink’ – the thirst must first be
felt for water or a better way before pouring on them – even with the
best of intentions.
Pouring or dumping will not only turn people away but make whatever
you share useless to them as thoughts shared would be turned into ‘good
ideas’ along with so many other good or better ideas that are placed in
deep storage. Confucius said, “The essence of knowledge is its
application”. When we don’t act on what we hear or read – they become
conceptualized and lose their impetus or fire.
It takes wisdom and inner strength to know when to speak what needs
to be spoken, to who it must be spoken to and in what manner it is best
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spoken. Calling a spade a spade is easy – it takes nothing and
accomplishes nothing other than possibly causing some hurt.
31. Be indifferent to all worldly affairs
“The affairs of the world will go on forever, do not delay the practice of
meditation.” —Milarepa
Whatever is happening today, has happened before and will happen
tomorrow too. The shape things seem to take appears different but not
things in themselves. When you are serious about inner change, you have
to be unconcerned about outer change. This feeling of ‘unconcern’ with
the outer is not disdain or hatred but indifference based on wisdom –
knowing that change is the nature of things – everything changes.
The seeker is now interested in who observes the change – the observer
or knower of change seems to be unchanging. There has to be a letting
go of active interest in the changing appearances if one earnestly wishes
to realize the witness of change. It is like focusing when seeing, when you
wish to see something up close acutely, the background appears blurry.
It is not possible to have your foot in both doors and get someplace. It
would be like having one foot in a car going south and the other in one
going north. Be bold, take a stand.
You need the energy and awareness that is or was tied-up in worldly
affairs to be now focused on the affair of self-discovery. Every ounce of
squandered energy and attention must be mustered for the task. When
you sit to meditate seriously – you will realize that the attention rushes
through the areas of least resistance or should we say – the least vigilance.
When you keep hidden interests or old interests close – your energy and
awareness will find that pathway and flow there. This can be good if you
are sincere because you will at once discover where the soft-spots are
and be able to rectify them. If you are not sincere, you will keep throwing
your might and hoping that things will somehow change with more effort
– they will not. When there is this dichotomy – it only gets worse. Old
ways such as anger, frustration and the like will once again surge with
redoubled strength and you will be very surprised.
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Once you have taken a stand to know the self or your true nature, be as
less concerned with the outer as necessary – the less, the better. Every
ounce of energy and attention must face what must be known – on the
mat and off the mat. There are not two kinds of energy – just one. So, the
energy that was flowing towards this, that and the other previously –
must be first freed-up and recycled to know the self or your true nature.
The Bhagavad Gita tells us, “You are your worst enemy and you are your
best friend”. This ‘being your best friend’ is when you are sincere which
means – wholehearted.
Indifference does not mean to hate something. To be indifferent to it is
not to see it as different if things are one way or the other way or – to
simply leave things alone. When you leave people, conditions and things
alone – they leave you alone. Till you are interested in them – they will
demand your attention – not only when you are up and about but in the
hours of meditation.
32. Renounce completely feelings of kindness and harshness to others
By now, the seeker is in an advanced stage and the higher he ascends,
the thinner the air – so many things can cause his downfall. There is
always more at stake as you go along. A very lose example here to make
a point. When you are in your first year of college, you are in a new world
as you may be on your own and have to set your own study habits, time
for recreation and other things. So, you experiment and after some
adjustments – get a schedule where you can accomplish most things you
have to. Soon, you begin to realize that accomplishing things does not
equate to a good job and so you adjust to make sure your grades are the
best they can be while still having some time for other things that you
feel are needed. The focus and priorities of a student sharpens as he goes
along if he is at all serious about a being successful. He realizes that
college is not a playground but possibly, a launch platform for his career.
In the spiritual path too – there is a lot of experimenting. If one is at all
serious, he realizes that most of the old ways undo whatever effort he
puts forth and it seems to be a law of diminishing returns. If one does not
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let go of the past sincerely – the effects of one’s sadhana, however wellintentioned will not last past the meditation mat or prayer area. One is at
a crossroads and must choose between aspiration and habitual ways and
this may include many things that one may hold dear. When you
wholeheartedly embrace the change you aspire for, letting go is natural.
In society, feelings of kindness to some, indifference to others and
perhaps, harshness to some may be common. But, for the sincere seeker
who has been on the path for a while – different attitudes may spell
differences in seeing things or a mind that once again starts fragmenting.
Different feelings such as feelings of kindness and harshness is the front
end and the back end of this is a fragmented mind. Why does one have
to be kind, indifferent and not as kind at all? Why should the behavior or
demeanor of others determine how I act towards them? This is the first
point. When I act differently towards them, I harbor the different ways I
see them and this is fragmentation. How can a mind that is fragmented
ever know itself? Self-knowledge requires the whole mind facing itself in
all earnest and humility with the sole quest to know one’s true nature.
Everything else must be let go as only the all can know the all. All of you
has to face itself to know one’s true nature.
This is why the sincere seeker is asked to be indifferent towards things
other than the task on hand. To be indifferent does not mean to be
hateful but to while ‘being good’ and ‘doing good’ – to be concerned with
the task on hand of knowing one’s true nature. You may feel that this
‘kindness towards others’ is part of ‘doing good’ but at this stage – it is
not. In your journey to realize the truth – the idea of ‘other’ has to be
overcome completely as there is no other – One alone Is. Earlier habits of
kindness towards ‘others’ has been a slippery slope for a fall by many as
kindness is seen as good while ‘others’ is overlooked. This is a very
difficult one to understand or stand under and this is why renunciation is
vital as one goes along – not just as one advances but as one treads.
This is why the ancients had a flow or progression in life. The goal of life
was self-realization and towards this, each progressed in different speeds
but making sure that in each life, there was substantial progress on the
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path and less entanglement or conditioning. This, not just by what one
knows theoretically but by example in one’s life. After the student stage,
one progressed to the householder stage and then to a semi-retired stage
where one diminished outer involvement significantly and focused on the
inner quest. This was not the activity of the retired stage – there was no
such thing. A retiree is tired – again – re-tired! There is no retirement in
yoga. Every ounce of energy till the very end. After this third stage of
disentanglement or detach – one was able to attach of devote his full
attention in life’s quest of self-knowledge. Full attention to the full quest
– full-time.
Those days have gone and the way of purposeful living as a framework of
living has gone with it. Today, each must map out their path but we can
always look to our ancients and cull from their research for ours all that
we need. The fundamentals and elements needed are the same – the
outer appearance of things may have changed. The spiritual path cannot
change as it is not outside and change is outside only.
There is tremendous wisdom and teaching contained in these five verses
we are covering. Each verse has eight pithy but important instructions
which can illumine our path today and for time to unfold. Next time, we
take up the fifth verse where the seeker is cautioned let go of the past
and abide in the quest till the quest itself matures into realization.
Summary: Treat hunger like a disease, eat what comes as alms or
naturally, never ask for delicious food, be satisfied with what comes
naturally, calmly endure all opposites like heat and cold, do not speak
unnecessary words, be indifferent to all worldly affairs, and, renounce
completely feelings of kindness and harshness to others.

Spiritual Practice

40

Fifth Stage
Disengaging from habitual ways requires both simultaneously:
disengaging from the elements of habit, while at the same time, giving
the attention a new direction wholeheartedly. After the grip of habit has
been weakened, attention becomes steady. Then, when the attention
can be turned and held on itself and one becomes aware of one’s true
nature. If even a ray of attention continues streaming towards ‘objects’
(and here we are talking about people, things or conditions) – one’s true
nature cannot be known. The attention has to engage itself steadily and
without remission. This requires many things besides utter sincerity and
single-mindedness of purpose.
33. Rest comfortably in seclusion
Today, in the age of technological connectivity and fast travel, seclusion
seems like a form of punishment and perhaps even strange. The
dictionary shows the word seclusion as: ‘the state of being private and
away from other people’. Seclusion is an aloneness but it is not lonely –
there is a huge difference between these. Aloneness is to be by one’s self,
whereas, loneliness is to feel lonely and this can be with or without
people around. Loneliness is a feeling alone psychologically and is a
feeling of disconnectedness from others. People can be lonely in
relationships and an active social culture. Whereas aloneness on the
other hand, is a state of feeling one with others that does not require the
constant validation by phone, email, chat, visits and other superficial
forms of reassurance that one is connected somehow.
Today, there are so many gadgets and ways to connect but with all that
– there is no real connection. All the devices, gadgets and toys cannot
connect you to others. Just because you talk or message someone, it does
not mean that you have a connection. A connection is an open pathway
by which one is in real contact – not just talking or sending little messages
which often mean nothing because the same message could have been
sent to many or forwarded from others.
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In spiritual life, we discover and kindle the real connection that we have
with one and all – not just friends, kith and kin and even human beings
but to all and everything. You cannot discover this while you have
another pathway of connectivity such as an active social life which is
based on some sort of relationship or arrangement. The old channels
must be let alone for some time to discover another form of connection
which is real, vital and organic.
A period of aloneness is necessary to first see, understand and exhaust
the superficial connectivity and its urges. Till one sees this artificial
psychological jugglery of using outer connectivity of sorts to fill an inner
gap of loneliness – one will not discover how to relate to others as people
just like you and me first and then, as one’s own self. In this manner,
selfishness is squeezed out of relationships and you fresh-start relating
with others as people just like your own self. These healthy relationships
are then taken a notch higher as your own spiritual practice advances to
see others not just like your own self but as your own self.
To examine, understand and transcend existing relationships – you have
to disengage from active social ways, discover the existing driving urges
which push you to connect artificially and only then, can you start
discovering that you are already connected real-time, organically and
vitally.
34. Merge the mind in the Supreme in samadhi
When one has been alone for a while, the mind stops and abandons its
jugglery of trying to connect artificially through phone, chat and even
social connections of sorts and finds a state of fullness through
meditation in itself. This mind that was always seeking to feel fulfilled
artificially – finds fullness in its source and outgoing urges are gradually
abandoned for a lasting and enduring feeling of fullness within itself.
As long as the mind seeks fullness or satisfaction in others, things and
even conditions – it will always be seeking as the flames of seeking,
increase as they are kindled – they never decrease. When it feels difficult
to fulfil – the seeds of frustration grow into the plants of anger. Ultimately,
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the feeling of wanting fullness has to resolve itself in the direct realization
of ‘fullness already is’—when the pot of the mind is not stirred rashly and
unnecessarily.
The mind has to feel its natural fullness before it stops rushing outward
in its quest. This still mind can be turned and held on its source and then,
fullness merges in fullness and a state of perfect balance is felt.
35. Experience in full the infinite Atman
The outer surge of the mind must stop before it can stay steady on itself
– its source. When the attention is held on itself uninterruptedly for a
long time, it begins to become aware of its true nature. Inner awareness
or attention finds fullness in itself only.
As long as there is a finite starting point, one can only find finite ends. The
starting point or seeking mode, must first be expanded significantly,
before it can be held steady on its source. This is why Swami Sivananda’s
‘Yoga of Synthesis’ is most practical and allows one to make the necessary
adjustments in the means as one progresses. It is possible but extremely
difficult to have one means or way to the end and this takes stoic
discipline – few have this inner metal nowadays. The Yoga of Synthesis
allows the necessary practices at each step of one’s inner ascent as just
like good medical treatment – each target a specific range of areas to be
cleaned up of conditioning.
Swami Sivananda writes, “The more the mind is fixed on God, the more
strength you will acquire. More concentration means more energy.
Concentration opens the inner chambers of love or the realm of eternity.
Concentration is a source of spiritual strength”.
36. The manyness melts into oneness
One needs tremendous will power and adamantine resolve to see one’s
true nature. None of the earlier steps can be ignored and one cannot
afford to be haphazard and careless on the path. This unrelenting resolve
and iron will has to be built up and sustained – it is the fuel of inner
strength. What is commonly known as inner strength is blind and ego
Spiritual Practice

43

based – requiring no real inner transformation. That fuel will not work.
The journey is long and arduous but the sincere seeker is never alone.
Invisible hands guide one along the disciplined inner path. One is tested
in many different ways and there will be many moments when doubts
attempt to assail. The unrelenting resolve, single minded purpose and
fiery determination to stay the course no matter what – must all be
unwavering.
No step can be ignored. If one does not have good health and a firm
posture – one cannot sit for a long time without movement. The spiritual
journey cannot be undertaken with any success in one’s old age or after
one is comfortable in his retirement. When you retire, you are tired: retire equals - tired again. There is no physical strength or inner strength
for the task on hand. The spiritual journey must be started early on – as
soon as one sees the futility of mundane living and looks beyond the
temporal and fleeting.
When the play of conditioning is exhausted and the mirror of attention is
turned on its source and held steadily for an extended period of time –
the duality disappears and one’s true nature is seen.
A little about karma
Now, we take up the issue of what happens to all our karmas when the
truth is seen. Karmas are classified into three broadly speaking.
(1) Those that have accumulated in earlier lives but not fructified or gone
into action—these are called sanchita karma.
(2) Those that we have accumulated in this life to date but have also not
fructified and gone into action—these are called agami karmas.
(3) Those that have taken seed by bringing us here into this life and any
experiences that must still come as part of its course—these are called
prarabdha karmas.
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37. Destruction of sanchita karmas
Sanchita karma is the total accumulation of karma over all lives. When
one attains direct Self-Realization, all one’s previously accumulated
karma are destroyed. Just like roasted seeds which cannot germinate –
one’s accumulated karmas are roasted in the fire of Self-Realization.
A loose example of this is: say you are dreaming and in that dream, you
are being chased by a tiger. You run for your life and it feels like the end.
Just then – you wake-up and realize it was a dream. There is no tiger and
you are not being chased. You are right where you were all along –
sleeping in your own home.
The destruction of sanchita karmas or all the accumulated karmas is like
the waking from a long dream to your own essential nature—knowing
unmistakably and irreversibly that it was a long dream.
38. Stop further accumulation of agami karmas
Agami karmas are karmas that we create in the present lifetime that are
added to the existing bucket of sanchita karmas or the total karmas.
When one has attained Self-Realization, one has broken from the
previously existing bonds of doer and enjoyer as an individual. Merging
in the Absolute, the sage is now free and steady in his realization as the
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Atman. He is free of desires, aversion, likes and dislikes as all these exist
in the realm of duality only. All karmas that have not fructified, are now
burnt and not capable of further generation.
39. Exhaust prarabdha karmas by experiencing them
Prarabdha karmas are all the karmas that have brought us here in this
body and life. This seed has already sprouted and the body will continue
till the existing karma that has propelled one into this life are exhausted.
This is often seen as strange and questionable by some as they see the
liberated one moving and acting quite normally. The realized sage too has
to exhaust those prarabdha karmas that have brought him here by actual
experience of their results in this life.
There is an often used example of arrows to illustrate this point. The stock
of accumulated arrows represents our sanchita karmas; the arrow ready
for discharging represents our agami karmas; and the discharged arrow
which must hit the target, represents the prarabdha karmas. If you are
interested in reading more about karma yoga, I recommend the book,
‘The Practice of Karma Yoga’ by Swami Sivananda.
40. Rest in the Brahman-Atman
Resolving the maniness problem by the direct experience of oneness,
leads to the destruction of all accumulated karma that have not yet
fructified and stops the further accumulation of karma in the present life.
Karma that is already in action in this birth will continue till it is exhausted.
One now rests in the supreme state, knowing one is identical with the
Supreme in spite of the duality of appearance. One has a dual
consciousness to behold the many while rooted unmovably in the fact
that One alone Is and the maniness is an appearance that arises in the
One.
Summary: Rest comfortably in seclusion, merge the mind in the Supreme
in samadhi, experience in full the infinite Atman, the manyness melts into
Oneness, destruction of sanchita karmas, stop further accumulation of
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agami karmas, exhaust prarabdha karmas by experiencing them, and,
rest in the Brahman-Atman.
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Summary
First Stage Dedicated time in self study daily, performance of one’s duties
without desire for fruits, worship of God through them, renunciation of
desires, expiation of sins, reflection over the defects in sense-pleasures,
a firm resolve to attain liberation and leaving one’s own home are
preparatory to entering the spiritual path.
Second Stage: Resort to good company, unswerving faith and devotion
to God, cultivate and practice the six virtues, renounce all desire
motivated action, only now approach the guru, serve the guru, after
serving the guru inquire about Brahman, and, hear the teachings with
faith and devotion.
Third Stage: Reflect on the Upanishadic truths, take refuge in the truth of
Brahman, avoid unnecessary arguments, discriminate in line with the
sruti, steadily feel, ‘I am Brahman’, renounce pride and arrogance, give
up the ‘I am the body’ idea, and, give up arguments with the learned.
Fourth Stage: Treat hunger like a disease, eat what comes as alms or
naturally, never ask for delicious food, be satisfied with what comes
naturally, calmly endure all opposites like heat and cold, do not speak
unnecessary words, be indifferent to all worldly affairs, and, renounce
completely feelings of kindness and harshness to others.
Fifth Stage: Rest comfortably in seclusion, merge the mind in the
Supreme in samadhi, experience in full the infinite Atman, the manyness
melts into Oneness, destruction of sanchita karmas, stop further
accumulation of agami karmas, exhaust prarabdha karmas by
experiencing them, and, rest in the Brahman-Atman.
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