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Chapter  1.0 

INVOCATION  & INTRODUCTION 
 

 

qÉ…¡ûsÉÉcÉUhÉç : 

PEACE INVOCATION 
 

 

Á xÉWû lÉÉuÉuÉiÉÑ | xÉWû lÉÉæ pÉÑlÉ£Ñü | xÉWûuÉÏrÉïÇ MüUuÉÉuÉWæû | 
iÉåeÉÎxuÉ lÉÉuÉkÉÏiÉqÉxiÉÑ | qÉÉ ÌuÉÌ²wÉÉuÉWæû || 
 Á zÉÉÎliÉÈ, zÉÉÎliÉÈ, zÉÉÎliÉÈ || 

µ° saha n¡vavatu | saha nau bhunaktu | sahav§rya¯ karav¡vahai | 
t£jasvi n¡vadh§tamastu | m¡ vidvi½¡vahai || 
 µ° ¾¡nti¦ ¾¡nti¦ ¾¡nti¦ || 
 

om saha naavavatu; May He protect us both together. 
saha nau bhunaktu; May He protect us both. 
saha veeryam karavaavahai; May we attain vigour together. 
tejaswi naavadheetam-astu; Let what we study be invigorating. 
maa vidvishaavahai. May we not cavil at each other. 
om shantih, shantih, shantih! Om Peace, Peace, Peace! 

 

THIS IS A VERY COMMON chant prior to the start of any study between teacher and 
students. It is universal in nature. It overcomes the main difficulties which stand in the way 
of grasping knowledge. The main points are: 

i) To bring quietness, peace and stillness into the minds of teacher and student, so 
that the mind can be focused easily on the knowledge. 

ii) To bring up the correct attitude that the student and the teacher should have in 
order to make the learning effective. The prayer is for an attitude of understanding and 
respect, and avoiding all useless debating and arguing. 

iii) To promote a vigorous intellect, so that the Truth may be reflected upon from all 
angles and assimilated well into the mind in its true import. 

During studies, it is vital that conditions encourage these three to come forth. The 
teacher and student cannot exist without each other. To protect their harmony is crucial. 

Both must put forth effort to grasp the knowledge. Both must look forward to the 
class. There must be joy in the learning process. The end result desired is clarity of 
understanding., without doubts, and abidance in the knowledge. The knowledge must be 
lived, this is not just an intellectual pursuit. 

May teacher and taught come to love each other eternally. Let it not be just a 
business relationship. There should no ill-will or disrespect between them. 
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INTRODUCTION 
from Shankara Bhashya 

 

SALUTATIONS TO Bhagavan Yama (Death), son of the Sun and the imparter of the 
knowledge of Brahman, and salutation to Nachiketas! 

Now then, a brief exposition of the Cantos of the Katha Upanishad is begun for the 
sake of making their import easily comprehensible. 

 

The Word “Upanishad” 

This word is derived by adding two Upasargas, namely upa (near) and ni (with 
certainty), and kvip as a suffix to the root of the word sad. Sad has three meanings: 

i) To split up or destroy; 
ii) To go, reach or attain; 
iii) To loosen or weaken the hold of. 

These three meanings will be brought out in this introduction. 

Further, by the word ‘Upanishad’ is denoted here the Knowledge of the knowable 
Entity that is going to be explained in this book. The relationship between the word 
Upanishad and Knowledge is brought out here. 

 

Upanishad as Knowledge 

Upanishad is taken to mean “knowledge” by association with each of the three 
meanings of ‘Sad’ given above: 

i) The knowledge of the Upanishads splits up, injures or destroys the seeds of worldly 
existence such as ignorance, etc., in the case of those seekers who, after becoming 
detached from the desire for the seen and unseen objects, approach it (the knowledge) and 
deliberate on it with steadiness and certainty. “Knowing That, one becomes free from the 
jaws of Death,” (3.15). 

ii) Because of its connection with the idea of leading to Brahman, it makes seekers of 
liberation who possess the qualities mentioned already, attain the supreme Brahman. 
“Having become free from virtue and vice, as also desire and ignorance, he attained 
Brahman,” (6.18). 

iii) The second boon of Nachiketas asked for the knowledge of Fire, which is 
explained in the text as a knowledge that is below the level of Self-Knowledge, but which is 
in accord with Dharma and leads one to the worlds which are free from sorrows, etc. Even 
such knowledge, known commonly as Karma Kanda or Upasana, is referred to as Upanishad. 
This is because it ‘loosens or weakens’ the firm hold that the multitude of miseries have on 
the soul – namely birth, death, old age, etc. – which recur in endless lives. This loosening of 
their grip on man is a step towards the ultimate goal of reaching Brahman. Hence it is also 
considered to be a sub-definition of knowledge for the word ‘Upanishad’. 

“The dwellers of heaven get immortality,” is a quote that refers to this knowledge. 
 

Upanishad as Book 

The definition of Upanishad as a book also stands without contradicting what has 
been said already. The book is meant for the purpose of giving the knowledge only. And so it 
can justifiably be denoted by the word ‘Knowledge’. For example, in the sentence “Ghee 
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(Clarified butter) is indeed life,” the word ghee, because it leads to enhancing one’s life, is 
itself called life. Similarly, with regard to the word ‘Upanishad’, the primary sense in which it 
is used is the knowledge it stands for; only in a secondary sense does it mean a book. 

 

Anubandha Chatushtaya: “Prospectus” of the Katha Upanishad 

The definition of the word Upanishad itself points out the person qualified to read 
this book. The subject matter is the supreme Brahman, the indwelling Self. The purpose of 
the Upanishad is the absolute cessation of the transmigratory state, which consists in the 
attainment of Brahman. And the connection or Sambandha is the knowledge itself that 
leads one to Brahman. It is a Bodhya–Bodhaka Sambandha (revealer-revealed relationship). 

Shankaracharyaji explains these cantos for our best understanding. The story therein 
is for the sake of eulogizing the knowledge.  

 

 

ABOUT THE BHASHYA: 
 

The following verse contains all that constitutes a perfect Bhashya: 
 

sootraartho varnyate yata, padaih sootraaru saaribhih; 
swapadaani cha varnyante, bhaashyam bhaashyavido vidhuh. 

Meaning:  

i) “The original text is in very concise Sutras.  
ii) “The meaning of the Sutras are explained in an elaborate way.  
iii) Every word is explained, following the Sutra word by word. 
 [All optional meanings are given, and then those that do not apply are eliminated 

with reasons, until only the meaning applicable is left.] 
iv) “Then one’s own explanation is explained. 
“Know this to be the exemplary art of Bhashyas.” 

If these four steps are followed, then we have a Bhashya. 

We will go through the Shankaracharya Bhashya word for word for this entire text. 
We will discover the ‘teacher’ in Shankaracharya. He is very enthusiastic, and full of gusto. 
He talks to us through this Bhashya. The Kathopanishad Bhashya is a good one to start with 
as it is simple and flowing, and the words of the original are easy to pick out. 

At the end of this text, we aim to get a good understanding of how to read through a 
Bhashya. There is an art in studying a Bhashya. Our Samskrit will also greatly improve. 

Shankaracharyaji has written Bhashyas on all the 10 major Upanishads. They are Isa, 
Kena, Katha, Prashna, Mundaka, Maandukya, Taittiriya, Aitareya, Chaandogya and Brihad-
aranyaka. His Bhashyas have set the benchmark in this field. 

How much we drink from the Bhashya depends on how thirsty we are! To start with, 
we may just read the general meaning; then we can select some of the important words; if 
we are serious, we can go through every word in detail. 

We are fortunate to have Swami Gambhiranandaji’s word-for-word translation of 
the Bhashya. We are encouraged to use it well, to the best of our capacity. 

 

 

***** 
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Chapter  1.1: (29 verses) 

THE STORY OF NACHIKETAS 
 

 

THIS IS THE AMAZING story of a little boy, barely ten years old, who is sent in anger 
by his father to the world of Lord Yama. There the boy meets Death face to face, spurns all 
his tempting offers of pleasures and temporal power, and extracts from him the boon of 

knowledge of the Self. Young as he is, the boy exhibits the highest Mumukshutva and 
Vairagya – i.e. an intense longing to see God and dispassion for all worldly pleasures. 

 

 

1.1.1:  The Sacrifice of Nachiketas’ Father 
 

Á EzÉlÉç Wû uÉæ uÉÉeÉ´ÉuÉxÉÈ xÉuÉïuÉåSxÉÇ SSÉæ | 
iÉxrÉ Wû lÉÍcÉMåüiÉÉ lÉÉqÉ mÉÑ§É AÉxÉ     || 1.1.1|| 

 

µ° u¾an ha vai v¡ja¾ravasa¦, sarvav£dasa¯ dadau | 
tasya ha nacik£t¡ n¡ma putra ¡sa    ||1.1.1|| 
 

1 Ushan ha vai vaajashravasah Desirous of heavenly rewards, the son of a Vajashrava,  

2 sarva-vedasam dadau; that is, of one who gave away all that he possessed, 

3 tasya ha nachiketaah naama putrah aasa. to him was born a son named Nachiketas. 
 

3 The father of Nachiketas was a man called Gautama.  

1-2 Gautama’s father was a Vajasrava, or one who had become famous for his 
distribution of food in charity. Was it a case of ‘like father, like son’? Well, we shall see. 

Gautama wished to perform a sacrifice called Vishwajit, meaning “Victory over the 
whole universe”. The performer aims to gain the fruit of going to a higher world and 
enjoying the pleasures there. One of the rules for this sacrifice is to be a Vajasrava, a ‘Giver’.  

 

 

1.1.2:  Time for Gifts For the Priests 
 

iÉð Wû MÑüqÉÉUð xÉliÉÇ SÍ¤ÉhÉÉxÉÑ 
lÉÏrÉqÉÉlÉÉxÉÑ ´É®ÉÌuÉuÉåzÉ xÉÉåÅqÉlrÉiÉ     || 1.1.2|| 

 

ta° ha kum¡ra° santa¯ dak½i³¡su 
n§yam¡n¡su ¾raddh¡viv£¾a sµ:'manyata   || 1.1.2|| 
 

1 Tam ha kumaaram santam Even though he was still an innocent little boy, 

2 dakshinaasu neeyamaanaasu; as presents were being carried to the Brahmanas, 

3 shraddhaa-aavivesha. filial anxiety entered his heart for his father. 

4 sah amanyata. He thought: 
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1 The innocent boy noticed something not quite right about the presents that were 
being given to the priests.  

2 Gautama had everything performed perfectly by competent priests. When the 
ceremony was complete, it was time to give the Dakshina or presents to the priests. 

3-4 He was filled with concern for his father when he saw what was to be given. He 
became filled with filial anxiety. He mused thus… 

 

 

1.1.3:  Gifts Not Worth the Name 
 

mÉÏiÉÉåSMüÉ eÉakÉiÉ×hÉÉ SÒakÉSÉåWûÉ ÌlÉËUÎlSìrÉÉÈ | 
AlÉlSÉ lÉÉqÉ iÉå sÉÉåMüÉxiÉÉlÉç xÉ aÉcNûÌiÉ iÉÉ SSiÉç    || 1.1.3|| 

 

p§tµdak¡ jagdhat»³¡ dugdhadµh¡ nirindriy¡¦ | 
anand¡ n¡ma t£ lµk¡st¡n sa gacchati t¡ dadat  || 1.1.3|| 
 

  Nachiketas to himself: 

1 Peetodakaa, 
    jagdha-trunaa, 

“(These cows) have drunk water (for the last time), 
    and eaten grass (for the last time),  

2 dugdha-dohaa, 
   nir-indriyaah; 

they have yielded all their milk (cannot yield any more), 

    and have lost their senses (become barren). 

3 a-nandaa naama te lokaah Joyless, indeed, are the worlds 

4 taan sah gacchhati taah dadat. to which he goes who gives these as presents!” 
 

1-2 The cows being given were too old even to eat grass or drink water, let alone 
produce any milk or bear calves. Such cows, which would become a burden to the one 
receiving them, were being given by the father. They could not produce any more calves at 
their age. They were totally useless. Some miserliness must have crept into him who had 
given away so much in the sacrifice. The boy felt he had to help his father to understand the 
serious consequences of giving such gifts. 

3-4 His father would stand to lose all the merit of performing the sacrifice. The very 
purpose, for which he had done this sacrifice, would be defeated. 

How to bring this to his father’s notice without annoying him, whom he loved 
dearly? Being very intelligent, he had to be as tactful as his age permitted, so as not to hurt 
his father. This is how he did it…. 

 

 

1.1.4:  Father’s Curse on Nachiketas 
 

xÉ WûÉåuÉÉcÉ ÌmÉiÉUÇ iÉiÉ MüxqÉæ qÉÉÇ SÉxrÉxÉÏÌiÉ | 
Ì²iÉÏrÉÇ iÉ×iÉÏrÉÇ iÉð WûÉåuÉÉcÉ qÉ×irÉuÉå iuÉÉ SSÉqÉÏÌiÉ   || 1.1.4|| 

 

sa hµv¡ca pitara¯ tata kasmai m¡¯ d¡syas§ti | 
dvit§ya¯ t»t§ya¯ ta° hµv¡ca m»tyav£ tv¡ dad¡m§ti || 1.1.4|| 
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1 Sa ha uvaacha pitaram taata He said unto his father: 

2 “Kasmai maam daasyasi?” iti; “To whom wilt thou give me?” 

3 dviteeyam triteeyam  
   tam ha uvaacha. 

(He repeated this) a second and a third time.  
   (Then his father angrily) retorted to him: 

4 “Mrityave tvaa dadaami!” iti.  “Unto Death do I give thee!” 
 

1 In saying this, his only motive was to protect his father’s reputation. 

2 It was to convey to his father that giving useless cows was worse than not giving 
anything at all. The receiver of these cows would have a big burden on his head. Was he also 
going to be a burden on someone’s head? These are the feelings that accompanied 
Nachiketas’s question to his father. The boy could sense that his father was “cutting 
corners” in his sacrificial gifts. It implied that in reality he was still attached to his wealth, 
and as such would not get the merit of the sacrifice. 

3-4 His father, however, turned a deaf ear to this nagging questioning from his son. 
But the boy repeated it again and again. Soon the father became irritated, and blurted out 
in anger, “I will give you to Yama, the Lord of Death!” 

This was an ominous curse. It was uttered already and it was too late to withdraw it. 
The boy was seriously affected by it. This is how he thought . . . 

 

 

1.1.5:  Nachiketas: “Do I Deserve This?” 
 

oÉWÕûlÉÉqÉåÍqÉ mÉëjÉqÉÉå  oÉWÕûlÉÉqÉåÍqÉ qÉkrÉqÉÈ | 
ÌMÆü ÎxuÉ±qÉxrÉ MüiÉïurÉÇ rÉlqÉrÉÉÅ± MüËUwrÉÌiÉ      || 1.1.5|| 

 

bahÀn¡m£mi prathamµ  bahÀn¡m£mi madhyama¦ | 
ki° svidyamasya kartavya¯ yanmay¡:'dya kari½yati  || 1.1.5|| 
 

  Nachiketas to himself: 

1 Bahoonaam emi prathamah “Among many, let me be in the first category; (if not) 

2 bahoonaam emi madhyamah; among many, at least let me be in the mediocre class; 

3 kimsvid yamasya kartavyam What purpose of Yama is  

4 yat mayaa adya karishyati. now going to be served through me?” 
 

It hurt him to see that his father did not grasp his advice for his own good, and 
instead became angry.  

1-2 The boy Nachiketas assesses himself mentally: I should be in the first grade of 
sons who act the father’s wishes before he utters them; if not, at least I should be in the 
second grade who does perfectly after his father instructs; let me not be in the third grade 
who does poorly what his father instructs; and never be in the fourth grade who does not do 
even when he is told many times. 

3-4 After such introspection, he thinks what his father would gain by this curse; he 
would only lose his son. And then, of himself, of what use is he going to be to Lord Yama? 

When his anger subsided, the father realized his foolishness done in a moment of 
weakness. But it was too late. The son was made of stern stuff. They were uttered while the 
Yajna fires were still burning, so they were part of the Yajna – and they had to be fulfilled. 
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1.1.6:  The Glory of Upholding Tradition 
 

AlÉÑmÉzrÉ rÉjÉÉ mÉÔuÉåï mÉëÌiÉmÉzrÉ iÉjÉÉÅmÉUå | 
xÉxrÉÍqÉuÉ qÉirÉïÈ mÉcrÉiÉå xÉxrÉÍqÉuÉÉeÉÉrÉiÉå mÉÑlÉÈ       || 1.1.6|| 

 

anupa¾ya yath¡ pÀrv£ pratipa¾ya tath¡:'par£ | 
sasyamiva martya¦ pacyat£ sasyamiv¡j¡yat£ puna¦  || 1.1.6|| 
 

  Nachiketas to his Father: 

1 Anupashya yathaa poorve “Consider how your forefathers behaved. 

2 prati-pashya tathaa apare; And consider how others behave (now).” 

3 sasyam iva martyah pachyate To himself: “Like corn does Man decay and die; 

4 sasyam iva aajaayate punah. like corn he emerges (or  is born) again.” 
 

At this point come out words from the little boy Nachiketas which belie his age. He 
tells his father a deep philosophical truth about his action and its consequences. 

The verse may be split into two parts: 

1-2 i) This part is addressed to the father as food for thought. 

3-4 ii) This part is a soliloquy when, just before making his way to the abode of 
Death, he ponders inwardly how fickle one’s life-span is. 

  

1 Their forefathers lived an exemplary life. His grandfather was well-known for his 
charity (verse 1). Could his father not see that and behave accordingly? By not giving the 
right charity to the priests, he was breaking a respectable family tradition. He had brought 
degradation of the family name.  

2 Besides the family forefathers, there are the examples of great and wise ones even 
today who practice the traditions of the past in such matters as charity.  

3-4 The trip to Yama’s abode is on the boy’s mind. We may infer that his father 
probably begged him not to go. But Nachiketas stood for the truth and would not retract on 
the curse. He was ready to go, and unafraid of Lord Yama. He philosophises how 
insignificant life is on earth – “Man decays and dies like corn.” This world is impermanent 
and human life is even more fragile. Of what use is it to break one’s words? 

Thus the boy did what was necessary for him to go to Yama-Loka and offer himself as 
a ‘Gift’ to Lord Yama from his father. Upon reaching Lord Yama’s abode, he found that Yama 
was out on his usual duty on Earth. Nachiketas waited for three days and nights, refusing to 
eat anything that was offered to him by Yama’s wife or housekeepers. On Yama’s return his 
family informed him of what happened. Lord Yama’s response is as follows: 

 

 

1.1.7:  Lord Yama Instructs on Hospitality 
 

uÉæµÉÉlÉUÈ mÉëÌuÉzÉirÉÌiÉÍjÉoÉëÉï¼hÉÉå aÉ×WûÉlÉç | 
iÉxrÉæiÉÉð zÉÉÎliÉÇ MÑüuÉïÎliÉ WûU uÉæuÉxuÉiÉÉåSMüqÉç    || 1.1.7|| 

 

vai¾v¡nara¦ pravi¾atyatithirbr¡hma³µ g»h¡n | 
tasyait¡° ¾¡nti¯ kurvanti hara vaivasvatµdakam  || 1.1.7|| 
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  Lord Yama says to his family: 

1 Vaishvaanarah pravishati  “Like the entry of fire, 

2 atithih braahmanah grihaan; a Brahmana guest has come to our house. 

3 tasya etaam shaantim kurvanti We should pacify him, as is customary (amongst us) 

4 hara vaivasvata udakam. Go,  fetch (cool) water for Vaivasvata to drink. 
 

These words are probably uttered by Lord Yama to his wife or his minister-in-charge. 

1-2 A visit from a Brahmana is like the entry of fire into the house. It has to be 
quenched (controlled) or it will burn the house down. 

The Brahmana in this context refers to one who possesses all the qualities of a true 
Brahmana, that is, nobility, culture, learning, purity and righteous conduct. It does not refer 
to a Brahmana by birth, as we may understand it. 

3-4 As fire is quenched with water, so also the idea conveyed here by this custom is 
that the fiery guest can be comforted or satisfied by giving him water to drink. 

Nachiketas’s austere refusal to have the refreshment offered is simply to indicate 
the preparation needed before going to one’s Guru. It does not have to be taken too deeply. 

For the same reason, it is absurd to debate how Nachiketas arrived at the abode of 
Yama. The point is that he thirsted so intensely for knowledge that it brought him to the 
most qualified person to give it to him – Lord Yama himself. 

The young Nachiketas proved to be single-minded and unflinching in his devotion! 

The womenfolk were worried about the consequences of not having treated their 
guest well. They addressed Yama about it… 

 

 

1.1.8:  Consequences of Inadvertence 
 

AÉzÉÉmÉëiÉÏ¤Éå xÉÇaÉiÉð xÉÔlÉ×iÉÉÇ 
    cÉå¹ÉmÉÔiÉåï mÉÑ§ÉmÉzÉÔð¶É xÉuÉÉïlÉç | 
LiÉ²Ø‡åû mÉÑÂwÉxrÉÉsmÉqÉåkÉxÉÉå 
    rÉxrÉÉlÉzlÉluÉxÉÌiÉ oÉëÉ¼hÉÉå aÉ×Wåû     || 1.1.8|| 

 

¡¾¡prat§k½£ sa¯gata° sÀn»t¡¯ 
    c£½¿¡pÀrt£ putrapa¾À°¾ca sarv¡n | 
£tadv»±kt£ puru½asy¡lpam£dhasµ 
    yasy¡na¾nanvasati br¡hma³µ g»h£    || 1.1.8|| 
 

1 Aashaa prateekshe,  
   sangatam soonritaam 

 “Hopes and expectations and merits gained  
   in good company & their friendly discourses; 

2 cha ishtaa-poorte,  
   putra-pashoon cha sarvaan; 

the beneficial results of sacrifices & pious gifts 
  such as having sons and many cattle – all  

3 etad vringkte  
   purushasya alpa-medhasah 

these are destroyed, nullified, 
   in the case of the ignorant man 

4 yasya anashnan grihe 
   vasati braahmanah. 

in whose house, without taking food,  
   a Brahmana stays as a guest.” 
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The serious consequences of inadvertence in hospitality are pointed out. Hosts have 
so much to lose by not taking proper care of a Brahmana guest as laid down in scriptures. 

1 Aashaa Prateekshe: Here the context of the “hopes and expectations” is of 
something personal that one desires to get when serving a saint, such as heaven or 
acquiring merit or material wealth, good relationships, etc. Through nurturing good 
company and listening to the talks of the wise, such wishes are fulfilled. 

2 Putra-Pashoon: The favourable results mentioned above are listed here. Sons and 
domestic animals were high on the list of “wealth” in those days. Today it would be luxury 
homes and German automobiles, and gifts such as holiday tours with all expenses paid! 

3 Alpa Medhasah: Those who overlook their responsibilities of attending properly to 
learned and saintly guests are referred to in the Shrutis as “dull-witted with little sense”. 
They lose a great opportunity to earn merit through serving holy men who come to them as 
guests. 

4 Brahmanah: Swami Chinmayanandaji suggests that Katha Upanishad may here be 
“considered as indulging in Brahmana-propaganda in the sense in which we understand 
Brahmanas today as a special privileged class.” 

And Lord Yama, who was the very embodiment of such adherence to propriety, 
would not brook any excuse. He does not justify himself, saying that he was out of town. He 
accepts full responsibility for the inadvertence, even in his absence, in hosting his guest. 

Therefore, with the humility of one who has erred, he pleads with Nachiketas to 
overlook his fault… 

 

 

1.1.9:  Lord Yama Offers Justice 
 

ÌiÉxÉëÉå UÉ§ÉÏrÉïSuÉÉixÉÏaÉ×ïWåû qÉå- 
    ÅlÉzlÉlÉç oÉë¼³ÉÌiÉÍjÉlÉïqÉxrÉÈ | 
lÉqÉxiÉåÅxiÉÑ oÉë¼lÉç xuÉÎxiÉ qÉåÅxiÉÑ 
    iÉxqÉÉimÉëÌiÉ §ÉÏluÉUÉluÉ×hÉÏwuÉ      || 1.1.9|| 

 

tisrµ r¡tr§ryadav¡ts§rg»h£ m£- 
    :'na¾nan brahmannatithirnamasya¦ | 
namast£:'stu brahman svasti m£:'stu 
    tasm¡tprati tr§nvar¡nv»³§½va     || 1.1.9|| 
 

  Yama, now addressing Nachiketas: 

1 Tisrah raatrih yat avaatseeh grihe me  “As you have dwelt three nights in my house 

2 anashnan Brahman atithih namasyah; without food, O venerable Brahmana guest, 

3 namah te astu Brahman svasti me astu I beg of you, O Brahmana, be good to me. 

4 tasmaat prati treen varaan vrineeshva. Hence, in return, please choose three boons. 
 

This verse is a reflection of the spirit of the great Aryan tradition. Not only in  
hospitality but in all other sectors of life, there was this nobility of spirit which did not see 
age, status or learning, etc, as a barrier to express honest modesty. Here, none other than 
the Lord of Death himself becomes supplicant to a mere boy of nine years age.  
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1-4 Lord Yama takes the oversight in hospitality very seriously. He is prepared to 
offer three boons to Nachiketas, one for each day that the boy had been made to fast 
outside his doors. It is not so much to make good the bad Karma which he and his family 
accrued, but to provide a just settlement to the boy whom he had offended; one may even 
add to the boy who already suffered the injustice of coming to him so soon. 

One can expect this order of perfection from Lord Yama. It is adherence to Dharma 
that qualified him in the first place for this high post as Lord of Death.  

 

 

THE FIRST BOON 
 

And so, Nachiketas asks his boons one by one. Lord Yama has given young 
Nachiketas three blank cheques. What does the boy do with them? 

He thinks of his family first – the suffering of his father, the anguish in his mind of 
having had to lose his son in a fit of rage. Then he thinks of the welfare of others, his 
community, through gaining merit for them to go to higher worlds after death. And thirdly, 
he rises even higher than that and seeks liberation – to go beyond all sorrow, beyond birth 
and death, to that realm for which Lord Yama alone is the most perfect teacher. 

 

1.1.10:  Boon 1: “Forgive my Father” 
 

zÉÉliÉxÉÇMüsmÉÈ xÉÑqÉlÉÉ rÉjÉÉ xrÉÉSè 
    uÉÏiÉqÉlrÉÑaÉÉæïiÉqÉÉå qÉÉÅÍpÉ qÉ×irÉÉå | 
iuÉimÉëxÉ×¹Ç qÉÉÅÍpÉuÉSåimÉëiÉÏiÉ 
    LiÉiÉç §ÉrÉÉhÉÉÇ mÉëjÉqÉÇ uÉUÇ uÉ×hÉå      || 1.1.10|| 

 

¾¡ntasa¯kalpa¦ suman¡ yath¡ sy¡d 
    v§tamanyurgautamµ m¡:'bhi m»tyµ | 
tvatpras»½¿a¯ m¡:'bhivad£tprat§ta 
    £tat tray¡³¡¯ prathama¯ vara¯ v»³£   || 1.1.10|| 
 

  Nachiketas says to Lord Yama: 

1 Shaanta-sankalpah  
   sumanaa yathaa syaad 

“May he be pacified, and  
   may he be kindly disposed. 

2 veeta-manyuh gautamah  
   maa abhi mrityo; 

Free from anger may Gautama, my father, be 
   towards me, O Lord of Death. 

3 tvat prasrishtam  
   maa abhivadet prateeta 

When I am sent back to him by you,  
   may he greet me and recognize me. 

4 etat trayaanaam prathamam 
varam vrine. 

This is the first of the three boons 
    that I choose.” 

 

1 With no thought of anything for himself, Nachiketas asks for his father’s emotional 
pain to be relieved, for he did feel great regret at what he had done.  

2 Nachiketas asks for a restoration in his relationship with his father. The anger felt 
by the father should be completely forgotten.  
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3 He also asks indirectly to be released and returned to Earth by asking for his father 
to recognize him as his son and not as a ghost returning from another world! He wishes to 
feel his father’s love once more. 

 4 Indeed, he makes quite a job of including so many things in his first boon – a very 
tactful request that covers everything regarding his relationship with his father. 

 

 

1.1.11:  Yama Grants the First Boon 
 

rÉjÉÉ mÉÑUxiÉÉSè pÉÌuÉiÉÉ mÉëiÉÏiÉ 
    AÉæ¬ÉsÉÌMüUÉÂÍhÉqÉïimÉëxÉ×¹È | 
xÉÑZÉð UÉ§ÉÏÈ zÉÌrÉiÉÉ uÉÏiÉqÉlrÉÑÈ 
    iuÉÉÇ SSØÍzÉuÉÉlqÉ×irÉÑqÉÑZÉÉiÉç mÉëqÉÑ£üqÉç     || 1.1.11|| 

 

yath¡ purast¡d bhavit¡ prat§ta 
    audd¡lakir¡ru³irmatpras»½¿a¦ | 
sukha° r¡tr§¦ ¾ayit¡ v§tamanyu¦ 
    tv¡¯ dad»¾iv¡nm»tyumukh¡t pramuktam   || 1.1.11|| 
 

  Lord Yama says to Nachiketas: 

1 Yathaa purastaat  
   bhavitaa prateeta 

Just as before (with love and affection), 
   you will be recognized and received by him, 

2 Auddaalakih Aarunih  
   mat prasrishtah; 

O Auddalaki-Aruni (Nachiketas),  
   when you are released from me. 

3 sukham raatreeh shayitaa 
veeta-manyuh tvaam 

He will have nights of peaceful sleep once again,  
   and be free of anger towards you 

4 dadrishivaan mrityu mukhaat 
pramuktam. 

when he sees that from the ‘Jaws of Death’ 
   you have been freed.” 

 

1-4 Granted – all the requests made in 1.1.10 are met by Yama. In every detail Lord 
Yama grants each aspect of the boon, in letter and in spirit. 

In addition, he also adds something special to it: Raatreeh, “for many a night”, 
implies that his father will live long and happily henceforth. Yama indirectly promises that 
never again will there be an occasion for him to lose his temper and face such drastic 
consequences. Thus Yama goes the “extra mile” in granting the boon. 

 

 

THE SECOND BOON 
 

1.1.12:  The Joys of Heavenly Worlds 
 

xuÉaÉåï sÉÉåMåü lÉ pÉrÉÇ ÌMÇücÉlÉÉÎxiÉ 
    lÉ iÉ§É iuÉÇ lÉ eÉUrÉÉ ÌoÉpÉåÌiÉ | 
EpÉå iÉÏiuÉÉïÅzÉlÉÉrÉÉÌmÉmÉÉxÉå 
    zÉÉåMüÉÌiÉaÉÉå qÉÉåSiÉå xuÉaÉïsÉÉåMåü     || 1.1.12|| 
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svarg£ lµk£ na bhaya¯ ki¯can¡sti 
    na tatra tva¯ na jaray¡ bibh£ti | 
ubh£ t§rtv¡:'¾an¡y¡pip¡s£ 
    ¾µk¡tigµ mµdat£ svargalµk£     || 1.1.12|| 
 

  Nachiketas says to Lord Yama: 

1 Svarge loke na bhayam kinchana asti “In heaven there is no fear whatsoever. 

2 na tatra tvam na jarayaa bibheti; You are not there, so old age brings no fear. 

3 ubhe teertvaa ashanaayaa pipaase Having crossed both hunger and thirst, 

4 shokaatigah modate svarga loke. being free from such grief, one rejoices there. 
 

Nachiketas introduces the reason here for asking his second boon in the next verse. 

1-2 Jarayaa: “old age”; this is an Upa-Lakshana for all the Shadbhirogis: “the six 
afflictions” – namely, birth, growth, maturity, decay, old age and death – none of which 
afflict the residents of heaven, so there is no fear of death there. Yama has no work there. 

3-4 As there is no hunger and thirst either, there can be no grief in heaven, and one 
can enjoy uninterrupted pleasure there, without having to work! Heavenly pleasure is 
greatly sought after by earth-dwellers. It has all the pleasures of earth without any of their 
disadvantages. People are given a long life there to enjoy all the heavenly pleasures. 

There is no old age, no diseases, no hospital bills – a heaven, indeed! However, it 
also comes to an end. When all the merits earned are exhausted, one has to return to earth. 

Nachiketas is interested in the heavenly worlds because the majority of people on 
earth desire to go there. He wants to assist his people back on Earth to attain them.  

 

 

1.1.13:  Boon 2: “Heavenly Worlds for My People” 
 

xÉ iuÉqÉÎalÉÆ xuÉarÉïqÉkrÉåÌwÉ qÉ×irÉÉå 
    mÉëoÉëÔÌWû iuÉð ´É¬kÉÉlÉÉrÉ qÉ½qÉç | 
xuÉaÉïsÉÉåMüÉ AqÉ×iÉiuÉÇ pÉeÉliÉ 
    LiÉSè Ì²iÉÏrÉålÉ uÉ×hÉå uÉUåhÉ      || 1.1.13|| 

 

sa tvamagni° svargyamadhy£½i m»tyµ 
    prabrÀhi tva° ¾raddadh¡n¡ya mahyam | 
svargalµk¡ am»tatva¯ bhajanta 
    £tad dvit§y£na v»³£ var£³a     || 1.1.13|| 
 

1 Sah tvam agnim svargyam 
adhyeshi mrityo 

“Thou knowest that fire sacrifice which leads one to 
Heaven, O Yama;  

2 prabroohi tam shradda-
dhaanaaya mahyam; 

Explain that to me, who am possessed of the faith 
to deserve this knowledge, 

3 svarga-lokaah amritatvam 
bhajante 

that by which those desirous of attaining heaven 
may attain immortality there. 

4 etat dviteeyena vrine varena. I pray for this knowledge as my second boon.” 
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This boon is for the sake of Nachiketas’s people, not for him. 

1-4 Nachiketas is interested in knowing how one may attain those worlds where the 
life is free from all the sorrows known on Earth. He wishes to use this knowledge to raise the 
sights of his people a bit – even if only temporarily – so that they have some relief from their 
sufferings.  

There are various performances of rites and rituals specified in the Karma Kanda of 
the Vedas by which people having these desires may get them fulfilled legitimately. The 
Vedas contain all varieties of knowledge, including the lower or Apara Vidya by which one 
can obtain fulfillment of their selfish desires. This is permitted with the hope that sooner or 
later the performer of these rites will realize that even these pleasures have an end. Then 
he will naturally seek the higher knowledge to grow further. It is part of the Vedic plan. 

 

 

1.1.14:  Yama Grants the Second Boon 
 

mÉë iÉå oÉëuÉÏÍqÉ iÉSÒ qÉå ÌlÉoÉÉåkÉ 
    xuÉarÉïqÉÎalÉÇ lÉÍcÉMåüiÉÈ mÉëeÉÉlÉlÉç | 
AlÉliÉsÉÉåMüÉÎmiÉqÉjÉÉå mÉëÌiÉ¸ÉÇ 
    ÌuÉÎ® iuÉqÉåiÉÇ ÌlÉÌWûiÉÇ aÉÑWûÉrÉÉqÉç     || 1.1.14|| 

 

pra t£ brav§mi tadu m£ nibµdha 
    svargyamagni¯ nacik£ta¦ praj¡nan | 
anantalµk¡ptimathµ prati½¿h¡¯ 
    viddhi tvam£ta¯ nihita¯ guh¡y¡m    || 1.1.14|| 
 

  Lord Yama says to Nachiketas: 

1 Pra te braveemi tad  
   u me nibodha 

“I will gladly tell it to thee;  
   you must learn it well from me. 

2 svargyam agnim  
   nachiketah prajaanan; 

The fire sacrifice that leads one to heaven – 
   O Nachiketas, I am well versed in it. 

3 ananta lokaaptim atho 
pratishthaam 

It is the means to attain ‘eternal’ heaven;  
   and it is also the support of the Universe. 

4 viddhi tvam etam  
   nihitam guhaayaam. 

You should know that knowledge to be seated in the 
‘hidden cave’ of the intellect (of the enlightened ones). 

 

1 Lord Yama is ready to impart this knowledge to Nachiketas, for he sees in him the 
determination and the ability to grasp it for the good of others. 

2 Svargyam: Heaven, as understood in Indian scriptures, consists of various Lokas or 
worlds to which one goes after death. The qualification for it is to earn the merit to gain 
entry into the world of one’s desire. These worlds are of different types, but their essential 
common feature is the enjoyment of pleasures of an extraordinary type.  

3 The highest among these is Hiranyagarbha Loka or Brahmaloka. This is called 
‘eternal’ here only relative to all the lower heavenly worlds. It is not absolutly eternal. 

Beyond Brahmaloka is the Unmanifest, Causal state of the universe when it goes  
into cosmic dissolution. Beyond even this is the unconditioned Absolute Brahman. 
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4 The Upanishad really wishes to direct our attention to this last mentioned state, 
but it has to do so gently, not to confuse people. In this line, the Absolute state is hinted at 
as being in the ‘hidden cave’ of the intellect of enlightened sages. Lord Yama says that the 
desire as well as the means to attain such worlds is established in this ‘cave’. 

 

 

1.1.15:  Detailed Knowledge is Taught 
 

sÉÉåMüÉÌSqÉÎalÉÇ iÉqÉÑuÉÉcÉ iÉxqÉæ 
    rÉÉ C¹MüÉ rÉÉuÉiÉÏuÉÉï rÉjÉÉ uÉÉ | 
xÉ cÉÉÌmÉ iÉimÉëirÉuÉS±jÉÉå£Çü 
    AjÉÉxrÉ qÉ×irÉÑÈ mÉÑlÉUåuÉÉWû iÉÑ¹È     || 1.1.15|| 

 

lµk¡dimagni¯ tamuv¡ca tasmai 
    y¡ i½¿ak¡ y¡vat§rv¡ yath¡ v¡ | 
sa c¡pi tatpratyavadadyathµkta¯ 
    ath¡sya m»tyu¦ punar£v¡ha tu½¿a¦    || 1.1.15|| 
 

1 Lokaadim agnim  
   tam uvaacha tasmai 

The Source of the Worlds, the Fire Sacrifice,  
   was then explained to him (to Nachiketas); 

2 yaah ishtakaah yaavateeh vaa 
yathaa vaa; 

(Yama explained) the class of bricks are to be used, 
how many and how they are to be placed. 

3 sah cha api tat pratyavadat 
yatha uktam 

He (Nachiketas) then actually repeated verbatim 
everything as it was explained! 

4 atha asya mrityuh punah eva 
aaha tushtah. 

Then Yama, being highly pleased at this, added 
more to what he had already said: 

 

1 The perfect sacrifice is explained by Yama. From it arises all that exists in the 
universe. Mastering it, one gains mastery over any field of human activity, and acquires 
whatever one desires in terms of worldly prosperity and power. However, it is all within the 
transitory realm; all gains here would be impermanent. 

2 The very physical details explained here of the sacrificial altar give us some idea as 
to the nature of what these attainments are really worth. Any secular field of knowledge – 
such as engineering, accounting, physics, chemistry, medicine, etc – require an enormous 
amount of numerical calculations due to the physical nature of the subject concerned. The 
empirical field requires mostly such type of knowledge of physical matter. 

That is the significance of bricks in this line. Bricks and brick arrangements are what 
matter. The greatest comforts in this world are obtained by bringing together varieties of 
“bricks” in the right proportions and arrangements. All that Science produces eventually 
turns out to be a re-arrangement of materials found in nature. 

Wars are fought on the same basis. Enormous efforts are made to put together the 
artillery of war – tanks, gunboats, fighter aircraft, machine guns, ammunition, etc. When 
sufficient numbers of these are assembled and managed, worldly dominance is gained over 
other less equipped nations. Political power boils down to merely a game of numbers and 
votes. The stronger country is the more equipped country, not the more righteous country. 
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Heaven for most people is where such power and material comforts are found in 
abundance, preferably without having to raise a finger! Such is the concept of heaven that 
attracts people towards them. It is covetable only because of the abundance of such 
ordinary desires. People who are satisfied by desires need look no further than Vedic rituals 
to obtain them. They have no interest in spirituality to raise themselves beyond this level.  

3-4 Nachiketas very attentively listened to all this information and was able to 
understand it as well as repeat it verbatim. Yama was greatly pleased with Nachiketas. He 
was prepared to grant him a special bonus boon. 

Why would Yama have been so delighted over such a feat of Nachiketas? We have 
here the first hint that behind his apparent generosity with regard to such knowledge, he 
was really jealously guarding something else that was too valuable to give away. To give 
away worldly knowledge is a very simple matter for Yama; it is of trivial value to him. He can 
afford to give any amount of bonuses in this regard. It will keep people in his “business of 
Death” for ever!  

 

 

1.1.16:  An Additional Bonus is Thrown In! 
 

iÉqÉoÉëuÉÏiÉç mÉëÏrÉqÉÉhÉÉå qÉWûÉiqÉÉ 
    uÉUÇ iÉuÉåWûÉ± SSÉÍqÉ pÉÔrÉÈ | 
iÉuÉæuÉ lÉÉqlÉÉ pÉÌuÉiÉÉÅrÉqÉÎalÉÈ 
    xÉ×ƒ¡ûÉÇ cÉåqÉÉqÉlÉåMüÃmÉÉÇ aÉ×WûÉhÉ     || 1.1.16|| 

 

tamabrav§t pr§yam¡³µ mah¡tm¡ 
    vara¯ tav£h¡dya dad¡mi bhÀya¦ | 
tavaiva n¡mn¡ bhavit¡:'yamagni¦ 
    s»±k¡¯ c£m¡man£karÀp¡¯ g»h¡³a    || 1.1.16|| 
 

1 Tam abravit  
   preeyamaanah mahaatmaa 

To him (Nachiketas) said Lord Yama, 
  that high-souled one, feeling delighted: 

2 varam tava iha adya  
   dadaami bhooyah; 

“Out of favour towards you, now  
   I grant you again another boon. 

3 tava eva naamnaa  
   bhavitaa ayam agnih 

By your name, indeed, will henceforth  
   be known this fire sacrifice. 

4 srinkaam cha imam  
   aneka roopaam grihaana. 

And… you can have this necklace as well  
   which has multiple colours! 

 

1-2 There is a tone of irony in this entire verse. Yama is not truly delighted, but just 
happy to get away so lightly with such a boon which he knows to be quite trivial. Being 
‘high-souled’ tells us that he really has something much more precious to give. This he will 
not part with as easily as he parts with secular knowledge. He will guard it very jealously. 
Yama thus distracts Nachiketas from this secret treasure of his. 

3 The name of Nachiketas is perpetuated. It is all that a man seeking name and fame 
would want on earth. He is being given them without his asking. It teaches us that name and 
fame are obtained not by running after them but by concentrated and intelligent effort. 
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4 Yama shows here his keen sense of the dramatic. Nachiketas is congratulated and 
honoured with a beautiful jewelled necklace. The ease of obtaining name and fame in 
comparison with spiritual treasures for which one has to strive hard, is brought out 
intentionally and with striking contrast. 

Any venture of a material nature, such as the construction of a suspension bridge, 
requires minute attention to details. Certain prescribed methods are to be adhered to if 
success is desired. Such is the case with the Fire sacrifice that is explained in the next verse. 

 

 

1.1.17:  The Fruits of Sacrificial Fire Worship  

 

Ì§ÉhÉÉÍcÉMåüiÉÎx§ÉÍpÉUåirÉ xÉÎlkÉÇ 
    Ì§ÉMüqÉïM×ü¨ÉUÌiÉ eÉlqÉqÉ×irÉÔ | 
oÉë¼eÉ¥ÉÇ SåuÉqÉÏŽÇ ÌuÉÌSiuÉÉ 
    ÌlÉcÉÉrrÉåqÉÉð zÉÉÎliÉqÉirÉliÉqÉåÌiÉ     || 1.1.17|| 

 

tri³¡cik£tastribhir£tya sandhi¯ 
    trikarmak»ttarati janmam»tyÀ | 
brahmajaj²a¯ d£vam§¢ya¯ viditv¡ 
    nic¡yy£m¡° ¾¡ntimatyantam£ti    || 1.1.17|| 
 

1 Tri-naachiketah  
   tri-bhih etya sandhim 

Yama: “One who does the ‘Nachiketas Fire’ three times;  
   who gets connected with the ‘three’;  

2 tri-karma-krit  
   tarati janma-mrityoo; 

and who undertakes the three kinds of work – 
   he crosses or overcomes birth and death. 

3 brahmaja-jnam  
   devam eedyam viditvaa 

The omniscient Fire (i.e. the world) born of Brahman,  
   which is bright and adorable, when one understands  

4 nichaayya imam  
   shaantim atyantam eti. 

and realizes the fruits (of this sacrificial Fire), 
   then he attains everlasting peace (the heavenly worlds). 

 

In this verse the Phala or fruit of Fire sacrifices is being given. This accords with the 
normal Upanishadic style, and the description of the sacrifice may read like a riddle today. 

 

1-2 The number ‘3’ plays an important role in these rites and rituals. 

i) Trinachiketah: This can be taken to mean two things: 
a. One who has performed the ‘Nachiketas Fire’ three times; or, 
b. One who studies it, who possesses knowledge of it, and who performs it. 
 

ii) Tribhih Sandhim: “Connection with the Three” could have these three meanings:  
a. The three influences on a person – mother, father and Guru; 
b. The three means of knowledge – direct perception, inference and the scriptures. 
c. Sri Shankaracharyaji’s meaning – Vedas, Smritis and the utterances of the wise; 

Whichever meaning one takes, the idea is that there has to be some authoritative 
source of information used in executing any project to achieve something. 
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iii) Trikarmakrit: One who undertakes the three kinds of Karma enjoined upon every 
Brahmana householder – a. Yajna (sacrifice); b. Dana (charity); and c. Tapas (austerity such 
as the chanting of the Vedas). 

 

3 Brahmaja-jnam: Firstly, Brahmaja means “born of Brahman”, i.e. the sacrificial 
Fire which is born from Brahman; Brahmaja-Jnam would then mean “the knower of such a 
Fire”. Fire could represent the world, which is born from Brahman. There is another name 
for sacrificial Fire used in the Vedas – it is “Jaatavedah”. 

In Indian culture all knowledge is respected. A person who has mastered the 
knowledge of sacrificial Fire is adored and respected for his knowledge in this field.  

4 This fruit does not refer to God-realisation, but to the attainment of heavenly 
worlds as taught in the Upasana Kanda. The peace of mind enjoyed is relative, not absolute. 
Heaven is more peaceful than Earth. This is the level of the peace being described. 

 

 

1.1.18:  Glorification of Sacrificial Fire Worship 
 

Ì§ÉhÉÉÍcÉMåüiÉx§ÉrÉqÉåiÉÌ²ÌSiuÉÉ 
    rÉ LuÉÇ ÌuÉ²ÉðÍ¶ÉlÉÑiÉå lÉÉÍcÉMåüiÉqÉç | 
xÉ qÉ×irÉÑmÉÉzÉÉlÉç mÉÑUiÉÈ mÉëhÉÉå± 
    zÉÉåMüÉÌiÉaÉÉå qÉÉåSiÉå xuÉaÉïsÉÉåMåü     || 1.1.18|| 

 

tri³¡cik£tastrayam£tadviditv¡ 
    ya £va¯ vidv¡°¾cinut£ n¡cik£tam | 
sa m»tyup¡¾¡n purata¦ pra³µdya 
    ¾µk¡tigµ mµdat£ svargalµk£     || 1.1.18|| 
 

1 Tri-naachiketah  
   trayam etat viditvaa 

 Yama: “The threefold Nachiketas Sacrifice,etc  – 
   the one who knows these (the above-named) ‘Three’, 

2 yah evam vidvaan chinute 
naachiketam; 

if such a knowledgable one performs 
    the Nachiketa Sacrifice, 

3 sah mrityu-paashaan 
puratah pranodya 

he throws off the chains of Death  
   even before death itself; 

4 shokaatigah  
   modate svarga-loke. 

having crossed over all sorrow, 
    he rejoices in heaven. 

 

1-2 The science of Fire sacrifices named after Nachiketas is here being eulogized by 
Lord Yama both to glorify the boy and to glorify its performance as a form of ritualistic 
worship and an Upasana. Although it does not represent the highest spiritual science which 
liberates man, yet it is a positive start in that direction. Hence it is glorified. 

3 This claim of crossing ‘death’ while still in one’s body is usually reserved in 
Upanishadic literature to the state of Jivanmukti or Liberation while living. In the context of 
the Nachiketas Sacrifice, it would mean overcoming the fear of ‘death’ and the 
accompanying mental anguish by attaining the heavenly worlds where there is no body and 
hence no death. Hence, ‘throwing off death’ refers to the bodiless existence in heaven. 
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4 The claim made of crossing over all sorrow is another aspect of the same 
attainment. It refers to the dense sorrows of a gross material existence on earth, which is 
absent in heaven. It does not refer to the deeper freedom from sorrow which is removed 
only through spiritual knowledge. The former type of sorrow can be removed by Upasana 
combined with rituals like the ‘Nachiketas Fire Sacrifice’, which lead one heaven.  

Nevertheless, it is an important canon in Vedantic philosophy that this also leads to 
the ultimate release from sorrow but by the process of Krama Mukti or gradual liberation. In 
this method, the theory is that the devotee first attains the heavenly region of Brahmaloka, 
where he is instructed by the Lord Brahma Himself in the knowledge that liberates him 
completely from birth and death, i.e. the equivalent of Jivanmukti or Liberation.  

The Karma Kanda is not anti-Jnana; it is just pro-Ajnana. In contrast, the Jnana Kanda 
is directly in opposition to Ajnana, of which it is the opposite. Jnana and Ajnana cannot co-
exist, as they are like light and darkness. 

The stage is now set for asking for Knowledge of the Self (Atma Jnana). This will be 
the “Boon of Heroism” that has made Nachiketas so famous in all Upanishadic lore. 

 

 

THE THIRD BOON 
 

The moment is most appropriate for Nachiketas to ask his third boon. Nachiketas has 
been waiting for this – the moment that promises to usher in the Knowledge that he seeks. 
There is palpable feeling of expectancy in his heart. He knows he is standing on the 
threshold of an immense change in his life. 

 

1.1.19:  Yama Invites the Third Boon 
 

LwÉ iÉåÅÎalÉlÉïÍcÉMåüiÉÈ xuÉarÉÉåï 
    rÉqÉuÉ×hÉÏjÉÉ Ì²iÉÏrÉålÉ uÉUåhÉ | 
LiÉqÉÎalÉÇ iÉuÉæuÉ mÉëuÉ¤rÉÎliÉ eÉlÉÉxÉÈ 
    iÉ×iÉÏrÉÇ uÉUÇ lÉÍcÉMåüiÉÉå uÉ×hÉÏwuÉ      || 1.1.19|| 

 

£½a t£:'gnirnacik£ta¦ svargyµ 
    yamav»³§th¡ dvit§y£na var£³a | 
£tamagni¯ tavaiva pravak½yanti jan¡sa¦ 
    t»t§ya¯ vara¯ nacik£tµ v»³§½va    || 1.1.19|| 
 

1 Eshah te agnih nachiketah 
svargyah 

Yama: “This then is the ‘Nachiketas Fire Sacrifice’,  
   which leads one to Heaven, (O Nachiketas); 

2 yam avrineethaah  
   dviteeyena varena; 

and which you had chosen  
   as your second boon. 

3 etam agnim tava eva 
pravakshyanti janaasah 

Hereafter, people will call this Fire by your name 
alone. 

4 triteeyam varam  
   nachiketah vrineeshva. 

Now your third boon, 
   O Nachiketas, you may choose!” 
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1-3 The second boon is brought to a conclusion in the first three lines. There seems 
to be no need to devote three lines to conclude the second boon, as it has already been well 
concluded in the previous verse. However, they do have a dramatic effect. They have the 
effect of drawing open the curtains as in a live drama, ushering in a new scene. 

And drama it certainly is. The step from the second boon to the third boon is so 
significant that it may called dramatic: It represents the change from Apara Vidya to Para 
Vidya, from secular concerns to the spiritual quest, from the Unreality to the Reality, the 
most significant shift in life. We are moving into a whole new dimension to discover the 
Ultimate Reality. To spend three lines on creating the dramatic effect of welcoming the new 
topic cannot be considered to be lavish. 

4 Two conditions need to be fulfilled for Nachiketas to ask the particular boon that 
would most satisfy his spiritual thirst. They are: 

i) The Guru’s Grace: The knowledge is only given when the Guru is pleased with 
one’s service. It cannot be had otherwise. Nachiketas has so far pleased Yama in every 
respect. 

ii) The Guru’s Realisation: In addition, Self-knowledge can only be asked from 
someone who possesses it. Who would be more conversant with this subject than the Lord 
of Death himself? 

Nachiketas is now all fired up with the desire for the highest realm – the state of 
total liberation from Samsara which means oneness with the supreme Brahman. This 
requires completely different qualifications from those required for the earlier Karma Kanda 
rituals or the Upasana Kanda meditations. Here the main quality required is total Dispassion, 
which is extremely difficult for human beings to possess. It is also very rare to see one so 
young as Nachiketas reaching out to attain this state of ultimate spiritual enlightenment. 
This is a moment of history for humanity! 

Dispassion is not anti-love, nor is it pro-love. It is not concerned with relative love. It 
is love for the Highest. The third boon is about fulfilling this desire for the Supreme. 

With the next verse, we enter into the Upanishad proper. The serious, spiritual side 
of it begins to unfold. Up to this point, we have been building up a dramatic scene which has 
led the disciple to arrive at the feet of his Master. Now the crucial boon is asked . . . 

 

 

1.1.20:  Boon 3: “Self-Knowledge for Me” 
 

rÉårÉÇ mÉëåiÉå ÌuÉÍcÉÌMüixÉÉ qÉlÉÑwrÉå- 
    ÅxiÉÏirÉåMåü lÉÉrÉqÉxiÉÏÌiÉ cÉæMåü | 
LiÉÌ²±ÉqÉlÉÑÍzÉ¹xiuÉrÉÉÅWÇû 
    uÉUÉhÉÉqÉåwÉ uÉUxiÉ×iÉÏrÉÈ      || 1.1.20|| 

 

y£ya¯ pr£t£ vicikits¡ manu½y£- 
    :'st§ty£k£ n¡yamast§ti caik£ | 
£tadvidy¡manu¾i½¿astvay¡:'ha¯ 
    var¡³¡m£½a varast»t§ya¦     || 1.1.20|| 
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  Nachiketas says to Yama: 

1 Yaa iyam prete  
   vichikitsaa manushye 

“This doubt that arises,  
   consequent on the death of a man – 

2 asti iti eke ayam  
   na asti iti cha eke; 

some say ‘It exists’  
   and others say ‘It does not exist’ – 

3 etat vidyaam anushishtah 
tvayaa aham  

this (doubt) wishing to clarify it,  
   I seek your direct instruction (due to your competence). 

4 varaanaam eshah  
   varah triteeyah. 

Of all the boons (that are available for me to choose from), 
   this is the one (that I have chosen as my) third boon.” 

 

1 Among men there exists a huge doubt about the existence of the Spirit in man, 
and, if so, a greater doubt arises whether this Spirit is the same as the supreme, universal 
Spirit or Brahman. Only death can prove whether such an entity exists, but the dead person 
cannot report his finding to the living! Thus it is taken on faith or not accepted at all. 

2 Mankind is split sharply into two distinct camps: those who believe that God exists 
and those who don’t. Revolving around this uncertainty is the entire subject of religion 
among men. Believers and non-believers endlessly go on quarrelling with each other.  

They even come to hate or distrust each other on this point. In the extreme case, 
men will even kill each other in religious strife, if they feel that the other is a threat to them. 
The Hindu-Muslim riots that partitioned India are a case in recent history. The Jews and the 
Muslims in Palestine/Israel is another case; Roman Catholics against Protestants is another.  

3 Vidyaam: “I seek to know”. The knowledge that is asked for in this boon is very 
special for this important reason. As we shall see, it appears so innocently asked, yet it is the 
knowledge that can solve all religious strife; and resolve the mystery of this whole universe.  

This is the doubt which Nachiketas wants to clear up, not out of curiosity but out of 
his genuine search for the Truth, a search for which he is willing to stake his all. He considers 
himself to be the disciple of Yama, and has so far proved very worthy. 

Anushishtah Tvayaa: “instructed directly by you”. There are many who may claim to 
know the secret about the existence of God. The majority teach it as a subject in school. 
They read up what has been said about God and then pass that “knowledge” on to others. 
Sadly, they themselves have no direct experience about what they teach to others. 

4 Nachiketas is confident that Lord Yama must know about this secret from direct 
experience of it. Yama, more than anyone else, would be the most ideal teacher of this 
secret, for he deals with Death all the time, and is sure to know whether Spirit exists or not. 
Approaching the right person, Nachiketas has great hope of having his doubt cleared. 

 

Lord Yama’s Response 

What remains to be seen is whether Lord Yama would be willing to part with this 
secret. If he is willing, what are the conditions the student has to fulfill to qualify to receive 
it? This is how the discussion proceeds from here onwards. 

Lord Yama, who knows every thought that goes on in the minds of men, knows 
better than anyone that a sincere desire for God is rare on earth. As much as he would love 
to impart such knowledge to the seeker of Truth, he has to first check out the intensity of 
the demand made by Nachiketas. This is routine for Yama. Very few would pass the tests 
that Nachiketas now goes through to prove that he is worthy of receiving this knowledge. 

 

 



27 

 

1.1.21:  Test 1:  “It’s Too Difficult For You!” 
 

SåuÉæU§ÉÉÌmÉ ÌuÉÍcÉÌMüÎixÉiÉÇ mÉÑUÉ 
    lÉ ÌWû xÉÑÌuÉ¥ÉårÉqÉhÉÑUåwÉ kÉqÉïÈ | 
AlrÉÇ uÉUÇ lÉÍcÉMåüiÉÉå uÉ×hÉÏwuÉ 
    qÉÉ qÉÉåmÉUÉåixÉÏUÌiÉ qÉÉ xÉ×eÉælÉqÉç     || 1.1.21|| 

 

d£vairatr¡pi vicikitsita¯ pur¡ 
    na hi suvij²£yama³ur£½a dharma¦ | 
anya¯ vara¯ nacik£tµ v»³§½va 
    m¡ mµparµts§rati m¡ s»jainam    || 1.1.21|| 
 

  Lord Yama says to Nachiketas: 

1 Devaih atra api  
   vichikitsitam puraa 

“With regard to this, even among the gods  
   there have been doubts in days of yore; 

2 na hi suvijneyam  
   anuh eshah dharmah; 

Verily, it is not easy to understand, 
   for very subtle is this principle of the Self. 

3 anyam varam  
   nachiketah vrineeshva 

For some other boon (that will befit your tender age), 
   O Nachiketas, you may ask. 

4 maa maa uparotseeh  
   ati maa srija enam . 

Do not, please do not press me on this matter;  
   release me from this (demand that you are making).” 

 

The reluctance to impart precious wisdom and knowledge is being seen.  

1 The first strategy Yama uses is to frighten away the seeker. Yama says that even 
the gods have entertained this doubt – and not just now, but throughout history, from the 
earliest of times. The suggestion here is that there is no answer to this question. 

2 Next comes the second strategy. Yama moves on to saying how difficult it is to 
understand it. Even the gods cannot grasp it fully. What chance would a young boy like 
Nachiketas have of grasping it? 

3-4 Maa Maa: “Do not, do not”. Thirdly, Yama employs the strategy of diverting 
Nachiketas’ mind to something else, to some other boon. He urges Nachiketas not to press 
his demand for the “Great Secret” any further. Is Lord Yama simply evading the question? 
We shall see. 

Nachiketas’s reply to these words of Yama are surprisingly intelligent for a boy. 
 

Even Secular Knowledge is Guarded 

The strategies of jealously guarding knowledge is utiised on earth by wealthy tycoons 
who keep a close watch over the intellectuals in society. Their theory is that it is people with 
knowledge who pose the greatest threat to them. They keep a tight control over the 
educational system. Only that which will promote their philosophy of life is taught at the 
schools and colleges. They also see to it that historical records of previous social uprisings 
are doctored to remove facts which may reflect badly upon their own rule. Even religion is 
not spared, and sacred scriptures are re-written to suit their own political philosophy. 

 

 



28 

 

1.1.22:  Response 1: All the More Determined 
 

SåuÉæU§ÉÉÌmÉ ÌuÉÍcÉÌMüÎixÉiÉÇ ÌMüsÉ 
    iuÉÇ cÉ qÉ×irÉÉå rÉ³É xÉÑ¥ÉårÉqÉÉijÉ | 
uÉ£üÉ cÉÉxrÉ iuÉÉSØaÉlrÉÉå lÉ sÉprÉÉå 
    lÉÉlrÉÉå uÉUxiÉÑsrÉ LiÉxrÉ MüÍ¶ÉiÉç     || 1.1.22|| 

 

d£vairatr¡pi vicikitsita¯ kila 
    tva¯ ca m»tyµ yanna suj²£yam¡ttha | 
vakt¡ c¡sya tv¡d»ganyµ na labhyµ 
    n¡nyµ varastulya £tasya ka¾cit    || 1.1.22|| 
 

  Nachiketas says to Lord Yama: 

1 Devaih atra api  
   vichikitsitam kila 

Indeed, on this matter, even by the gods  
   doubts have been entertained! 

2 tvam cha mrityo yat  
   na suvijneyam aattha; 

You also say, O Death, that this principle  
   is not truly comprehended with ease! 

3 vaktaa cha asya tvaadrik 
anyah na labhyah 

But, a teacher like you who can explain this – 
   another such teacher I shall never find. 

4 na anyah varah  
   tulyah etasya kashchit. 

(So, I have no option before me but this:) No other boon  
   equal to this can there be (for me to choose)! 

 

The Brilliance of Nachiketas 

Nachiketas emerges with sheer brilliance. He is so sincere as to not be put off by any 
fear. Yama’s deterrents are all the more reason for him to stick stubbornly to this boon! 

Nachiketas’s words were paraphrased for us by Acharyaji himself, who rose in 
brilliant eloquence equal to the occasion:  

1 “If the gods could not understand it, it is all the more reason why I would want to 
have this knowledge. Perhaps they did not have a teacher like you. I have you, so I have an 
advantage over them. 

2 “And if it is so difficult to comprehend, it must be something very special indeed. I 
have come all the way to you from Earth; after such an effort it would be foolish of me if I 
asked for anything lesser. The lesser things can be got on earth itself, I need not have come 
here for them! 

3 “If you are hinting that this is the knowledge that bestows liberation, it implies that 
the other knowledge asked for earlier (in boon two) will only get me some temporary 
pleasure but not liberation. So would you not like me to choose this knowledge instead of 
the other? Isn’t this the knowledge that you should want me to learn? 

4 “Putting all these reasons together, how can I waste such a golden opportunity to 
obtain this precious knowledge which cannot come to one in a hurry? Surely, judging from 
your own standard, this is the only boon worth having!” 

The class was simply stunned into silence after this outpouring from Acharyaji. Our 
entire minds were raised, as it were, to Nachiketas’s level.  
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1.1.23:  Test 2: Limitless Wealth & Lordliness 
 

zÉiÉÉrÉÑwÉÈ mÉÑ§ÉmÉÉæ§ÉÉluÉ×hÉÏwuÉÉ 
    oÉWÕûlmÉzÉÔlÉç WûÎxiÉÌWûUhrÉqÉµÉÉlÉç | 
pÉÔqÉåqÉïWûSÉrÉiÉlÉÇ uÉ×hÉÏwuÉ 
    xuÉrÉÇ cÉ eÉÏuÉ zÉUSÉå rÉÉuÉÌScNûÍxÉ     || 1.1.23|| 

 

¾at¡yu½a¦ putrapautr¡nv»³§½v¡ 
    bahÀnpa¾Àn hastihira³yama¾v¡n | 
bhÀm£rmahad¡yatana¯ v»³§½va 
    svaya¯ ca j§va ¾aradµ y¡vadicchasi   || 1.1.23|| 
 

  Yama says to Nachiketas, by way of temptation: 

1 Shataayushah  
   putra-pautraan vrineeshva 

Guaranteed to be centenarians – 
   such sons and grandsons you may choose; 

2 bahoon pashoon hasti 
hiranyam ashvaan; 

Choose herds and herds of cattle and elephants,  
   any amount of gold, any number of horses; 

3 bhoomeh mahat  
   aayatanam vrineeshva 

From this vast Earth (over which I rule),  
   choose an estate of any size; 

4 svayam cha jeeva  
   sharadah yaavat icchhasi. 

and for yourself a long life consisting of 
   as many autumns (years) as you like. 

 

Yama now tries tempting the boy through material comforts and lordliness – things 
which are usually looked upon as very covetable; as the best security in this world. 

1 Domestic Security: Yama offers a nice big family, with many children who would 
live for long, and thereby maintain his fame for decades to come. Unimaginable domestic 
security is offered to Nachiketas. 

2 Material Security: Yama offers any amount of wealth in terms of possessions. Such 
are the things which most people seek and ask for in their prayers to the Lord daily. In those 
days wealth was measured in terms of cattle, elephants and horses; in addition to gold and 
gemstones. This represents. 

3 Property Security: Yama, the Ruler over the whole of Earth, offers lordliness in 
abundance. Nachiketas could own a huge estate if he chooses to. He would have all the 
property security needed.  

4 Life Security: Yama nbow throws into the bargain something which only a life 
insurance company will find displeasing! He assures Nachiketas a long life; he promises not 
to snatch him prematurely away from this earth-plane. He will come only when Nachiketas 
reaches a ripe old age. A full life-span is guaranteed to him – who will not be pleased with 
such an offer?  

Yama waits eagerly to see how Nachiketas would respond to all these tempting 
offers. Nachiketas does not bat even an eyelid – he seems to have no interest in them. Is it 
possible for so young a boy, at the threshold of life and faced with a dream future, to be so 
indifferent to it? Yama can hardly believe that such heroic boys can exist on earth. 

He now pulls out his trump-card to shake off the idea from Nachiketas’s mind . . . 
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1.1.24:  Test 3: Power & Enjoyership Added  
 

LiÉ¨ÉÑsrÉÇ rÉÌS qÉlrÉxÉå uÉUÇ 
    uÉ×hÉÏwuÉ ÌuÉ¨ÉÇ ÍcÉUeÉÏÌuÉMüÉÇ cÉ | 
qÉWûÉpÉÔqÉÉæ lÉÍcÉMåüiÉxiuÉqÉåÍkÉ 
    MüÉqÉÉlÉÉÇ iuÉÉ MüÉqÉpÉÉeÉÇ MüUÉåÍqÉ     || 1.1.24|| 

 

£tattulya¯ yadi manyas£ vara¯ 
    v»³§½va vitta¯ ciraj§vik¡¯ ca | 
mah¡bhÀmau nacik£tastvam£dhi 
    k¡m¡n¡¯ tv¡ k¡mabh¡ja¯ karµmi    || 1.1.24|| 
 

  Yama tempts Nachiketas a bit more: 

1 Etat tulyam yadi  
   manyase varam 

If equal to this (that I have already offered) 
   you consider some other boon,  

2 vrineeshva vittam  
   chira-jeevikaam cha; 

you only have to ask for it – wealth & property, 
   and a long, healthy life (I have already offered). 

3 mahaa-bhoomau 
nachiketah tvam edhih 

(Now consider) Kingship over a vast territory on Earth, 
   O Nachiketas – it can be yours for the asking; 

4 kaamaanaam tvaa 
kaamabhaajam karomi. 

I shall add to this unrestrained enjoyership 
   of all that you may desire. 

 

1-2 It is possible, so thinks Yama, that Nachiketas has other desirable things in mind 
over and above what has already been offered to him. Yama wants to be sure that he has 
not left anything out. He himself comes forward with two more things which he has not yet 
offered, perhaps thinking that Nachiketas is not old enough yet to desire them: 

3 Political Power: The first additional offer is that of rulership or kingship over 
people. Nachiketas is promised to be made the king of a vast region. This will not only give 
him access to enormous wealth and comforts, but also give him power over others. Political 
power is something which certain people crave for. It is difficult to resist this kind of power 
when it comes; and just as difficult to maintain it over a long period of time. 

4 Pleasure: The second offer is that of unrestrained enjoyership. The long life 
offered so far does not guarantee that; it has to be a long, healthy life. He will need to have 
very good health to enjoy the vast wealth he possesses. This is included in the revised offer. 

There is still no interest shown by Nachiketas. With calm eyes revealing an awesome 
inner strength, Nachiketas simply fixes them firmly on Lord Yama, as though saying, 
“Nothing doing, Sir! I shall stick to my original boon.”  

Why is Lord Yama doing this to Nachiketas? Surely the little boy cannot be a threat 
to his own powerful position? Even if Nachiketas is too young for the Knowledge in Yama’s 
estimation, does he really have to go to this extent to dislodge the desire from the stubborn 
boy’s mind? How much more precaution has he to take to ensure that his student is worthy 
of the teaching he has asked for? 

In the following verse, we see Lord Yama going even further in his effort to deflect 
the determined boy who stands before him, stubbornly demanding the ultimate knowledge. 
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1.1.25:  Test 4: Heavenly & Sexual Pleasures 
 

rÉå rÉå MüÉqÉÉ SÒsÉïpÉÉ qÉirÉïsÉÉåMåü 
    xÉuÉÉïlÉç MüÉqÉÉðzNûlSiÉÈ mÉëÉjÉïrÉxuÉ | 
CqÉÉ UÉqÉÉÈ xÉUjÉÉÈ xÉiÉÔrÉÉï 
    lÉ WûÏSØzÉÉ sÉqpÉlÉÏrÉÉ qÉlÉÑwrÉæÈ | 
AÉÍpÉqÉïimÉë¨ÉÉÍpÉÈ mÉËUcÉÉUrÉxuÉ 
    lÉÍcÉMåüiÉÉå qÉUhÉÇ qÉÉÅlÉÑmÉëÉ¤ÉÏÈ      || 1.1.25|| 

 

y£ y£ k¡m¡ durlabh¡ martyalµk£ 
    sarv¡n k¡m¡°¾chandata¦ pr¡rthayasva | 
im¡ r¡m¡¦ sarath¡¦ satÀry¡ 
    na h§d»¾¡ lambhan§y¡ manu½yai¦ | 
¡bhirmatpratt¡bhi¦ paric¡rayasva 
    nacik£tµ mara³a¯ m¡:'nupr¡k½§¦    || 1.1.25|| 
 

  Yama presses Nachiketas to the limit: 

1 Ye ye kaamaah  
   durlabhaah martya loke 

Whatever heavenly desires are there which are  
   too difficult to obtain in this world of mortals, 

2 sarvaan kaamaan chhandatah 
praarthayasva; 

all those desires, according to your fancy,  
   you may ask for (any of these heavenly pleasures)! 

3 imaah raamaah  
   sarathaah satooryaah 

Here are these fair damsels  
   with chariots and musical instruments – 

4 na hi eedrishaah lambha-
neeyaah manushyaih. 

of such (beauty) that are not indeed  
   obtainable or enjoyable by mortals, 

5 aabhih matprattaabhih  
   parichaarayasva 

I shall give them to you  
   to be attended upon by them. 

6 nachiketah maranam maa anu-
praaksheeh. 

Only, O Nachiketas, do not pursue this question 
about the Soul after death. 

 

Now Lord Yama goes to the very ultimate test that he is authorised to apply. What 
has he left out so far which may still be lurking in Nachiketas’s mind as being unoffered? 

1-2 Heavenly Pleasures: When his attempts so far leave Nachiketas unmoved, the 
offer is stepped up to cover sensual pleasures such as are not obtainable on earth. On earth 
one has to strive to get what he desires. In that struggle there are many obstacles to be 
overcome. But in heaven there is no effort needed. The joys are boundless, their pleasure is 
limitless. Perhaps that may be on the mind of youmg Nachiketas. No, he solidly refuses it! 

3-5 Sexual Pleasure: Finding that even these extreme pleasures are having no effect 
on the boy, Yama plays his trump-card – ‘fair damsels’ who would entertain him! Yama in 
sheer desperation becomes recklessly oblivious of his guest’s age! This is one offer that has 
unfailingly worked on everyone else. The most tantalizing, and therefore demoralizing, of all 
sensual objects is a beautiful woman. Yama’s ultimate weapon is Maya! 

Parichaarayasva: “to attend upon you”. Acharyaji added some imagination into this 
word: A thought may have flashed in Yama’s mind that perhaps Nachiketas is not accepting 
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these because he may doubt whether these women will obey him or have their own sweet 
way due to their pride! So he at once promises that they will ‘attend upon’ him. Not only 
that, but he will send them fully equipped with all chariots, etc, so they will not ask 
Nachiketas for them. They will give him no trouble at all, only pleasure – so thought Yama. 

4 Yama’s intention is simply to check out the Vairagya Quotient of his prospective 
disciple. The ever vigilant boy withstands the test with 100 marks out of 100! 

Yama could test the boy no further. He had run out of all his tricks. His trump-card 
was ‘woman’. When even that failed on Nachiketas, the boy was now all his! 

Here is how Nachiketas responded to Lord Yama’s four tests. 
 

 

1.1.26:  Response 2: Hero Over the Senses  
 

µÉÉåpÉÉuÉÉ qÉirÉïxrÉ rÉSliÉMæüiÉiÉç 
    xÉuÉåïÇÌSìrÉÉhÉÉÇ eÉUrÉÇÌiÉ iÉåeÉÈ | 
AÌmÉ xÉuÉïÇ eÉÏÌuÉiÉqÉsmÉqÉåuÉ 
    iÉuÉæuÉ uÉÉWûÉxiÉuÉ lÉ×irÉaÉÏiÉå      || 1.1.26|| 

 

¾vµbh¡v¡ martyasya yadantakaitat 
    sarv£¯driy¡³¡¯ jaraya¯ti t£ja¦ | 
api sarva¯ j§vitamalpam£va 
    tavaiva v¡h¡stava n»tyag§t£     || 1.1.26|| 
 

  Nachiketas replies to Lord Yama: 

1 Shvobhaavaah martasya  
   yat antaka etat 

Ephemeral (evanescent) and of mortal stuff is 
   whatever there is here, O Lord of Death!  

2 sarva indrayaanaam 
jarayanti tejah; 

From all the sense organs of a man  
   they wear out the vigour and vitality. 

3 api sarvam jeevitam  
   alpam eva 

Besides, all creatures that have life in them, 
   have a short life span indeed. 

4 tava eva vaahaah  
   tava nritya-geete. 

Let the horses and chariots remain yours alone;  
   let the dancing and singing (girls) remain with you. 

 

In Nachiketas, Yama was face to face with Dispassion itself in human form. Here was 
fertile soil that was well prepared for the seeds of Atma Jnana to be sown. Inwardly, Yama 
must have been thrilled to the core to note the intensity of the boy’s Mumukshutwa. 
Nothing pleases a Guru more than to see a disciple of such a calibre. An ironsmith can work 
best with pliable red-hot iron, not cold, stiff, unresponsive steel! 

1 Shvobhaavaa: This key word means “ephemeral”. One to whom the world appears 
ephemeral, mortal and fluctuating, is ripe for the path of Para Vidya in Vedanta. 

2 Sensual pleasures merely drain away one’s vitality. They steal our wealth of vigour, 
memory, aspiration for God. They cause us to age rapidly; years are converted to weeks! 

3 Yama has offered long life as a bait, but such is Nachiketas’s discrimination that he 
considers even the longest life-span to be a waste of time if not utilized in the correct 
pursuit of the higher knowledge of the Self. 
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4 “No,” is Nachiketas’s final response to Yama’s offers. “You can keep your damsels 
and all the other pleasures you are offering with you. I have no need for them; they will only 
wear out my vigour. I beg you to stick to my original request.” 

In the final three verses, we see in Nachiketas wisdom far beyond his years. 
 

 

1.1.27:  Response 3: Wealth & Long Life Need No Boon 
 

lÉ ÌuÉ¨ÉålÉ iÉmÉïhÉÏrÉÉå qÉlÉÑwrÉÉå 
    sÉmxrÉÉqÉWåû ÌuÉ¨ÉqÉSìÉ¤qÉ cÉå¨uÉÉ | 
eÉÏÌuÉwrÉÉqÉÉå rÉÉuÉSÏÍzÉwrÉÍxÉ iuÉÇ 
    uÉUxiÉÑ qÉå uÉUhÉÏrÉÈ xÉ LuÉ      || 1.1.27|| 

 

na vitt£na tarpa³§yµ manu½yµ 
    lapsy¡mah£ vittamadr¡k½ma c£ttv¡ | 
j§vi½y¡mµ y¡vad§¾i½yasi tva¯ 
    varastu m£ vara³§ya¦ sa £va     || 1.1.27|| 
 

  Nachiketas continues: 

1 Na vittena tarpaneeyah manushyah Man cannot be satisfied with wealth alone. 

2 lapsyaamahe vittam 
adraakshma chet tvaa; 

I shall surely get all the wealth I need 
   now that I have seen and met you. 

3 jeevishyaamah  
   yaavat eeshishyasi 

I shall also remain alive 
   for as long as you remain in power (as you are my friend). 

4 varah tu me varaneeyah 
sah eva. 

Hence, the boon that is worth praying for by me 
   is ‘That’ alone. (i.e. the one concerning the Self) 

 

The things offered by Yama can be had even without needing a boon to obtain them. 
They depend upon one’s Prarabdha Karma. Nachiketas wisely wishes to spend his boons 
only on that which is not obtainable in any other way. Nachiketas turns out to be a good, 
shrewd businessman, too! 

 

 

1.1.28:  Response 4: Chooses Wisdom Over Folly 
 

AeÉÏrÉïiÉÉqÉqÉ×iÉÉlÉÉqÉÑmÉåirÉ 
    eÉÏrÉïlqÉirÉïÈ YuÉkÉÈxjÉÈ mÉëeÉÉlÉlÉç | 
AÍpÉkrÉÉrÉlÉç uÉhÉïUÌiÉmÉëqÉÉåSÉlÉç 
    AÌiÉSÏbÉåï eÉÏÌuÉiÉå MüÉå UqÉåiÉ      || 1.1.28|| 

 

aj§ryat¡mam»t¡n¡mup£tya 
    j§ryanmartya¦ kvadha¦stha¦ praj¡nan | 
abhidhy¡yan var³aratipramµd¡n 
    atid§rgh£ j§vit£ kµ ram£ta     || 1.1.28|| 
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1 Ajeeryataam amritaanaam  
   upetya 

The proximity of the undecaying immortals, 
   have I reached. 

2 jeeryam martyah  
   kvadhah sthah prajaanan; 

Being a perishable mortal myself, 
   knowing well of existence on earth down below, 

3 abhi-dhyaayan  
   varnah ratih pramodaan 

having seen the worthlessness of 
    beauty and the enjoyments of love, 

4 atideerghe jeevite kah rameta. why will I rejoice in wanting an extended life-span?  
 

1 Having come all the way to the region of Yama, 2 who in his right senses will ask for 
the things of the lower earth region, 3 for which he has already developed intense 
dispassion? It will be foolish to accept that which one has positively renounced. 

2 The word Kvadhahsthah has two meanings: 
i) Ku-adha-sthah: “a dweller of earth, which is below the heavenly regions”; or 
ii) Kva-tadastha: “where one gets absorbed in evanescent things”. 

3 Varna-rati-pramodan: “taking delight in a variety of pleasures”. It is used here to 
cover the entire world of sensual pleasures with all its distractions, sense appeal and 
frivolousness. This is how Nachiketas sums up the Apsaras and their troupe of entertainers. 

4 Why would one want a long life? Is it just to enjoy frivolous things? What a waste 
of a boon that would be! 

Such is the mood of Nachiketas that everything Unreal is totally rejected. He has 
already unwittingly done the highest Vedantic negation. Such a ripe student can be rocketed 
into realisation immediately after Sravana. 

 

 

1.1.29:  Response 5: “I Stick to My Original Boon”! 
 

rÉÎxqÉÍ³ÉSÇ ÌuÉÍcÉÌMüixÉÎliÉ qÉ×irÉÉå 
    rÉixÉÉqmÉUÉrÉå qÉWûÌiÉ oÉëÔÌWû lÉxiÉiÉç | 
rÉÉåÅrÉÇ uÉUÉå aÉÔRûqÉlÉÑmÉëÌuÉ¹Éå 
    lÉÉlrÉÇ iÉxqÉÉ³ÉÍcÉMåüiÉÉ uÉ×hÉÏiÉå     || 1.1.29|| 

 

yasminnida¯ vicikitsanti m»tyµ 
    yats¡mpar¡y£ mahati brÀhi nastat | 
yµ:'ya¯ varµ gÀ¢hamanupravi½¿µ 
    n¡nya¯ tasm¡nnacik£t¡ v»³§t£    || 1.1.29|| 
 

1 Yasmin idam  
   vichikit-santi mrityo 

i) Of that (the existence of the Self) over which  
   people entertain doubt, O Lord of Death; 

2 yat saam-paraaye mahati  
   broohi nah tat; 

ii) Of that Great Beyond into which we pass 
   – please tell me all about That. 

3 yah ayam varah  
   goodham anu-pravishtah 

The boon I choose is about That Self, the 
knowledge of which has become mysterious.  

4 na anyam tasmaat  
   nachiketaa vrineete. 

No boon other than that, therefore, 
  do I, Nachiketas, desire to choose.  

 

1-4 Acharyaji gave us a fitting paraphrase of Nachiketas’s final summation: 
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It is as if he is saying to Yama: “Why do you want me to remain at the lower level? 
Would you not like me to rise up, even if at great odds, and try for that which is really worth 
it among all human endeavours? Of course, you do. So, I will not be tempted – no matter 
how much you try. Do you really think I should be wasting my time just watching Apsaras 
dance before me? Do you not believe that I have other nobler things to do?” 

 

Conclusion on Nachiketas’ Stance 

Nachiketas does not budge from his iron resolve to spurn every temptation placed 
on his path to enlightenment or release from bondage to this world. His is a rare stance 
indeed. It is as if he is saying to Yama, “Why do you want me to change my stand? Do you 
think that I have not thought over this seriously enough? You are quite mistaken. I know 
how rare it is to ask for such a boon – very few are interested in it. Therefore this knowledge 
is not easily available to us on Earth. Knowing that, do you really believe I will waste my 
precious visit to you and ask you for something paltry that is available on earth? You are the 
right Person for me to ask this boon. Hence, this is the only boon I would ask for.” 

Rare indeed is a soul of the Nachiketas temperament. He stood firm and beat Yama 
at his own game. Yama would indeed be proud of such a ripe disciple as Nachiketas. Only a 
Guru knows the joy of meeting a perfect disciple. Nachiketas is that perfect disciple to the 
perfect teacher. 

 

|| CÌiÉ MüÉPûMüÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS mÉëjÉqÉÉkrÉÉrÉå mÉëjÉqÉÉ uÉssÉÏ || 
|| iti k¡¿hakµpani½adi pratham¡dhy¡y£ pratham¡ vall§ || 

 

 

***** 
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Chapter 1.2:    (25 verses) 
THE CHOICE  

 

 

THIS CHAPTER IS DOMINATED by a discussion on the choice that is available to men 
living in this world. At every moment man is free to make a choice between the two paths 
known as Preyas and Sreyas, the pleasant path and the good path. Lord Yama leads the 
discussion, following his satisfaction at seeing Nachiketas successfully pass his severe test in 

the last chapter. 

Having tested the disciple, and found his fitness for knowledge, Lord Yama speaks 
the following words to Nachiketas: 

 

 

 PREYAS & SREYAS 
 

1.2.1:  The Choice Available to All Men 
 

AlrÉcNíåûrÉÉåÅlrÉSÒiÉæuÉ mÉëårÉ- 
    xiÉå EpÉå lÉÉlÉÉjÉåï mÉÑÂwÉð ÍxÉlÉÏiÉÈ | 
iÉrÉÉåÈ ´ÉårÉ AÉSSÉlÉxrÉ xÉÉkÉÑ 
    pÉuÉÌiÉ WûÏrÉiÉåÅjÉÉï± E mÉëårÉÉå uÉ×hÉÏiÉå     || 1.2.1|| 

 

anyacchr£yµ:'nyadutaiva pr£ya- 
    st£ ubh£ n¡n¡rth£ puru½a° sin§ta¦ | 
tayµ¦ ¾r£ya ¡dad¡nasya s¡dhu 
    bhavati h§yat£:'rth¡dya u pr£yµ v»³§t£   || 1.2.1|| 
 

  Lord Yama said: 

1 Anyat shreyah  
   anyat uta eva preyah te 

One is preferable (good or Sreyas), while  
   the other is pleasurable (pleasant or Preyas); 

2 ubhe naanaa arthe  
   purusham sineetah; 

These two, serving divergent purposes,  
   bind man. 

3 tayoh shreyah aada-
daanasya saadhu bhavati 

Among these two, he that accepts the preferable 
becomes  blessed. 

4 heeyate arthaat yah u  
preyah vrineete. 

Deviated from the true goal of life is  
   he who selects the pleasurable. 

 

The Two Paths – Sreyas and Preyas 

1 Preyas is that which is ‘pleasurable’, whilst Sreyas is that which is ‘preferable’. 
These two are divergent paths presented before every person at every moment of his life. 
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One has constantly to choose between these two paths. There is a fork on the road ahead at 
every moment of the journey through Life. 

2 Our Choice: One has to CHOOSE between these two paths. That choice is one’s 
own, for better or for worse. No one else is responsible for that choice. Every person builds 
his destiny by making this choice, moment to moment. 

As we progress into this chapter we shall see more details of what differentiates the 
two paths.  

3-4 Here in the introductory verse the end results are indicated for each path: The 
Sreyas Path leads one to the ultimate good; whereas the Preyas Path leads to one’s downfall 
from the true purpose of life. The how and the why will follow. 

At the outset we note that Yama does not use the words ‘good’ and ‘bad’ for the 
paths themselves, but only for the results in the light of the spiritual evolution of man. The 
good and bad are in the eyes of the person who chooses. In the eyes of most people Preyas 
is seen as ‘good’ and therefore gets chosen. The end results, however, are what count. 
Preyas, in terms of one’s evolution towards a higher, nobler goal, definitely brings bad if not 
devastating results. It binds us endlessly in sorrow. 

How this happens is the subject of this chapter. We shall also discuss the nature of 
the Self, insofar as it matters in making the correct choice of selecting the Path of Sreyas. 

 

 

1.2.2:  Discrimination Between the Two 
 

´ÉårÉ¶É mÉëårÉ¶É qÉlÉÑwrÉqÉåiÉÈ 
    iÉÉæ xÉqmÉUÏirÉ ÌuÉÌuÉlÉÌ£ü kÉÏUÈ | 
´ÉårÉÉå ÌWû kÉÏUÉåÅÍpÉ mÉëårÉxÉÉå uÉ×hÉÏiÉå 
    mÉëårÉÉå qÉlSÉå rÉÉåaÉ¤ÉåqÉÉ²ØhÉÏiÉå      || 1.2.2|| 

 

¾r£ya¾ca pr£ya¾ca manu½yam£ta¦ 
    tau sampar§tya vivinakti dh§ra¦ | 
¾r£yµ hi dh§rµ:'bhi pr£yasµ v»³§t£ 
    pr£yµ mandµ yµgak½£m¡dv»³§t£    || 1.2.2|| 
 

1 Shreyah cha preyah cha 
manushyam etah 

The preferable and the pleasurable  
   both approach the mortal man. 

2 tau sam-pareetya 
vivinakti dheerah; 

Having considered them from all sides,  
   the man of intelligence separates the two. 

3 shreyah hi dheerah 
preyasah abhi vrineete 

The intelligent one selects the electable  
   in preference to the delectable; 

4 preyah mandah  
   yoga kshemaat vrineete. 

the non-intelligent one selects the delectable  
   for the sake of growth and protection (of the body, etc.) 

 

Simile: Sreyas and Preyas – Like Two Visitors 

The first and second verses of this chapter are excellent for “Goal-setting”. Their 
message is “Choose your goal wisely. Keep it in view, and the means will follow by 
themselves. But lose sight of the goal, and you are totally lost, like a boat without a rudder.” 
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1 This verse starts with a symbolic representation of the choice we are faced with 
from moment to moment. It is visualized that both Sreyas and Preyas are like two visitors 
who knock at our door at the same time. When we open the door, we are confronted by 
both, but we can allow only one to enter, not both. This is because they are “mutually 
exclusive”. They cannot come together, they are divergent in their ways. We shall see more 
of that later. 

Here it is sufficient to note that when we open our door, whom do we allow to 
enter? That is the big question facing every person, at every moment.   

2 We also note that the factor that determines whom we allow to enter is our own 
Intelligence. Choosing is always a function of the intellect, not the mind. If we allow the 
mind to choose, it will bring in its likes and dislikes and distort the choice.  

The intellect will always take all factors into account before making a choice. It sees 
things from different angles, not just that of the ego. The latter will always see to its own 
interests first. The intellect will see what is good for all people concerned, and will always 
decide having the interest of one’s ultimate goal in life at heart. 

3 When the choice is made purely by the intellect, we would choose Sreyas. Lord 
Yama has a long-term perspective, intended for our ultimate good. The intelligent person 
who takes into account his ultimate good, chooses Sreyas. 

4 The non-intelligent person (Mandah), looking only for short-term happiness, 
chooses Preyas. He allows his choice to be over-run by his mind. Selfish interests of the body 
and individual personality are permitted to sway the decision. The choice in this case is 
always Preyas. It cannot see the overall picture, but only the ego’s perspective.  

 

 

1.2.3:  Yama Praises Nachiketas’s Discrimination 
 

xÉ iuÉÇ ÌmÉërÉÉÎlmÉërÉÃmÉÉÇ¶É MüÉqÉÉlÉç 
    AÍpÉkrÉÉrÉ³ÉÍcÉMåüiÉÉåÅirÉxÉëÉ¤ÉÏÈ | 
lÉæiÉÉÇ xÉ×ƒ¡ûÉÇ ÌuÉ¨ÉqÉrÉÏqÉuÉÉmiÉÉå 
    rÉxrÉÉÇ qÉ‹ÎliÉ oÉWûuÉÉå qÉlÉÑwrÉÉÈ     || 1.2.3|| 

 

sa tva¯ priy¡npriyarÀp¡¯¾ca k¡m¡n 
    abhidhy¡yannacik£tµ:'tyasr¡k½§¦ | 
nait¡¯ s»±k¡¯ vittamay§mav¡ptµ 
    yasy¡¯ majjanti bahavµ manu½y¡¦    || 1.2.3|| 
 

1 Sah tvam priyaan priya-
roopaan cha kaamaan 

Such is your stern spirit that the pleasant 
   in appearance and objects considered as desirable, 

2 abhi-dhyaayan nachiketah 
atya-sraaksheeh; 

 after examining their true merits, O Nachiketas,  
   you have renounced them. 

3 na etaam srinkaam 
vittamayeem avaaptah 

Considering them as mere chains, you have refused  
   to accept this ‘royal road of wealth’  

4 yasyaam majjanti  
   bahavah manushyaah. 

on which get trapped and drowned 
   the majority of mortal men.  
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Overall Importance of This Verse 

This is the verse wherein we truly find Nachiketas’s heart and which crystallizes what 
the Nachiketas spirit is all about. In a world where few would appreciate heroes like this 
young lad for his brave spirit of renunciation, this verse is a strong reminder to us to take a 
leaf from his book – preferably the one containing this verse! 

The praise comes from none other than the Lord of Death himself. He knows what is 
going on in this world better than anyone. It is his duty to take people away from Earth back 
to where they really belong. He would love to take them to high places, but then very few 
qualify for that. When an exceptional being like Nachiketas comes along, he almost gets 
treated as a rare species. This verse from Yama pays tribute to such a rare, noble soul. 

 

The “Nachiketas Spirit” 

1-2 Yama may well be saying, “Nachiketas, I showed you all the glitter there exists. 
You weighed their worth, and then simply renounced them. Most people would have 
grabbed what I offered and then asked for more such boons! But you were bold and strong 
enough morally not to yield to those temptations. I am proud of you, my boy, truly I am!” 

3-4 Nachiketas rejected all wealth and pleasure on the grounds that he knew what 
they were. What does it mean to know something? Does it mean experiencing them? No, it 
cannot mean that – there are far too many things in the world to know them by experience.  

Knowing a thing means knowing its limitations. The moment we know the limita-
tions of a thing, we truly know it. We may experience a thing blindly many times and yet not 
know it in essence. In fact, most people repeatedly enjoy the same sensual pleasure, due to 
addiction to it, but have no idea of what it truly is. They still do not know it. 

 

 

 1.2.4:  Vidya & Avidya = Sreyas & Preyas 
 

SÕUqÉåiÉå ÌuÉmÉUÏiÉå ÌuÉwÉÔcÉÏ 
    AÌuÉ±É rÉÉ cÉ ÌuÉ±åÌiÉ ¥ÉÉiÉÉ | 
ÌuÉ±ÉpÉÏÎmxÉlÉÇ lÉÍcÉMåüiÉxÉÇ qÉlrÉå 
    lÉ iuÉÉ MüÉqÉÉ oÉWûuÉÉåÅsÉÉåsÉÑmÉliÉ     || 1.2.4|| 

 

dÀram£t£ vipar§t£ vi½Àc§ 
    avidy¡ y¡ ca vidy£ti j²¡t¡ | 
vidy¡bh§psina¯ nacik£tasa¯ many£ 
    na tv¡ k¡m¡ bahavµ:'lµlupanta    || 1.2.4|| 
 

1 Dooram ete vipareete 
vishoochee 

Widely contradictory,  
   and following divergent courses 

2 Avidyaa yaa cha  
   vidyaa iti jnaataa; 

are that which is known as Avidya (ignorance)  
   and that which is known as Vidya (knowledge) 

3 vidyaa-bheepsinam 
nachiketasam manye 

Being an aspirant for knowledge 
   do I consider you to be, O Nachiketas,  

4 na tvaa kaamaah  
   bahavah alolupanta. 

since none of the desirable things, enjoyable and  
   multifarious though they be, could shake you. 
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2 The terms Vidya and Avidya are introduced here for the two paths Sreyas and 
Preyas respectively. They mean ‘the path of knowledge’ and ‘the path of ignorance’. For, the 
two paths are distinguished easily on the basis of knowledge. It is the knowledge which 
differentiates them.  

1 That they are “widely divergent” can be seen in the following table, which clearly 
identifies the differences between Sreyas and Preyas: 

 

No. THE PATH OF SREYAS (Vidya) THE PATH OF PREYAS (Avidya) 

1 Preferable, Electable, Good Pleasurable, Delectable, Pleasant 

2 Path of Light Path of Darkness 

3 Spiritual path Materialistic path 

4 Based on Knowledge of Self – VIDYA  Based on Ignorance – AVIDYA  

5 Needs Discrimination Needs no discrimination 

6 Requires a Sattwic intelligence Due to Rajasic and Tamasic intelligence 

7 

 

Has a definite GOAL: Liberates one from 
Samsara; no more transmigration 

Goal is enjoyment: Binds one further 
into Samsara; endless transmigration 

8 Brings peace of mind, stillness Brings restlessness of mind, anxiety 

9 Long-term gain valued Short-term gain valued 

10 Turns mind inward into meditation Turns mind outward to sense objects 

11 The touchstone is Renunciation The touchstone is Indulgence  

12 Universalises the consciousness Ego-centralises the consciousness  
 

TABLE DIFFERENTIATING SREYAS AND PREYAS 

 

As one can clearly notice, the two paths are widely divergent, leading to totally 
different goals. The path of knowledge leads to one’s ultimate good; the path of ignorance 
leads to sorrow and misery. There is a huge chasm between the two paths. 

3-4 Although Nachiketas was offered all the pleasures of the world as well as all the 
heavenly pleasures not obtainable on earth, he stood firmly in refusing them. He did not get 
deflected from the path of knowledge. Thus he proved himself to be the perfectly qualified 
student to receive the knowledge of the Self. His fitness for the spiritual path was found to 
be beyond any doubt. He was the ripe student to pursue the path that leads to 
enlightenment. 

In Pujya Gurudev’s words, Shankaracharya goes into an “irrepressible outburst of 
applause” for his student Nachiketas. [In the power of using words, it was often said that 
Shankaracharyaji’s command over Samskrit was matched perfectly by Pujya Gurudev’s 
command over English.] 

The final analysis of Yama is that Nachiketas is high above the generality of man. 
Although young, he is readily accepted by Yama as the most eligible for this path of 
knowledge. 
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 1.2.5:  Preyas: Blind Leading the Blind 
 

AÌuÉ±ÉrÉÉqÉliÉUå uÉiÉïqÉÉlÉÉÈ 
    xuÉrÉÇ kÉÏUÉÈ mÉÎhQûiÉÇqÉlrÉqÉÉlÉÉÈ | 
SlSìqrÉqÉÉhÉÉÈ mÉËUrÉÎliÉ qÉÔRûÉ 
    AlkÉålÉæuÉ lÉÏrÉqÉÉlÉÉ rÉjÉÉlkÉÉÈ     || 1.2.5|| 

 

avidy¡y¡mantar£ vartam¡n¡¦ 
    svaya¯ dh§r¡¦ pa³¢ita¯manyam¡n¡¦ | 
dandramyam¡³¡¦ pariyanti mÀ¢h¡ 
    andh£naiva n§yam¡n¡ yath¡ndh¡¦    || 1.2.5|| 
 

1 Avidyaayaam antare  
   vartamaanaah 

In the midst of Ignorance – 
   those people who live in this way, 

2 svayam dheeraah  
   panditam manya-maanaah; 

think themselves to be very intelligent  
   and fancy themselves to be highly learned. 

3 dandramya-maanaah  
   pariyanti moodhaah 

Deluded in many crooked ways, 
   the ignorant go round and round,  

4 andhena eva neeyamaanaah  
   yathaa andhaah. 

even as those who are blind are led  
   by others who are equally blind! 

 

Now in two verses, Yama shares with his disciple, Nachiketas, some of his observa-
tions of the irony that exists among those who live the path of Preyas, which is the majority 
of mankind. This is the life that Nachiketas has just saved himself from. 

1 The entire standard of judgement is lop-sided. Everything in the world of Preyas is 
seen through the jaundiced eye of personal pleasure. 

2 Yes, there are “wise” ones among them, too. Their wisdom consists in giving advice 
to people on how they can also become successful like themselves. They advise others to 
pursue pleasure, study for the sake of earning more, and enjoy as much as they can. 

They utterly detest the spiritual path. Those who get high positions because of their 
wealth are regarded as the “Gurus” in society. They are given honour and respect for their 
material achievement just as a disciple would honour and respect his spiritual guide or Guru. 
The whole standard of assessing values is turned head-over-heels. 

3-4 They go round in circles, following the crooked path of cheating and lying. And 
those that follow them join them in this merry-go-round! The blind lead the blind! 

If such people somehow stray into the spiritual field, what would they do but turn it 
into a business. The Divine becomes a means for them to ask for more wealth. Their prayers 
are only for greater and greater wealth. They pray for long life so that they can enjoy all the 
more. All the blessings they seek are only for furthering their pursuit of pleasure. 

This verse may also be taken as a warning for those who wish to follow the path of 
Sreyas. It has to be “God for God’s sake, not for any other selfish reason.” Otherwise desire 
will enter on the sly even on the Sreyas path, and snatch people onto the side of Preyas if 
they are not alert. The syndicate of “wise men” among the Preyas clan simply waits for 
opportunities to snatch away intelligent ones wishing to lead a life of Sreyas. 
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 1.2.6:  Preyas: A False Vision 
 

lÉ xÉÉqmÉUÉrÉÈ mÉëÌiÉpÉÉÌiÉ oÉÉsÉÇ 
    mÉëqÉÉ±liÉÇ ÌuÉ¨ÉqÉÉåWåûlÉ qÉÔRûqÉç | 
ArÉÇ sÉÉåMüÉå lÉÉÎxiÉ mÉU CÌiÉ qÉÉlÉÏ 
    mÉÑlÉÈ mÉÑlÉuÉïzÉqÉÉmÉ±iÉå qÉå      || 1.2.6|| 

 

na s¡mpar¡ya¦ pratibh¡ti b¡la¯ 
    pram¡dyanta¯ vittamµh£na mÀ¢ham | 
aya¯ lµkµ n¡sti para iti m¡n§ 
    puna¦ punarva¾am¡padyat£ m£    || 1.2.6|| 
 

1 Na saam-paraayah  
   prati-bhaati baalam 

The means for the attainment of the ‘long-term goal’  
   are not revealed to those who have a ‘short-term goal’; 

2 pramaadyantam vitta-
mohena moodham; 

nor to the ignorant who by wealth 
   and the glamour accompanying it, are deluded. 

3 ayam lokah na asti parah 
iti maanee 

“Only this world, and none hereafter”  
   – he who think in this manner, 

4 punah punah  
   vasham aapadyate me. 

again and again  
   he falls under my (Yama’s) sway. 

 

1 Saamparaaya: “scripturally approved means to attain the heavenly worlds”. Such 
knowledge is not taught to one who is short-sighted like a child.  

Baalah: “a child”. Child in this context refers to one who has a short-term goal and is 
not able to see the benefit of working towards the long-term goal. Children are attracted to 
the pleasure that comes immediately, not to that which takes time time in coming. If a child 
were shown a chocolate in one hand and a thousand-rupee note in the other, it would 
choose the chocolate which he knows can bring him immediate pleasure, and not the 
unfamiliar piece of ‘paper’, which he knows not and which brings its fruit in the future. 

In addition, Baalah refers to a person who does not have the power to discriminate. 

2 The rewards of Sreyas are long-term; impatient people cannot even see them, so 
they do not want it, and never get it. The word Pramaada comes up here, as in Viveka 
Chudamani. It means “inadvertence”. Preyas-people are totally inadvertent as to their real 
well-being. Being attached to quick results and ephemeral objects, they are engulfed in the 
delusion of wealth which buys them instantly. Petty, paltry pleasures obtainable with money 
– drink, food and women – are all it takes to make them happy.  

3 Devotees of Preyas believe strongly that what they see in this world is all that there 
is; they find no need to speculate on the existence of an invisible God. Let alone God, even 
heaven is out of the question for such people. 

4 Punah Punah: “again and again” i.e. “birth after birth”. These people, who have 
such a low vision of life, what fate befalls them? They get dragged into this earth-plane birth 
after birth, i.e. they have to repeatedly encounter Lord Yama or Death; they are always 
under the sway or control of Death. 
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THE GURU & DISCIPLE RELATIONSHIP 
 

1.2.7:  Wonder Teacher & Wonder Disciple 
 

´ÉuÉhÉÉrÉÉÌmÉ oÉWÒûÍpÉrÉÉåï lÉ sÉprÉÈ 
    zÉ×huÉliÉÉåÅÌmÉ oÉWûuÉÉå rÉÇ lÉ ÌuÉ±ÑÈ | 
AÉ¶ÉrÉÉåï uÉ£üÉ MÑüzÉsÉÉåÅxrÉ sÉokÉÉ 
    AÉ¶ÉrÉÉåï ¥ÉÉiÉÉ MÑüzÉsÉÉlÉÑÍzÉ¹È     || 1.2.7|| 

 

¾rava³¡y¡pi bahubhiryµ na labhya¦ 
    ¾»³vantµ:'pi bahavµ ya¯ na vidyu¦ | 
¡¾caryµ vakt¡ ku¾alµ:'sya labdh¡ 
    ¡¾caryµ j²¡t¡ ku¾al¡nu¾i½¿a¦     || 1.2.7|| 
 

1 Shravanaaya api bahubhih 
yah na labhyah 

Even just for hearing of It, many find 
   the Self to be unavailable to them; 

2 shrunvantah api bahavah 
yam na vidyuh; 

And if they do manage to hear of It, many cannot  
   comprehend the meaning of the Self; 

3 aashcharyah vaktaa 
kushalah asya labdhaa 

It is a wonder to find that rare expounder (of the Selt) 
   who is proficient to teach It well; 

4 aashcharyah jnaataa 
kushala anu-shishtah. 

it is also a wonder to find that rare listener (of the Self) 
who is proficient to grasp this teaching. 

 

A Teaching Hard to Obtain 

1-2 Many may get the good fortune to go to listen to such a teacher, but even 
amongst them there would be one rare soul who actually gets touched by the teaching and 
seeks to advance. 

Acharyaji told us humorously of many people who go to Vedanta lectures just to get 
away from their troublesome families. They sit in the back row and have a good sleep! 
Others come but their minds are so agitated that they cannot understand anything that is 
said. They, too, doze off midway through the talk, unable to connect with the teacher. 

 

A Teacher & Disciple Hard to Obtain 

3-4 Aascharya: “awe-inspiring, a wonder”. In the midst of this pitiful situation, there 
arises one among millions who seeks to escape from this life of sense enslavement. He is so 
rare as to be a wonder in this world. A good, proficient Teacher who can teach about the 
Self is equally a wonder. Both are Kushalah, rare and proficient. 

Yama is amazed to have discovered one like Nachiketas, who really towers above the 
generality of mankind. Yama raises him aloft as an example of the rarity of spiritual 
aspiration in this world of materialism and sense pleasures. 

In taking the true teacher and a true disciple as “Wonders”, we have to be careful 
that these do not refer to outward signs. Pujya Gurudev describes it beautifully: “A teacher 
is not a wonder because of the length of his beard, or because he sleeps not, eats not or 
dresses not. Many aspirants have fallen into this mistake of judging the outer-show, only to 
find in the end inner hollowness!” 
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The Wonder Teacher is one who is both proficient in expressing himself to an 
audience of seekers, and also one who has experienced the Truth of the Self within him. The 
Wonder Disciple is he who has a genuine desire and thirst for God and God alone to find the 
ultimate fulfillment in his life.  

 

 

 1.2.8:  Principles in Spiritual Teaching 
  

lÉ lÉUåhÉÉuÉUåhÉ mÉëÉå£ü LwÉ 
    xÉÑÌuÉ¥ÉårÉÉå oÉWÒûkÉÉ ÍcÉlirÉqÉÉlÉÈ | 
AlÉlrÉmÉëÉå£åü aÉÌiÉU§É lÉÉÎxiÉ 
    AhÉÏrÉÉlÉç ½iÉYrÉïqÉhÉÑmÉëqÉÉhÉÉiÉç     || 1.2.8|| 

 

na nar£³¡var£³a prµkta £½a 
    suvij²£yµ bahudh¡ cintyam¡na¦ | 
ananyaprµkt£ gatiratra n¡sti 
    a³§y¡n hyatarkyama³upram¡³¡t    || 1.2.8|| 
 

1 Na narena avarena  
   proktah eshah 

Not by an inferior instructor (who has not attained Brahman), 
can the Self be instructed; (if it is, it will not be) 

2 suvi-jneyah bahudhaa 
chintya-maanah; 

easily understood due to the many  
   conflicting ways in which It is bound to be explained. 

3 ananya prokte  
   gatih atra na asti 

But, when taught by one who sees no Duality,  
   then no doubts and variations will arise. 

4 aniyaan hi atarkyam  
   anu-pramaanaat. 

Indeed, It cannot be argued that It is subtler 
   than the subtlest (for that has no end). 

 

This is one of the key verses in this chapter, and we give it special attention. Three 
key principles in spiritual teaching are conveyed in this verse. They are: 

 

A. An Unqualified Teacher Cannot Succeed: 

1-2 However learned and brilliant a speaker may be, if he is not spiritually elevated 
he cannot make any impression on his audience. He may entertain them, but he will not 
bring clarity in their minds about the spiritual Truth or the path. Clarity comes only from 
actual direct experience of the Truth of experiencing oneness with the Self. 

Such a teacher is himself usually a man of Preyas, using his knowledge as a means to 
earn an income. It is a business for him to speak and earn wealth. His mind is really set only 
on this gain from the talks, not on the welfare of his listeners. How can such a person make 
an impression on people’s hearts? 

 

B. Self Can Be Taught From Non-Duality: 

3 The true teacher is a Brahma-Nishtha Guru. He is acquainted with the scriptures 
well enough to assist other seekers in clearing their doubts. He is also well established in 
Brahman, the supreme consciousness – that is, he is a realized Master. For the case of a 
qualified teacher, the following four interpretations are given in the Shankara Bhashya of 
the words ‘Ananya Prokta’ (a non-different teacher) and ‘Gatih’ (the arising of doubts): 
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a) Teacher is one with Self: As given above already, the teacher is one who is ‘non-
different’ from the Self. He has Aparoksha Jnana or direct experience of the Self. When such 
a person teaches, the student is left with no doubt as to whether the Self exists or not. He 
can see the Truth in the person speaking. No Gatih or doubts arise in the listener’s mind. 

b) The Teaching is About the Self: The non-different nature of the Self forms the 
subject matter, taught by the teacher who is one with It. The student is made to grasp the 
truth that this Self is really his true nature, that he is non-different from It. This teaching 
makes him convinced and there is no Gatih since there is no other knowledge besides it. 

c) No Transmigration: The focus here is on Gatih. This word is taken to mean ‘trans-
migration’ or the repeated cycle of births and deaths. When the Self is spoken of by a 
realized sage, the listener is left in no doubt, and the cause of rebirth is removed by the 
knowledge transmitted by the realized teacher. 

d) No Non-Comprehension: Due to Samskrit Sandhee grammar rules, ‘Prokte-Gatih’ 
is a word combination that splits into the two words ‘Prokta Agatih’. This means ‘non-
comprehension’. The teacher’s explanation leaves no room for not grasping it. 

And so, Shankaracharyaji sees four facets of truth in the same set of words. These 
are not different interpretations, but different facets. All can be taken to be correct and 
applicable. Each facet indicates or emphasizes a particular aspect of the truth. A great 
teacher always integrates knowledge in this manner, rather than create controversy. 

 

C. Truth is Beyond Argumentation: 

4 The third principle is very important for students engaged in scriptural study. There 
are many varieties of thought patterns in spiritual philosophy. If one is not careful of one’s 
foundations, he could be easily swayed by sophistry among the exponents of various 
philosophies. Truth is not a football for intellectual games to be played. Shankaracharyaji, 
through his vast experience, knows that better than most. 

The Truth integrates, as Truth itself is integral. The teacher of Truth sees aspects of 
Truth in everything. Hence doubts do not arise when he teaches. In the hands of scholars 
the Self may have various interpretations. One may take it to be like the subtle atom. 
Another will come along and say it is subtler than that – it is like the proton. A third will 
cleverly present it as even subtler than that – it is an electron! And so on, in the hands of 
intellectuals, the Self becomes the ball in a football game. 

This verse warns us against such teachers, the “puritanical logicians”! Acharyaji 
brilliantly put it in these words: “When the Srutis marry the teacher, the child born to them 
is Pure Knowledge.” 

 Logic is only an instrument, like a knife. It can produce a thousand possibilities. That 
is not the purpose of our study. The intellect can cut, like a knife; what to cut it does not 
know. If we give it any problem it will work out a possible solution based on the parameters 
given to it. If it works within the limits or ‘banks’ of the scriptures, and does not overrun 
them, then alone can it be trusted. 

The intellect cannot work on an unidentifiable, unknown or unknowable thing that 
has no qualities – such as the Self. It has no means to investigate the Self. The Self is beyond 
its realm of operation. To use the intellect well, we need to give it the right parameters of 
Dharma as per scriptural authority, and set it to work in that environment. Then it can be of 
enormous use in directing the course of our lives along the right channels.  
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 1.2.9:  The Exemplary Standard Set by Nachiketas 
 

lÉæwÉÉ iÉMåïühÉ qÉÌiÉUÉmÉlÉårÉÉ 
    mÉëÉå£üÉlrÉålÉæuÉ xÉÑ¥ÉÉlÉÉrÉ mÉëå¸ | 
rÉÉÇ iuÉqÉÉmÉÈ xÉirÉkÉ×ÌiÉoÉïiÉÉÍxÉ 
    iuÉÉSØXçlÉÉå pÉÔrÉÉ³ÉÍcÉMåüiÉÈ mÉë¹É     || 1.2.9|| 

 

nai½¡ tark£³a matir¡pan£y¡ 
    prµkt¡ny£naiva suj²¡n¡ya pr£½¿ha | 
y¡¯ tvam¡pa¦ satyadh»tirbat¡si 
    tv¡d»±nµ bhÀy¡nnacik£ta¦ pra½¿¡    || 1.2.9|| 
 

1 Na eshaa tarkena  
   matih aapaneyaa 

Not through argumentation can this 
   knowledge on the Self be attained. 

2 proktaa anyena eva 
sujnaanaaya preshtha; 

But when taught by the one who knows Non-duality, 
 it leads to sound, thorough knowledge, O dearest! 

3 yaam tvam aapah  
   satya dhritih bataasi 

You have obtained that wisdom,  
   as you are already soundly fixed in the Truth. 

4 tvaadrik na bhooyaat 
nachiketaah prashtaa. 

May others approach me with questions 
   in the same way as you have, O Nachiketas. 

 

The previous verse is well concluded in this verse. In the light of the possibilities for 
getting side-tracked into logic, Yama’s praise for Nachiketas tantamounts to praise for the 
solid foundation given to us by the Vedas. Atma Vidya comes out trumps in these two 
verses. The student who resolves to adhere to scriptural authority is in safe hands.  

 

1 Na Aapaneyaa Tarkena: These words could be interpreted in two ways, and both 
could be taken as correct: 

i) The standard meaning as given above is “not attainable through argumentation.”  

ii) By reading the words as “Na Aa Apaneya Tarkena” the Shankara Bhashya 
suggests the meaning can be taken as “not to be destroyed through argumentation.” This 
meaning would also be valid. Argumentation certainly destroys whatever is gained from the 
hearing of the scriptures. Arguments are strongly discouraged in the study of Vedanta.  

2 Proktaa Anyena: This is the same person whom we have already described in 3 of 
the previous verse. He is the realized saint who “sees no differences”, who is in Non-duality. 
Only when such a teacher teaches the Self, does the concept get firmly rooted in the 
student as sound knowledge. 

3 This verse shows us how much of a concern it is to a spiritual teacher to ensure 
that his student has a firm foundation in the Truth. Once anchored to Truth, the student’s 
boat will not be carried away by the storms of argumentation and logic which abound. 

4 Nachiketas is further eulogized here – Yama expresses his wish that all students 
who come to him should be as ideal as Nachiketas. Praise for Nachiketas is praise for the 
Shrutis, since it is the Srutis that have made a Nachiketas possible. 
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The next two verses are related. The first, 1.2.10, quotes Lord Yama’s own example 
when he was young. The second, 1.2.11, compares that with Nachiketas. In a way, the 
comparison brings out the greatness of both. 

 

1.2.10:  Yama’s Attainment  
 

eÉÉlÉÉqrÉWÇû zÉåuÉÍkÉËUirÉÌlÉirÉÇ 
    lÉ ½kÉëÑuÉæÈ mÉëÉmrÉiÉå ÌWû kÉëÑuÉÇ iÉiÉç | 
iÉiÉÉå qÉrÉÉ lÉÉÍcÉMåüiÉÍ¶ÉiÉÉåÅÎalÉÈ 
    AÌlÉirÉæSìïurÉæÈ mÉëÉmiÉuÉÉlÉÎxqÉ ÌlÉirÉqÉç     || 1.2.10|| 

 

j¡n¡myaha¯ ¾£vadhirityanitya¯ 
    na hyadhruvai¦ pr¡pyat£ hi dhruva¯ tat | 
tatµ may¡ n¡cik£ta¾citµ:'gni¦ 
    anityairdravyai¦ pr¡ptav¡nasmi nityam   || 1.2.10|| 
 

1 Jaanaami aham  
   shevadhih iti anityam 

I (Lord Yama) knew that this  
   ‘treasure’ was impermanent, 

2 na hi adhruvaih  
   praapyate hi dhruvam tat; 

for the rule is: “Never through impermanent things  
   is that permanent entity attained.” 

3 tatah mayaa naachiketah 
chitah agnih  

Yet, by me has the “Nachiketas  
   Fire” been propitiated or piled up 

4 anityaih dravyaih praapta-
vaan asmi nityam. 

with impermanent things, and so I have attained the 
relatively “eternal” heavenly abode (as Lord Yama). 

 

Yama’s Early Spiritual Course 

1 In this verse, Lord Yama speaks openly of his own weakness relative to 
Nachiketas’s greatness. He reveals that early in his life he did have the desire for empty, 
worldly pursuits, even though he was aware that they were temporary.  

2 He was also fully aware of the principle that impermanent means could not be 
used to attain permanent ends. To attain the Supreme Brahman, renunciation could not be 
escaped. One has to renounce in order to attain the highest. He knew that very well. 

3 However, in spite of knowing this, he (Lord Yama) was still attracted by the 
comforts of the heavens of Hiranyagarbha, for which he performed the Nachiketas Fire.  

4 This fire is in the realm of Samsara; it brings only temporary rewards such as a trip 
to the heavenly, ‘eternal’ regions. Yama realized how temporary that was. It was after 
making such a poor start to his spiritual life, that he realized the folly of his choice.  

It then dawned upon him to strive to realize his identity with Brahman from where 
he was. But the procedure to do that in heaven is quite complex. He did succeed but he had 
to wait to reach Brahmaloka, receive instructions there from Brahmaji, and then get 
liberated. In Vedantic terms, Lord Yama had taken the Krama Mukti path to realisation. 

However, bound inescapably by the Karmic result of the sacrifice he performed, he 
had to perform the function of the “Lord of Death” in the relative world. He could not 
escape this Karma.  

 



48 

 

1.2.11:  Nachiketas’s Attainment 
 

MüÉqÉxrÉÉÎmiÉÇ eÉaÉiÉÈ mÉëÌiÉ¸ÉÇ 
    ¢üiÉÉåUÉlÉlirÉqÉpÉrÉxrÉ mÉÉUqÉç | 
xiÉÉåqÉqÉWûSÒÂaÉÉrÉÇ mÉëÌiÉ¸ÉÇ SØwOèuÉÉ 
    kÉ×irÉÉ kÉÏUÉå lÉÍcÉMåüiÉÉåÅirÉxÉëÉ¤ÉÏÈ     || 1.2.11|| 

 

k¡masy¡pti¯ jagata¦ prati½¿h¡¯ 
    kratµr¡nantyamabhayasya p¡ram | 
stµmamahadurug¡ya¯ prati½¿h¡¯ d»½¿v¡ 
    dh»ty¡ dh§rµ nacik£tµ:'tyasr¡k½§¦    || 1.2.11|| 
 

1 Kaamasya aaptim 
   jagatah pratishthaam 

The fulfillment of desire 
   is the foundation of the World (Jagat). 

2 kratoh aanantyam  
   abhayasya paaram; 

The endless rewards of sacrifices 
   are the other shore of fearlessness (the Heavens), 

3 stoma-mahat urugaayam 
pratishthaam drishtvaa 

the great covetable sphere of Hiranyagarbha.  
   Having examined all these, 

4 dhrityaa dheerah nachiketah  
   ati-asraaksheeh. 

O Nachiketas, being full of wisdom and firm resolve,  
   you have rejected them all! 

 

Nachiketas’s Direct Path to Realisation 

In contrast to Yama’s route, Nachiketas has chosen from the very outset to follow 
the path of Renunciation while still living on earth, which will take him straight to liberation. 

1 He is able to abandon the path of Desire merely by using his pure discrimination, 
without having to experience those desires. We all know how difficult that is, for Desire is 
the support of this perishable world. 

2 Besides this, Nachiketas also steers himself free of all heavenly attractions. He does 
not take the Krama Mukti route as did Lord Yama. Although heavenly pleasures in the 
realms of Hiranyagarbha are so intensely attractive, yet they are rejected by him since they 
bring only temporary happiness. Nachiketas is looking for a happiness that is permanent.  

3 The “endless rewards” and the “fearlessness” mentioned in the verse have to be 
interpreted as relative states. Whatever is within the realm of Hiranyagarbha can only be 
desire-based and relative. Absolute fearlessness is attained only in the Supreme Brahman. 

4 Yama compares his weakness with the strength displayed by Nachiketas, who was 
able to resist the temptation of material pleasures so determinedly without breaking. In 
Yama’s eyes, Nachiketas’s qualities far exceed his own. 

  

The Greatness of Both Yama & Nachiketas 

For Lord Yama to speak so openly about his own weakness to his own disciple speaks 
volumes of the kind of trust, and openness of character he possessed. It is this sterling 
quality that is possessed by those who realise Brahman. We see in Lord Yama the qualities 
of true leadership when he recognizes the greatness of his disciple. There is no jealousy, 
only the highest praise. Yama actually gets carried away in his praise of Nachiketas, who has 
to remind Yama of his third boon in a very direct manner yet again a little later. 
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1.2.12:  The Means to the Supreme Self 
 

iÉÇ SÒSïzÉïÇ aÉÔRûqÉlÉÑmÉëÌuÉ¹Ç 
    aÉÑWûÉÌWûiÉÇ aÉÀûUå¸Ç mÉÑUÉhÉqÉç | 
AkrÉÉiqÉrÉÉåaÉÉÍkÉaÉqÉålÉ SåuÉÇ  
    qÉiuÉÉ kÉÏUÉå WûwÉïzÉÉåMüÉæ eÉWûÉÌiÉ     || 1.2.12|| 

 

ta¯ durdar¾a¯ gÀ¢hamanupravi½¿a¯ 
    guh¡hita¯ gahvar£½¿ha¯ pur¡³am | 
adhy¡tmayµg¡dhigam£na d£va¯ 
    matv¡ dh§rµ har½a¾µkau jah¡ti    || 1.2.12|| 
 

1 Tam door-darsham  
   goodham anupravishtam 

The Self is difficult to see,  
   and is lodged in an inaccessible place. 

2 guhaahitam  
   gahvareshtham puraanam; 

It is ‘located’ in the intellect, and there it is 
   seated amidst misery since time immemorial.  

3 adhyaatma yoga  
   adhigamena devam 

By means of the science of the inner Self,  
   the Supreme Deity within is meditated upon. 

4 matvaa dheerah  
   harsha shokau jahaati. 

The wise man who recognises (That Supreme Being),  
   comes to renounce both joys and sorrows. 

 

The Shankara Bhashya describes Nachiketas in these words: “O Nachiketas, what an 
unsurpassable quality you are endowed with!” Nachiketas represents Tivra Mumukshutva, 
i.e. yearning for God at the highest level, with the greatest intensity.  

Yama now drifts along the perimeter of the answer to Nachiketas’s third boon, but 
not until he is reminded of it again, does he actually start imparting that knowledge.  

In this and the next verse, Yama begins to introduce some idea of the means to 
attain the Goal. The spiritual Sadhana for attaining the Goal is just touched upon in this 
verse. It beautifully singles out the role of the intellect, based on the spiritual science heard 
from the teacher. Once the spiritual purpose of life is understood, the intellect can be put to 
its rightful use in extricating our mind from the world and attaching it to the Self within. 

 

Key Principles of Sadhana: 

1 The Self is Inaccessibly Lodged: This description of where to find the Self tells us 
that it is something which is always there but is intangible to the senses and mind. By using 
expressions like ‘difficult to see’, ‘lodged’, ‘located’, ‘seated’ and ‘inaccessible’, the idea is 
conveyed that the Self is something real even though it cannot be perceived through the 
senses and mind. It needs the “Eye of Intuition” to see the Self. The line indicates the subtle 
nature of the Self. 

2 Guhaahitam: Figurative speech is used here to give a location for that which is all-
pervasive. The Self is thought of as a ‘living being’ dwelling within a ‘cave’ deep within our 
inner being. The cave represents the intellect. It is hidden very deep inside us. This is a very 
common simile used in the Upanishads for the ‘location’ of the Self within. 

Gahvareshtham: The conditions surrounding the Self are now described. It is said to 
be in the “midst of misery”, since It is really infinite, yet is experienced as being finite; It is 
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really free and unbound, yet is experienced in a state of bondage to the body, senses, mind 
and intellect. To be in such a restricted state must surely feel like being in prison. Hence, 
there is the misery felt by the Self.  

We remind ourselves that the Self is being given these human attributes just for us 
to get some basic idea of It. We are not speaking here of the “indestructible, changeless, all-
pervasive and attributeless Brahman”. That will come later. Now we are simply getting 
aquainted with the Self and developing a feel for the spiritual knowledge that Yama is about 
to begin imparting. 

Puraanam: “the Ancient”, “from time immemorial”. It is bad enough to be in prison; 
it is worse to be left there in oblivion to rot! The ‘rotting’ of the Self is now being brought 
out. It has been obscured from our experience over such a long period spanning many 
births, that Its obscurity has made It seem unreachable, neglected, forgotten and left to rot. 
The misery of being in prison is multiplied by the misery of being forgotten.  

3 Adhyaatma Yoga: There is a scientific means to realize the Self. This means is 
summarised by Adhigamena, which refers to the process of meditation on the Self. Since 
the meditation is on the Self, the Self is referred to as a Deva or ‘Deity’ being worshipped 
during meditation. The intellect is repeatedly brought to a focus on the inner Being. The 
process is well-known as just meditation, or sometimes as transcendental meditation. 

4 Matvaa: When thus “recognized” in deep meditation, the Dheerah or wise man, 
has one more condition to fulfill – he has to free himself from all likes and dislikes, joys and 
sorrows. A balanced state of mind is needed before he can begin earnest meditation. 

 

1.2.13:  Details of the Sadhana Process 
 

LiÉcNíÓûiuÉÉ xÉqmÉËUaÉ×½ qÉirÉïÈ 
    mÉëuÉ×½ kÉqrÉïqÉhÉÑqÉåiÉqÉÉmrÉ | 
xÉ qÉÉåSiÉå qÉÉåSlÉÏrÉð ÌWû sÉokuÉÉ 
    ÌuÉuÉ×iÉð xÉ© lÉÍcÉMåüiÉxÉÇ qÉlrÉå     || 1.2.13|| 

 

£tacchrutv¡ samparig»hya martya¦ 
    prav»hya dharmyama³um£tam¡pya | 
sa mµdat£ mµdan§ya° hi labdhv¡ 
    viv»ta° sadma nacik£tasa¯ many£    || 1.2.13|| 
 

1 Etat shrutvaa sam- 
    parigrihya martyah 

After hearing this and getting a sound  
   intellectual  grasp of the Self, a mortal being  

2 pravrihya dharmyam  
   anum etam aapya; 

abstracts the Self  (from the body, etc) by discrimination,  
   and attains the subtle Self. 

3 sah modate  
   modaneeyam hi labdhvaa 

He then rejoices,  
   for he has obtained the very cause of all joy. 

4 vivritam sadma 
nachiketasam manye. 

The abode of Brahman would be wide open, 
   I think, for one like you, O Nachiketas. 

 

Yama summarises the spiritual journey ahead in these words. The overview of the 
Sadhana given in the previous verse is studded with a few more details along the pathway.  
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1 Shrutvaa: The stage of Sravana or hearing the Truth from one’s Guru, is mentioned 
first. Then the stage of Manana is mentioned, which aims to get a firm grasp of the 
knowledge of the Self. By these two, a mortal being gets a solid foundation to assist him in 
his Sadhana thereafter. 

2 Pravrihya: Sravana and Manana is followed by Nididhyasana, during which the de-
superimposition process or abstraction of the Self is begun. The teaching that the body and 
mind are not our real Self is put to the test by intellectually separating oneself from them. 
One has to live by the principles learnt in Sravana and Manana. When this is done in every 
detail and the de-superimposition is thoroughly completed, the Sadhaka gets his first 
glimpses of his true spiritual nature. 

3 Modate: Upon realization, the Sadhaka rejoices because he discovers the Self 
which is the Modaneeyam or the very “Cause of all Delight”.  

4 At this point, Yama cannot help heaping more praise upon Nachiketas, as he sees 
in him the most qualified person to plunge into this path. Lord Yama was apparently getting 
carried away by the virtues he saw in his exceptional student. Has he forgotten about the 
third boon? 

 

 

1.2.14:  Boon 3: A Reminder Re-Phrased  
 

AlrÉ§É kÉqÉÉïSlrÉ§ÉÉkÉqÉÉïSlrÉ§ÉÉxqÉÉiM×üiÉÉM×üiÉÉiÉç | 
AlrÉ§É pÉÔiÉÉŠ pÉurÉÉŠ rÉ¨ÉimÉzrÉÍxÉ iÉ²S     || 1.2.14|| 

 

anyatra dharm¡danyatr¡dharm¡danyatr¡sm¡tk»t¡k»t¡t | 
anyatra bhÀt¡cca bhavy¡cca yattatpa¾yasi tadvada  || 1.2.14|| 
 

  Nachiketas says to Lord Yama: 

1 Anyatra dharmaat anyatra adharmaat Other than virtue and other than vice;  

2 anyatra asmaat krita akritaat; other than cause and effect; 

3 anyatra bhootaat cha bhavyaat cha other than the past and the future – 

4 yat tat pashyasi tat vada. tell me of that thing as you see It. 
 

Nachiketas indirectly reminds Yama of the boon. His interruption here seems to be 
saying to Yama: “It is very well for you to praise me, but that will not help me reach the Self. 
Please tell me about the Self in detail, not just an overview of It.” 

He rephrases it as though he wants to disguise his reminder!  Nachiketas’s single-
mindedness and focus on what he wants is exemplary – especially now when he has been 
praised to the hilt by none other than Lord Yama himself. He has the singleness of purpose 
to ignore all the praise and gets straight to his point. 

The re-phrasing of the boon takes the form of three aspects of the Truth: 

1 Different from Dharma and Adharma: This may be interpreted as virtue and vice; 
or as Paapa and Punya (merit and demerit), for that is the purpose for which most people 
follow Dharma; or as the known and the unknown, since to follow Dharma one has to first 
know what it is. 

Nachiketas is aware that Dharma and Adharma (as well as the other two pairs 
mentioned in the verse) are concerned with Duality. Different from it would be Non-duality.  
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2 Different from Krita and Akrita: This is taken to mean the cause and effect; or 
literally it could mean the created and the uncreated. The cause here is the Unmanifest or 
Hiranyagarbha; the Self is beyond this, it is the Causeless Cause.  

3 Different from Bhuta and Bhavya: It is beyond the past and the future. For 
something to exist only in the present means it must be beyond time. It is in the eternal 
present, the NOW.   

4 All three expressions, or pairs, direct our minds to something beyond anything that 
has an empirical existence, i.e. to Non-duality. That is what Nachiketas would like to know 
more about, and only Yama can tell him what that is. 

The original boon asked directly about what exists after death, implying what is it 
that exists besides the gross body and the subtle body equipment? The re-phrased version 
here asks indirectly about the same Truth – i.e. it asks what is beyond the pairs of opposites 
which govern the body and mind levels. What is beyond Dharma and Adharma, beyond 
Causation (cause and effect) and beyond Time (past and future)? This points to the Self. 

 

 

“OM” UPASANA 
 

1.2.15:  The Goal of All Spiritual Efforts – “OM” 
 

xÉuÉåï uÉåSÉ rÉimÉSqÉÉqÉlÉÎliÉ 
    iÉmÉÉÇÍxÉ xÉuÉÉïÍhÉ cÉ rÉ²SÎliÉ | 
rÉÌScNûliÉÉå oÉë¼cÉrÉïÇ cÉUÎliÉ 
    iÉ¨Éå mÉSÇ xÉÇaÉëWåûhÉ oÉëuÉÏqrÉÉåÍqÉirÉåiÉiÉç     || 1.2.15|| 

 

sarv£ v£d¡ yatpadam¡mananti 
    tap¡¯si sarv¡³i ca yadvadanti | 
yadicchantµ brahmacarya¯ caranti 
    tatt£ pada¯ sa¯grah£³a brav§myµmity£tat  || 1.2.15|| 
 

  Yama says to Nachiketas: 

1 Sarve vedaah yat   
   padam aamananti 

That which all the Vedas  
   speak of as the Goal; 

2 tapaamsi sarvaani cha  
   yat vadanti; 

and which by all penances or acts of austerity 
    is also proclaimed;  

3 yat icchhantah  
   brahma-charyam charanti 

and wishing for which  
   people practice Brahmacharya; 

4 tat te padam  
   sangrahena braveemi: 

that Goal to thee 
    I will briefly declare: 

5 Om iti etat. It is “OM”. 
 

4-5 Lord Yama answers Nachiketas’s re-phrased boon directly by stating what the 
answer is, without giving any explanation. This is the briefest possible answer – OM. 

The first approach to this Truth is via a symbol that has been unanimously accepted 
by the enlightened Rishis of the Vedic period as being OM, written as “”. 
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Yama is providing an answer to the boon in the briefest manner. Under the symbol 
 is found every possible detail in the scriptures of the path that leads to the Self. It is a 
perfect point to begin. 

The symbol Om is used in three different contexts, as given in this verse in its first 
three Padas. These may be considered to be three more ways of expressing the same boon. 
In any case, it is the way Yama has understood the boon to be: 

 

1 Used widely in all the Vedas: Its use has scriptural authority. It is an accepted 
symbol for the Truth. Everyone will understand what is meant when the sound symbol OM 
is referred to. 

2 The Objective of All Tapas or Austerity:  People perform many kinds of austerity, 
undergoing great hardship. However, the meditation upon Om is said to cover all these 
forms of austerities whether one wishes to attain merit or spiritual evolution. 

3 The Reason Why Brahmacharya or Celibacy is Observed: The greatest of all 
austerities is the vow of Brahmacharya, because it is the most difficult. There are two types 
of people who observe Brahmacharya: i) that observed by students of the Vedas during 
their period of study; or ii) the life-long observance of it for the purpose of making oneself 
fit to do the intense Sadhana to realize the Self. Conservation of energy for higher purposes 
is the principle behind this austerity. 

4-5 The symbol OM stands for all these. It is a blanket term for all Upasanas directed 
towards a goal beyond the ordinary earth plane. This is explained further. 

 

 

1.2.16:  The Scope Covered by “Om” 
 

LiÉSèkrÉåuÉÉ¤ÉUÇ oÉë¼ LiÉSèkrÉåuÉÉ¤ÉUÇ mÉUqÉç | 
LiÉSèkrÉåuÉÉ¤ÉUÇ ¥ÉÉiuÉÉ rÉÉå rÉÌScNûÌiÉ iÉxrÉ iÉiÉç    || 1.2.16|| 

 

£taddhy£v¡k½ara¯ brahma £taddhy£v¡k½ara¯ param | 
£taddhy£v¡k½ara¯ j²¡tv¡ yµ yadicchati tasya tat  || 1.2.16|| 
 

1 Etat hi eva aksharam brahma This word alone is verily the Saguna Brahman; 

2 etat hi eva aksharam param; This word alone is verily the Nirguna Brahman; 

3 etat hi eva aksharam jnaatvaa This word alone is verily that which is to be known 

4 yah yat icchhati tasya tat. in order to obtain whichever (of the two) one desires,. 
 

The scope of OM worship in its general form is given in this verse. “The higher world” 
means different things to different people according to the goal they desire. It ranges from 
the Saguna to the Nirguna, i.e. from the Brahman with form and attributes to that which is 
Formless and Attributeless.  

1 In this Pada, Om is taken to mean the “inferior” or Saguna Brahman. This stands for 
Hiranyagarbha, who is at the helm of all the conditionings associated with Brahman. 
Hiranyagarbha is the ‘Spout’ or ‘Womb’ of Creation. All manifestation, gross and subtle, 
begin from Hiranyagarbha. 

2 In this Pada, Om is taken to mean the “superior” or Nirguna Brahman. This 
represents the unconditioned Brahman, where there is no duality whatsoever.  
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This is the Goal which is strived for by the sages who are free of all attachments to 
this world of duality. 

3 Om is meditated upon in two different ways in either of the above two aspects. In 
both cases, Om leads the worshipper or meditator to the goal he is striving for. The symbol 
Om thus stands for both wings of higher worlds, namely, that desired by Preyas-minded 
worshippers, as well as that desired by Sreyas-minded aspirants. 

4 According to the goal one has in mind, so is the fruit of the worship – one goes to 
the plane of one’s desire. Our intention determines what we attain. It is our intention which 
manifests as the fruit. The symbol Om is the means which takes us to that fruit. 

This could mean any of many planes of existence in which one may enjoy the fruits 
of one’s merits. These have been explained earlier in Chapter 1. However, for the aspirant 
who has no desire for any of these pleasures in heaven, the same Upasana, done with the 
intention of desiring liberation from the wheel of Samsara, obtains the highest fruit of 
oneness with the Supreme Self or Brahman.  

Another division of Om worship is based on whether the worshipper uses the sound 
symbol OM, or the form of the letter “”. The first is called “Shabda Vachyam” and the 
second is “Shabda Pratikam”. Both of these are equally effective in application. One is based 
on name, and the other on form. Either of them can be used in Om meditation, for either 
attaining Saguna Brahman or attaining Nirguna Brahman. 

 

 

1.2.17:  A Eulogy of “Om” 
 

LiÉSè AÉsÉqoÉlÉÇ ´Éå¸qÉç , LiÉSè AÉsÉqoÉlÉÇ mÉUqÉç |  

LiÉSè AÉsÉqoÉlÉÇ ¥ÉÉiuÉÉ , oÉë¼-sÉÉåMåü qÉWûÏrÉiÉå    ||2.17|| 
 

£tad¡lambana° ¾r£½¿ham£tad¡lambana¯ param | 
£tad¡lambana¯ j²¡tv¡ brahmalµk£ mah§yat£  || 1.2.17|| 
 

1 Etat aalambanam shreshtham This (Om) is the best symbol; 

2 etat aalambanam param; This (Om) is the symbol for the highest; 

3 etat aalambanam jnaatvaa This (Om) is the symbol worth knowing; 

4 brahma-loke maheeyate. For he comes to be adored in the world of Brahma. 
 

1-3 Like most scriptures, the thing that is taken up under discussion is always praised 
as the best. This is done so as to instill the right faith in the mind of the student. He has to 
feel that what he is going to engage himself in is going to bring him the results promised 
most efficiently. Therefore, in this verse OM is given that supreme status. 

4 Not only is the symbol praised, but it is also said here that one who does the 
worship of OM becomes worthy to be adored by all who are familiar with anything to do 
with the spiritual realm. Among devotees, the worshippers engaged in OM Upasana are 
recognized to be genuine seekers working towards their legitimate goal. There is a stamp of 
approval given to them through this verse. This is an important factor in ensuring that a 
person begins this worship with full confidence that the goal will be reached; that the 
reward will be received; that the effort will end in success. 
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SAANKHYA YOGA (as in Bhagavad Geeta) 
 

The following two verses have been copied into the Bhagavad Geeta under 
“Saankhya Yoga” in Discourse 2. They fit well in the context of the Mahabharata war. 

 

1.2.18:  The Yoga of the Self 
 

lÉ eÉÉrÉiÉå ÍqÉërÉiÉå uÉÉ ÌuÉmÉÍ¶ÉlÉç 
    lÉÉrÉÇ MÑüiÉÍ¶É³É oÉpÉÔuÉ MüÍ¶ÉiÉç | 
AeÉÉå ÌlÉirÉÈ zÉÉµÉiÉÉåÅrÉÇ mÉÑUÉhÉÉå 
    lÉ WûlrÉiÉå WûlrÉqÉÉlÉå zÉUÏUå      || 1.2.18|| 

 

na j¡yat£ mriyat£ v¡ vipa¾cin 
    n¡ya¯ kuta¾cinna babhÀva ka¾cit | 
ajµ nitya¦ ¾¡¾vatµ:'ya¯ pur¡³µ 
    na hanyat£ hanyam¡n£ ¾ar§r£    || 1.2.18|| 
 

1 Na jaayate mriyate vaa vipaschit The intelligent Self is neither born nor does It die. 

2 na ayam kutashchit  
   na babhoova kashchit; 

It does not originate from anything,  
   nor does anything originate from It. 

3 ajah nityah shaashvatah  
   ayam puraanah 

It is birthless, eternal, undecaying,  
   and it is ancient. 

4 na hanyate hanyamaane shareere. It is not killed even when the body is killed.  
 

We now begin the answer to the boon in terms independent of any symbol. This is 
the direct approach using first principles. Only the power of understanding of one’s intellect 
is needed. This is considered to be the most efficient means of transmitting knowledge. 

1 The words “is neither born nor does It die” are to be taken to refer to all the six 
Vikriyas, namely, birth, existence, growth, decay, old age and death. All these Vikriyas apply 
to the body only. Hence the Self is said here to be beyond the changing body. 

2 The Self does not arise from anything different from It, nor does it produce 
anything different from It. It is beyond Causation; it is not a cause, nor does it produce an 
effect. Whatever appears different is a mere illusion, like water in a mirage. There is no 
Reality other than the Self. 

3 The Self is that which always has been, always is, and always will be. This Pada is 
effectively stating the same thing as Pada 1. There are no Vikriyas (modifications) in the Self. 

This is because the Self is a totally different transactional plane from the world we 
know. When we see the Self, we do not see anything else. Everything is seen as the Self. 
One needs to shift to another level of consciousness to become aware of the Self. That is the 
key message Yama wishes to get across to his young disciple Nachiketas. 

4 The last sentence directly answers Nachiketas’ original phrasing of the boon: “Does 
It exist or not after the death of the body?” The answer is “Yes”. From the angle of the Self, 
It alone exists, there is nothing else besides It. It is Non-dual.  
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1.2.19:  What is Action & Inaction 
 

WûliÉÉ cÉålqÉlrÉiÉå WûliÉÑð WûiÉ¶ÉålqÉlrÉiÉå WûiÉqÉç | 
EpÉÉæ iÉÉæ lÉ ÌuÉeÉÉlÉÏiÉÉå lÉÉrÉð WûÎliÉ lÉ WûlrÉiÉå    || 1.2.19|| 

 

hant¡ c£nmanyat£ hantu° hata¾c£nmanyat£ hatam | 
ubhau tau na vij¡n§tµ n¡ya° hanti na hanyat£  || 1.2.19|| 
 

1 Hantaa chet manyate hantum If the killer thinks that he kills, 

2 hatah chet manyate hatam; and if the killed thinks that he is killed, 

3 ubhau tau na vijaaneetah both of them do not know the truth. 

4 na ayam hanta na hanyate. It does not kill, nor is It killed. 
 

In this verse the main point is to expound the doctrine of “Doership”. In this 
doctrine, the spiritual view is that one is not the doer, whether acts or is acted upon.  

[“Killing” is only an example of an action; it should not be taken literally. Any action 
would suffice for the purpose of illustrating ‘doership’. In the context of Nachiketas 
interviewing the Lord of Death, the example chosen is quite appropriate, albeit gruesome to 
sensitive readers. To prove a point the worst case is usually considered. The choice of an 
example of killing could have been for that reason. There is no greater pain we humans feel 
than the loss of someone through a killing, both physically and emotionally. Indifference in 
such an extreme case proves the point more dramatically than any other example.] 

 

“Saankhya Yoga” as in the Geeta 

1 The doer is defined as one who does an act. If one thinks that he is acting, then he 
takes on the role of ‘doer’. 

2 The doer is also one on whom an action is done. If one thinks that he is being acted 
upon, then he takes a share in the ‘doing’. 

3 In both cases, the role of doership is falsely taken on by the individual. It is not the 
individual who acts, not at all. 

4 The real ‘Doer’ is the individual ego, who is the false “I”. The Self, which is the true 
“I”, is not the one who acts or is acted upon. The verse is written from the Self’s viewpoint. 
A seeker has to remember this principle in all actions that he engages in.  

The Self is untouched by whatever happens to the body, even if the worst possible 
thing happens, such as a gruesome slaying. In a spiritual sense, we are all “untouchables”! 
Whatever happens to us in this world, our true Self remains unaffected, untouched. 

If the hurting were only emotional and not physical, the simile would apply just the 
same. The Self is not touched even by emotion, meaning that the Self is not the mind also.  

The Self may be compared to the space in a pot. Regardless of what happens to the 
pot, even if it is crushed to bits, the space occupied by it is not crushed at all. It goes on 
existing as before and simply merges with the outside space.  

The Shankara Bhashya deduces from this verse that the knower of the Self has to be 
beyond virtue and vice, which can logically apply only to the relative plane of existence. Only 
from the perspective of the Self, there is neither virtue nor vice. 

How is the Self to be known?... 
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1.2.20:  Self-Knowledge – 1: Majesty of the Self 
 

AhÉÉåUhÉÏrÉÉlqÉWûiÉÉå qÉWûÏrÉÉ- 
    lÉÉiqÉÉÅxrÉ eÉliÉÉåÌlÉïÌWûiÉÉå aÉÑWûÉrÉÉqÉç | 
iÉqÉ¢üiÉÑÈ mÉzrÉÌiÉ uÉÏiÉzÉÉåMüÉå 
    kÉÉiÉÑmÉëxÉÉSÉlqÉÌWûqÉÉlÉqÉÉiqÉlÉÈ     || 1.2.20|| 

 

a³µra³§y¡nmahatµ mah§y¡- 
    n¡tm¡:'sya jantµrnihitµ guh¡y¡m | 
tamakratu¦ pa¾yati v§ta¾µkµ 
    dh¡tupras¡d¡nmahim¡nam¡tmana¦   || 1.2.20|| 
 

1 Anoh aneeyaan  
   mahato maheeyaan 

The Self is subtler than the subtle  
   and greater than the great; 

2 aatmaa asya jantoh  
   nihitah guhaayaam 

The Self of every living creature 
   is lodged in the “Cave of the Heart”; 

3 tam akratuh  
   pashyati veeta shokah 

A desireless man free from willing and wishing, 
   becomes free from sorrow, and beholds, 

4 dhaatuh prasaadaat  
   mahimaanam aatmanah. 

through the grace of a tranquil mind and calm senses,  
   the glory and majesty of the inner Self. 

 

This is a favourite and much quoted verse among preachers and writers. It holds a 
full house of ideas that would make ornaments in the halls of Sadhakas.  

 

Juxtaposition of Contradictions: 

1 Anoh aneeyaan: “large and small”. The first sentence points to the fact that the 
Self is in another plane altogether, totally unlike the relative one that we know through our 
senses. Small and big do not feature in the realm of the Self. Size is not of any consequence 
to the Infinite. This is the Truth behind the apparent contradiction. 

Acharyaji took great care to point out that the contradiction was not intended simply 
to blast our mind by placing in it two opposites side by side. No purpose is served by doing 
that. The intention here is to bring out the subtle quality of the Self. That is the purpose of 
using such a contradictory statement. 

2 Nihitah Guhaayaam: “the core of our being”. To make that statement clearer, the 
Self is said to be lodged in the heart of every being. No size is referred to, but a Presence of 
Being, or an “I am-ness” is to be understood. Every creature feels certain that he exists. That 
sense of existence is the core of our heart. The pure existence of any being is entirely the 
Self. All else are only the walls of the ‘cave’. 

 

Desirelessness – the Essential Quality to Behold the Self: 

3a Akratuh: Why is “desirelessness” so essential for God-vision? Desire – any desire – 
has the effect of engaging our mind upon it. To the extent we are engaged in this way, we 
are distracted; we cannot be serene enough to focus on the Self. Only the desireless person 
can be serene enough to make his mind vacant for the experience of the Self. The term 
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‘Kratu’ refers to one who devotes himself to action to obtain a desire. Conversely, ‘Akratu’, 
refers to one who is actionless because he has no desire. He alone can behold the Self. 

3b Veeta-Shokah: “freedom from sorrow”. This is the freedom one gets as a result of 
being desireless. The word used here is actually ‘Veegata Shokah’, meaning “sorrow that is 
well-gone”, that is, sorrow that is gone for good, never to return. This has far-reaching 
meaning, but in brief it is nothing short of the end of all transmigration of the soul into this 
trouble-ridden world which produces the sorrow. Liberation from all sorrow is the goal 
achieved when the mind is totally free from all desire.  

4 Dhaatu-Prasad: This term is worthy of note. In this context, Dhatu means that 
which “holds the body together”, that is, the subtle body, mainly the mind and senses.  
When the mind becomes tranquil, and senses become calm, serenity is the fruit or Prasad it 
confers upon us. Thus, the real blessing all are seeking comes from our own mind! We may, 
of course, seek the blessings of saints and holy men, but their blessings are directed towards 
conferring upon us the blessings of our own mind. 

When this term is taken to refer to help from outside, there arises the Doctrine of 
Grace, which says that in the final analysis, God-realisation is due to the Lord’s Grace alone. 
This is an interpretation favoured by Dualists. When it is taken to refer to help from inside, 
one speaks of the Blessing of a Serene Mind. This is favoured by Advaitins (Non-dualists).  

 

 

1.2.21:  Self-Knowledge – 2: Contradictions in the Self  
 

AÉxÉÏlÉÉå SÕUÇ uÉëeÉÌiÉ zÉrÉÉlÉÉå rÉÉÌiÉ xÉuÉïiÉÈ | 
MüxiÉÇ qÉSÉqÉSÇ SåuÉÇ qÉSlrÉÉå ¥ÉÉiÉÑqÉWïûÌiÉ     || 1.2.21|| 

 

¡s§nµ dÀra¯ vrajati ¾ay¡nµ y¡ti sarvata¦ | 
kasta¯ mad¡mada¯ d£va¯ madanyµ j²¡tumarhati  || 1.2.21|| 
 

1 Aaseenah dooram vrajati While sitting, It travels far away; 

2 shayaanah yaati sarvatah; while sleeping, It goes everywhere. 

3 kah tam mada amadam devam That God who rejoices and rejoices not – who 

4 madanyah jnaatum arhati. but you and I are able to comprehend Him? 
 

The link-line of Shankara Bhashya connecting verses 20 and 21 says: “The Self cannot 
be known by any Tom, Dick and Harry who is fully possessed by desire. Only someone 
qualified like Yama and Nachiketas can achieve success on this path.” The path is difficult for 
those filled with desire, but Suvijneya or “easily known” for those who are dispassionate. 

To help interpreting these lines, we take note that the scriptures speak of two selves: 
one is the ego-self or individual consciousness, and the other is the true Self or universal 
Consciousness. A subtle intellect is needed to differentiate these. This is the most important 
point driven by this verse. 

 

Three Contradictions in the Self 

The three flashing contradictions in the verse compel us to remember this point 
about having a subtle intellect. Acharyaji was intent on not letting these further examples of 
contradictions go unnoticed. The Bhashya brings out the hidden teaching in them: 
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1 i) Sitting, It travels far: We can understand the body remaining in one place while 
the mind travels far away in imagination. This line is not about this type of ‘mental travel’. 
This is about the Self which is all-pervading. There isn’t a spot that it does not occupy. 
Where does it need to travel? That is the riddle raised.  

2 ii) Sleeping, It goes everywhere: Again, when we are asleep, our body is plottable 
on an x-y axes that give it a location, but the mind is elsewhere in dream. How does the line 
apply the same to the Self? The Self does not act, so it can be considered as good as asleep. 
It is not possible for the Self to go about everywhere if it is not acting.  

3 iii) Joyful, It is joyless: The third contradiction is most puzzling. Humans can 
express joy and still be joyless within. But the Self is free from feeling joy or sorrow. It is said 
to be All-Bliss at all times.  

It is clear that these contradictions are not demanding an explanation. They are not 
intended to be explained. They only indicate the Self to be beyond the reach of normal 
human experience, that is all. Lord Yama is introducing Nachiketas to the idea of an 
understanding that is beyond the operating system of the intellect and the mind. 

In the Bhashya, Shankaracharyaji explains these contrasts through two well-chosen 
similes. Each simile illustrates a special aspect of worldly experience: 

i) Vishwaroopa: “a multi-facetted prism”. A prism presents a different colour to a 
viewer as his angle of observation varies. This example shows us the variety of ways in 
which many persons see the same object. 

ii) Chintamani: “philosopher’s stone”. (chinta = thought; mani = object). The peculiar 
feature of this stone is that it presents to a viewer the object of his imagination. This 
example shows the variety of ways in which the same person sees one object. If the owner 
thinks of a cat, he will see a cat in it, and so on. Through these examples Shankaracharyaji 
tries to show us the illusory nature of the perceived world. 

4 The Shankara Bhashya, translating “I” as “us”, i.e. “you and I”, Yama says, “It is only 
the wise of fine intellect, like us, that this Self can be well comprehended.” Does Nachiketas 
really need this boost of praise to give him confidence on the path? He has proven his even-
mindedness on many occasions already. It is probably only to encourage the reader that this 
form of praise is brought in by Shankaracharyaji. 

 

 

1.2.22:  Self-Knowledge – 3: Meditation on the Self 
 

AzÉUÏUð zÉUÏUåwuÉlÉuÉxjÉåwuÉuÉÎxjÉiÉqÉç | 
qÉWûÉliÉÇ ÌuÉpÉÑqÉÉiqÉÉlÉÇ qÉiuÉÉ kÉÏUÉå lÉ zÉÉåcÉÌiÉ    || 1.2.22|| 

 

a¾ar§ra° ¾ar§r£½vanavasth£½vavasthitam | 
mah¡nta¯ vibhum¡tm¡na¯ matv¡ dh§rµ na ¾µcati  || 1.2.22|| 
 

1 Ashareeram shareereshu As bodiless in the midst of bodies; 

2 anavastheshu avasthitam; as permanent in the midst of the impermanent; 

3 mahaantam vibhum aatmaanam and as great and all-pervasive – 

4 matvaa dheerah  
   na shochati. 

the wise man who meditates thus on the Self  
   does not come to grief. 
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In verse 20 the fruit of freedom from sorrow was said to be attained simply through 
Dhatu-Prasad or the serenity of one’s mind. In this verse, the same end – freedom from grief 
– is said to be attained through the practice of meditation. 

This clearly equates the two, giving us the truth: “The essence of meditation is 
serenity of mind”. Expressed another way, one can say: “Only with a serene mind is it 
possible to really meditate.”  

Then follows the understanding that through proper meditation alone can one have 
single-pointed focus on the Self. 

The question is: “How do we actually go about meditating?” The method given here 
combines three techniques: 

1 Ashareeram: “without a body”. The association of the Self to a body is the result of 
It being reflected in the intellect of the individual being. Without interference from the 
intellect, It has no such association to a body; It is bodiless; It is the same Self in all bodies. 
There are no boundaries to the Self. Our meditation is thus directed to take us beyond 
body-consciousness. This technique is taken up further later in this text. 

The Self, in the body, remains the Self and does not become the body. It is totally 
non-attached to the body, and goes beyond the body. Whether the body is that of a King or 
a beggar, the Self is the same pure substratum in both. 

2 Avasthitam: “that which is fixed; the permanent”. With reference to all the 
Upadhis that are associated with the Self, the Self is fixed or permanent, while the Upadhis 
are Anavastheshu, not fixed or impermanent. 

3 Mahantam: “very large”; which cannot be locked up into any particular object. It is 
pervasive throughout an object and beyond it. That is to be meditated upon. Meditating in 
such a manner one attains the Self. 

4 The practical result of such meditations is freedom from all sorrow. In addition 
there is the serenity of mind as described earlier. 

The use of the word Atman to refer to the Reality is significant, because we are 
talking of the Reality with reference to the individual body, for which the word Atman is 
more appropriate than Brahman. Brahman is the collective; Atman is the individual. 

This verse is a Mahavakya type of verse. It contains all the essential elements of the 
Brahman-Jiva identity. All the key words are placed in the same case (Dviteeya Vibhakti), viz. 
Ashiram, Asthitam, Mahantam, and Atmanam. This means they all refer to the same 
Reality. 

 

 

THE ESSENTIAL QUALIFICATION 
 

1.2.23:  The Sole Condition: Choose the Self  
 

lÉÉrÉqÉÉiqÉÉ mÉëuÉcÉlÉålÉ sÉprÉÉå 
    lÉ qÉåkÉrÉÉ lÉ oÉWÒûlÉÉ ´ÉÑiÉålÉ | 
rÉqÉåuÉæwÉ uÉ×hÉÑiÉå iÉålÉ sÉprÉÈ 
    iÉxrÉæwÉ AÉiqÉÉ ÌuÉuÉ×hÉÑiÉå iÉlÉÔÇ xuÉÉqÉç     || 1.2.23|| 
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n¡yam¡tm¡ pravacan£na labhyµ 
    na m£dhay¡ na bahun¡ ¾rut£na | 
yam£vai½a v»³ut£ t£na labhya¦ 
    tasyai½a ¡tm¡ viv»³ut£ tanÀ¯ sv¡m    || 1.2.23|| 

 

1 Na ayam aatmaa  
   pra-vachanena labhyah 

It is not possible for this Self  
   to be known through much study; 

2 na medhayaa  
   na bahunaa shrutena; 

nor through the intellect,  
   nor through much hearing. 

3 yam eva eshah vrinute  
  tena labhyah 

He alone who chooses the Self,  
   attains It. 

4 tasya eshah aatmaa  
   vivrinute tanoom svaam. 

His attainment of the Self  
   is through Its self-revelation of Its own true nature. 

 

Here we have one of those verses which a Sadhaka on the spiritual path has to hang 
on to throughout his Sadhana. It contains the essential spirit of all Sadhana.  

“The Self and Self alone has to be chosen by us, for no reason 
other than wanting It. Anything else that we do in the name of the Self, 
without keeping in mind the Self before us, will only be paraphernalia, 
and not bear any spiritual fruit.” 

1 If the Self is forgotten any amount of study is of no avail; 

2 Forgetful of the Self, the most powerful and sharp intellect is of no use; any 
amount of lectures that we hear or knowledge that we obtain cannot help move us an inch 
closer to It. Study and hearing lectures have meaning only to take us closer to God. 

3 Only if we choose the Self, that is, if we really long for God from the bottom of our 
heart, can we attain Him. 

 

Acharyaji on “Longing for God” 

3-4 Acharyaji’s words on this Pada were awe-inspiring:  

“If the means are not right, we cannot know the Self. The right means is devotion to 
the absolute Truth. It is by the power of dedication, love or Bhakti that we can attain It. Our 
call must be for the Self, from the heart. Once we lose the heart for what we do, we lose our 
goal. Then it becomes a hunt for ‘I want to achieve’. One becomes a ‘Swami Achievananda’! 

“We have to choose to want God, then He will catch us and draw us to Him. Have we 
chosen Him or have we chosen just the Upanishads? When we choose the Upanishads, is it 
just the words? Mere head only guides; it is the heart that leads. Once we choose Him with 
our heart, only then the head can tell us ‘How’. 

“Sita symbolizes the Jiva in captivity in Lanka. She only yearned for Rama. That is all 
she could do. Her head did not care about the ‘How’. But that was enough to bring Rama, 
the Supreme Soul, to her. Rama did the rest – He crossed the mighty ocean, He destroyed 
the demons, He killed Ravana, and so on. She did only one thing – longed intensely for Him! 

“The Self is attained by the mere fact that we have chosen It. Once chosen, It reveals 
Itself to us in due course of time.  
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“This is indeed a verse of great importance. It tells us what our inner fire should be in 
our quest. It shows the passion, the heart we have to bring into our quest for God. Many 
may be ‘good’ but they may not be ‘good enough’. ‘Good enough’ means wanting God and 
God alone for His sake!” 

Thus did Acharyaji teach us to love our studies for God’s sake alone! 
 

 

1.2.24:  The Man of Sinful Conduct 
 

lÉÉÌuÉUiÉÉå SÒ¶ÉËUiÉÉ³ÉÉzÉÉliÉÉå lÉÉxÉqÉÉÌWûiÉÈ | 
lÉÉzÉÉliÉqÉÉlÉxÉÉå uÉÉÅÌmÉ mÉë¥ÉÉlÉålÉælÉqÉÉmlÉÑrÉÉiÉç    || 1.2.24|| 

 

n¡viratµ du¾carit¡nn¡¾¡ntµ n¡sam¡hita¦ | 
n¡¾¡ntam¡nasµ v¡:'pi praj²¡n£nainam¡pnuy¡t  || 1.2.24|| 
 

1 Na aviratah dush-charitaat He who has not desisted from bad conduct; 

2 na ashaantah,  
na asamaahitah; 

whose senses are not under control,  
whose mind is not concentrated, 

3 na ashaanta maanasah vaa api whose mind is also not free from anxiety – he 

4 prajnaanena enam aapnuyaat. cannot attain this Self even through knowledge. 
 

From the seeker possessing the desirable quality of wanting God alone, we now 
move to the other end of the scale to the Dush-Charitaat, the man of “undesirable conduct” 
who does not want to even hear the Name of God. He has everything that a seeker should 
not be: 

1 The man of bad conduct engages in Nishidha (prohibited) as well as Kamya (desire-
ridden) Karmas; he neglects Nitya and Nimitta Karmas (daily and occasional duties) which he 
is supposed to do. 

2 Not quietening the senses; and not having the mind focused on the goal. A restless 
mind that is uncontrolled indulges in sinful tendencies. Without Shama and Dama (internal 
and external checkpoints) the mind is not focused or concentrated. It rejoices in Adharma. 

3 Even if mind is well trained, it has its eye on the fruit, on the trophy that it expects 
to get for the Sadhana that is done. There is a business-like mentality of being rewarded. 

A mind that is set on the future, i.e. result-oriented, is not fit for the vision of the 
Self. It does not give time for evolution to unfold itself. It is impatient, wanting to grab the 
fruit now itself. He wants to achieve things fast, and carries the same mentality into the 
spiritual realm as well. Just as a footballer performs well only if his whole mind is on the ball, 
not on the glory after winning; and as a student writing an exam has to have his mind on the 
knowledge acquired, and not on the marks he is going to get – so also, a seeker has to keep 
focused on God for God’s sake, with no other motive contaminating his search. 

There is a Buddhist saying which goes: “Don’t ask how far; just keep walking!” 

4 This Self is not for such people, even if they have all the knowledge! 

We should therefore do Sadhana for the love of it. We must enjoy being 
dispassionate, not feel that we are losing out on anything. Self-denial should never be done 
grudgingly. For this reason, a Bhakta is taught never to want even Liberation, since it takes 
away his ‘presence of mind.’ Hanuman was not interested in Vaikuntha. Only such 
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disinterested, yet passionate devotee who enjoys what he does, can reach the Self. One 
who is pre-occupied with results cannot attain It.  

In the Bhashya, Shankaracharya adds one more requirement – the presence of a 
Guru. The path is so subtle, and self-delusion can be so overwhelming, that a Guru is needed 
to prevent one from being content with little gains and miss the Self. 

Acharyaji concluded in grand style with a beautiful simile: “A caterpillar is on a 
eucalyptus leaf. It does not like being there, but it has no other choice. It has to eat what is 
there, even though its mouth is burning with the eucalyptus taste. But if you place a 
mulberry leaf next to it, it will, so to speak, fly to it without hesitation to enjoy its favourite 
flavour. Similarly, we should wean the mind away from sensuality by offering it better 
pastures of Sattwic joys. Once it tastes the higher, it will not be dragged to the lower.” 

 

 

1.2.25:  Simile: The Lord at His Meal 
 

rÉxrÉ oÉë¼ cÉ ¤É§ÉÇ cÉ EpÉå pÉuÉiÉ AÉåSlÉÈ | 
qÉ×irÉÑrÉïxrÉÉåmÉxÉåcÉlÉÇ Mü CijÉÉ uÉåS rÉ§É xÉÈ    || 1.2.25|| 

 

yasya brahma ca k½atra¯ ca ubh£ bhavata µdana¦ | 
m»tyuryasyµpas£cana¯ ka itth¡ v£da yatra sa¦  || 1.2.25|| 
 

1 Yasya brahma cha kshatram cha To the Self the Brahmana and Kshatriya classes 

2 ubhe bhavatah odanah; are both, as it were, a main dish of cooked rice; 

3 mrituh yasya upasechanam kah to Him death itself is merely a side dish – he who 

4 itthaa veda yatra sah. knows thus (of sinful conduct), where would he be? 
 

The last verse of this chapter paints a rather humorous picture. The Self is depicted 
as being at His dinner table. The scene may be imagined as something quite awesome: It is 
midday and the Lord has just come home very hungry. The Earth itself is the Lord’s dining 
table; what His Dining hall must be like can just be imagined. And what is His food? This is 
where the verse begins… 

The people on Earth make up the Lord’s various dishes! 

1-2 The most sagely and valorous ones are the Brahmanas and Kshatriyas. They 
comprise the choicest, largest or main dish of His meal, the Odanah or cooked rice.  

3 The rest of humanity such as the Vaishyas and Shudras, who live such lives as make 
them playthings in the hands of Death due to repeated cycles of births and deaths, make up 
only His Upasechanam, the side-dish, i.e. the pickle of His meal. He just licks them at his 
leisure! They classify only as snacks in His menu! In the verse these people are themselves 
called “death itself”. They live only to die! 

4 Now for the best part of the simile. With all four groups of people who perform 
their allotted duties already taken care of, where would we put the people who “know 
thus”, i.e. who live the kind of life described in the previous verse – the sinful conduct of 
eating, drinking and making merry? They don’t even have a place on the Lord’s dining table! 

Acharyaji humorously said that perhaps they will not even feature in His great “burp” 
after His meal! What an unusual simile to manifest in the luminous mind of the Rishi! 
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Yama is telling Nachiketas, “My dear Nachiketas, there is only one way of knowing 
the Self: You must love Him alone above everything else, with passion. Don’t give up. Silence 
the mind and find in it a gap to sneak through to the Self. Yearn for this for Its own sake. 
Love Him with all your heart, and do not allow the Ego to get even the slightest chance to 
gap in and steal the show.” 

With this amazingly picturesque simile ends the second Chapter of the Upanishad. 
Indeed, the Self is unknowable except to the purest of souls like Yama and Nachiketas. Most 
of humanity would have to be content being just a speck on His side-plate!  

 
 

||  CÌiÉ MüÉPûMüÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS mÉëjÉqÉÉkrÉÉrÉå Ì²iÉÏrÉÉ uÉssÉÏ || 
||  iti k¡¿hakµpani½adi pratham¡dhy¡y£ dvit§y¡ vall§ || 

 

 

***** 
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Chapter 1.3:   (17 verses) 
THE JOURNEY AHEAD 

 

 

Link Passage (Bhashya) Connecting Chapter 1.2 With Chapter 1.3: 

Thus far we have learnt about Vidya and Avidya, or Sreyas and Preyas, the two 
choices that stand before man at every moment. We have seen their broad characteristics 
and known of the opposite nature of their fruits or results in the last Chapter. In this 
Chapter we aim to go further in our understanding of their deeper nature. In particular, we 
are interested in the means to acquire knowledge or Vidya. 

In order to do this, an Extended Metaphor is introduced into the text for ease of 
understanding. Two selves are posited at the outset, the Jiva and the Supreme Self. One is in 
the process of attaining or the attainer, and the other is that which is to be attained. One is 
the traveller, and the other is the destination. The obvious metaphor for such a situation is 
the means of travel common in Vedic times – namely, the CHARIOT. 

This entire Chapter is centred around this magnificent metaphor which clearly 
contains the whole concept of the Sadhana to be done by the traveller to reach his desti-
nation safely and with ease. 

 

 

 THE TRAVELLERS 
 

1.3.1:  Simile: The Two Drinkers 
 

GiÉÇ ÌmÉoÉliÉÉæ xÉÑM×üiÉxrÉ sÉÉåMåü 
    aÉÑWûÉÇ mÉëÌuÉ¹Éæ mÉUqÉå mÉUÉkÉåï | 
NûÉrÉÉiÉmÉÉæ oÉë¼ÌuÉSÉå uÉSÎliÉ 
    mÉgcÉÉalÉrÉÉå rÉå cÉ Ì§ÉhÉÉÍcÉMåüiÉÉÈ     || 1.3.1|| 

 

»ta¯ pibantau suk»tasya lµk£ 
    guh¡¯ pravi½¿au param£ par¡rdh£ | 
ch¡y¡tapau brahmavidµ vadanti 
    pa²c¡gnayµ y£ ca tri³¡cik£t¡¦    || 1.3.1|| 
 

1 Ritam pibantau 
sukritasya loke 

Two drinkers of the inevitable fruits  
   of their good works in the world, 

2 goohaa(yaa)m pravishtau 
parame paraadhe; 

have entered and are seated in a deep hidden cave  
   which is the abode of the Most High. 

3 chhaayaa-tapau 
brahmavidah vadanti 

“These two are as different as shadow and light,”  
   so say i) the knowers of Brahman; 

4 pancha agnayah ye  
   cha trinaachiketaah. 

ii) those who worship the “Five Fires” (i.e. the householders); 
and iii) the performers of the “Tri-Nachiketas” sacrifice. 
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The Literal Scenario 

At first reading, the literal meaning of this strange verse, is quite amusing: 

Two drinkers? At once the picture pops up in our mind’s eye of two persons who, at 
the end of a hard day’s honest work, are sitting together relaxed, having a drink. A secret 
cave? This must be their remote meeting place. They cannot drink in the open, so they 
select a dark corner of the cave where they may not be disturbed in this pastime – least of 
all overheard by anyone! One of them is a regular drunkard, the other who always 
accompanies him is . . . is a teetotaler! He is having only grape juice, but who would believe 
that? His association with his friend implicates him in the drinking without question. 

What an exciting start to an Upanishadic drama! Our curiosity is aroused – we are 
tempted to read more . . . Is this the right book we have in our hands? Is this the Katha 
Upanishad, or is it some common novel we have accidentally picked up in its place? Sure, it 
is the right book. At this point we realize that the Upanishads need a qualified Teacher to 
explain their meaning to us. Sandeepany provides just that – 

 

The Figurative Scenario 

1 Pibantau: “the two drinkers”. Poetry and drama aside, let us first identify the 
drinkers. They are actually father and son. The Jiva or individual self is the son, and Atman, 
the Supreme Self, is the Father. In essence, the son is a chip of the old block; he has the 
likeness of his father. The father represents the role model, the Destination to be reached. 
The son is getting there slowly, he is the Traveller who will reach the destination eventually. 
The father is concerned with the difficulties the son is facing in reaching him, so he keeps a 
watchful eye on him. The son seems to have encountered some problems. 

Ritam: “the drink”. What are they drinking? Literally, Ritam this means “the truth”, 
but in this case the truth is “the fruits of their actions”, i.e. their Karma. The word Truth is 
used because only by the fruits of actions can we truly know the motives with which they 
were performed. There is no clearer indicator of the truth of actions than their fruits. 

The drinking: this is the activity they are engaged in, a figurative way of expressing 
the ‘Enjoyership’ attached to the hard work the Jiva puts in. The daily grind at work has a 
singular motive – to enjoy some pleasure, whatever it may be. And ‘drinking’ symbolizes this 
enjoyment. This is the Jiva’s daily pastime, and the father is witnessing it at every moment. 

 

2 Goohaam (the Bhashya corrects this to Goohaayaam): “in a dark, secret cave”. 
This is the secret meeting place where the drinking is taking place. Where is this cave? It is in 
the core of one’s heart, a common reference in the Upanishads. This heart is not the visible 
heart, but is actually the intellect. That is the meeting point of the two ‘drinkers’. In the 
intellect the Supreme Self gets reflected and the reflection is named the Jiva or Ego. 

Pravishtau: “entering”. The Supreme Self is actually a teetotaler, meaning that He is 
aloof from all worldly happenings. He is untouched by our Upadhis or conditionings. Yet He 
cannot avoid being accused with the Jiva of being party to the enjoyment, however innocent 
we know He is. The Self, by the very fact of entering the gross body equipment gets 
contaminated by that body in the intellect and becomes the Jiva. The contaminated or 
reflected Consciousness (the Jiva) is the one who does and enjoys, but to all appearances 
the Self, too, gets implicated in the doing and the enjoying. The association is inevitable. 

Shankaracharyaji uses his own simile here to explain the association of the Self with 
the Jiva’s activities. The ‘Chatri’ or umbrella simile was well-known in those days. A 
procession going past had many in the group holding umbrellas, but not all. However, as the 
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procession went by, it was common to hear it said, “There go the chatriwalas, the 
‘umbrella-people’!” All in the procession get blanketed with the same epithet, including 
those who do not carry an umbrella. The Self, the teetotaler, is in the same situation; He 
cannot avoid being in the dock with the accused Jiva. 

 

3a When it is said the two are different as shadow and light, it refers to the status of 
the Self and Jiva, the Self being the original light and Jiva being the reflected light and, it may 
be added a very poor version of it. The Jiva is limited, the Self is limitless; this is the wide gulf 
between them. 

 

Connection With the Vedas 

Three types of people accept the existence of these two as being apart from each 
other, yet related as father and son. Each type represents one of the three major divisions 
of the Vedas, as described under each of them below. They are: 

3b i) Brahmavidah: “the knowers of Brahman”. They represent the Jnana Kanda of 
the Vedas. They are the wise, realized sages who know Brahman, know the truth of the 
Self’s innocence. They know by direct experience that the Self is untouched by the deedss or 
misdeeds of the Jiva, that the two are like ‘chalk and cheese’, or like shadow and light. 

The other two types know about the Self and Jiva by knowledge at the intellectual 
level, not by direct experience. They accept the two on faith to obtain certain favours: 

4a ii) Pancha-Agnayah: “performers of the ‘Five Fires’”, i.e. the householders. They 
represent the Karma Kanda of the Vedas. They perform these sacrifices in order to obtain 
certain desirable results from them on earth. Their commitment in doing these sacrifices is 
to align themselves with the Laws of Nature, that is, to obey Dharma and thereby make 
themselves worthy of what they desire. They look upon the Self as the Supreme Giver or 
Dispenser of the fruits of their actions. 

4b iii) Tri-Nachiketaah: “those who perform the Nachiketas Fire three times”, as 
earlier described, i.e. the worshippers or Upasakas. They represent the Upasana Kanda of 
the Vedas. This group wish to go to the heavenly worlds to enjoy a more refined lifestyle. 
They have seen through the shortcomings of the pleasures found on earth. They look upon 
the Self as something to be worshipped, from whom they will accumulate merits. 

The connection of this verse to the whole Vedas asshown above, makes this verse a 
very significant one. Placed at the very start of the Chapter, it not only links this chapter to 
the previous two, but also sets the foundation for the Chariot simile that is to follow.  

 

Connection With the Third Boon 

All three categories of people mentioned here are aware of the knowledge that the 
Jiva exists, and that it is quite different from the Self. This directly relates the verse to 
Nachiketas’s third boon where the question arises. These three groups say, “He exists”. 

Those who are ignorant of the existence of the Self, and who have not even been 
included on the menu of the Lord’s dinner in the last verse of the previous chapter, are the 
atheists, the materialists, etc, who simply live the animalistic life described in 2.24, giving no 
thought to their spiritual development. These groups say, “He does not exist”. 
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1.3.2:  Summary Statement of Chapters 1 & 2 
 

rÉÈ xÉåiÉÑUÏeÉÉlÉÉlÉÉqÉ¤ÉUÇ oÉë¼ rÉiÉç mÉUqÉç | 
ApÉrÉÇ ÌiÉiÉÏwÉïiÉÉÇ mÉÉUÇ lÉÉÍcÉMåüiÉð zÉMåüqÉÌWû    || 1.3.2|| 

 

ya¦ s£tur§j¡n¡n¡mak½ara¯ brahma yat param | 
abhaya¯ tit§r½at¡¯ p¡ra¯ n¡cik£ta° ¾ak£mahi  || 1.3.2|| 
 

1 Yah setuh eejaanaanaam There is a “Bridge” i) for the performers of sacrifice; and 

2 aksharam brahma yat param; ii) for reaching the indestructible Highest Brahman. 

3a 
3b 

abhayam, 
   titeershataam paaram. 

(The latter) takes one beyond all Fear (to Non-duality);  
   wheras beyond sorrow to the ‘other’ shore (the heavens) 

4 naachiketam shakemahi. leads the ‘Nachiketas Fire’ which we have already learnt. 
 

Two distinct requirements for two distinct seekers have been addressed so far. The 
following facts are stated in order to prepare us for the next phase in the text, which 
explains the Sadhana or means by which each of these two types gets what he wants: 

 

A. The Bridge & Need of the Karma Upasaka: 

1 & 3b-4 Chapter 1 aquaints us with the Upasana for performing the Nachiketas Fire 
Sacrifice for those wishing to obtain entry into the higher realms of heaven after death. In 
their case, the Setu or “bridge” is between the Earth and the Heavenly planes. 

Eejaanaanaam: is 6th Case in Samskrit, “of the sacrificers”; in English it sounds more 
correct to say “for the sacrificers”.  

This path is covered by Nachiketas’s 2nd boon, which meets the need of the Karma 
Upasakas who wish only to go to heaven to enjoy the pleasures there, even if they are only 
temporary. They desire to go beyond the sorrows they face in this world.  

The Karma Upasakas see the Self as something to be worshipped so as to obtain 
some favour – that of going to heavenly planes to enjoy the refined pleasures there. 

 

B. The Bridge & Need of the Jnani: 

2-3a Chapter 2 aquaints us with knowledge of the Self. We step into the higher realm 
of Brahman, which is for those wishing to obtain exit from the world of Samsara. In their 
case, the Setu or “bridge” is from the manifested plane of Unreality to the unmanifested 
plane of the Absolute Reality. 

Titeershataam: is 6th Case in Samskrit, “of those who wish to cross”; again, in English 
it sounds better to say “for those who wish to cross”. 

This path is covered by Nachiketas’s 3rd boon, which meets the need of the Jnanis 
who wish to attain the Supreme Brahman, imperishable and eternal, and thereby come out 
of the birth and death cycle permanently. They attain freedom from fear by reaching Non-
duality, where there is no ‘other’ to cause any fear.  

The Jnanis see the Self as something that is their own higher Self, to be meditated 
upon and united with so as to be totally liberated from all desire for favours, and be freed 
from all sorrows of the relative world. 

 



69 

 

 THE CHARIOT METAPHOR 
 

1.3.3 & 4: The Chariot Metaphor Introduced 
 

AÉiqÉÉlÉð UÍjÉiÉÇ ÌuÉÎ® zÉUÏUð UjÉqÉåuÉ iÉÑ | 
oÉÑÎ®Ç iÉÑ xÉÉUÍjÉÇ ÌuÉÎ® qÉlÉÈ mÉëaÉëWûqÉåuÉ cÉ     || 1.3.3|| 
 

CÎlSìrÉÉÍhÉ WûrÉÉlÉÉWÒûÌuÉïwÉrÉÉð xiÉåwÉÑ aÉÉåcÉUÉlÉç | 
AÉiqÉåÎlSìrÉqÉlÉÉårÉÑ£Çü pÉÉå£åüirÉÉWÒûqÉïlÉÏÌwÉhÉÈ    || 1.3.4|| 

 

¡tm¡na° rathita¯ viddhi ¾ar§ra° ratham£va tu | 
buddhi¯ tu s¡rathi¯ viddhi mana¦ pragraham£va ca   || 1.3.3|| 

 

indriy¡³i hay¡n¡hurvi½ay¡° st£½u gµcar¡n | 
¡tm£ndriyamanµyukta¯ bhµkt£ty¡hurman§½i³a¦  || 1.3.4|| 
 

1 Aatmaanam rathinam viddhi Know the Jiva to be the master of the chariot; 

2 shareeram ratham eva tu; and the body to be the chariot; 

3 buddhim tu saarathim viddhi know the intellect as the charioteer; 

4 manah pragraham eva cha. and the mind as verily the bridle. 
 

5 Indriyaani hayaan aahuh The senses they say are the horses; 

6 vishayaan teshu gocharaan; and the sense objects are the roads; 

7 aatmaa-indriya-manah yuktam The Self, associated with body, senses and mind, 

8 bhoktaa iti aahuh maneeshinah. is the enjoyer – so say the wise ones. 

 
1 The Owner  - The Jiva, the individual soul, who rides in the chariot; 
2 The Chariot  - The physical body; 
3 The Charioteer - The intellect; 
4 The Bridle or Reins - The mind; 
5 The Horses  - The sense organs, 5 no; 
6 The Roads  - The sense objects; 
7-8 The Enjoyer - The conditioned Self, associated with body, etc; 
 

The Link Text between verses 2/3 in the Bhashya says that of the two selves, the Jiva 
is travelling in this body chariot. Where he goes depends on his state of knowledge or 
ignorance. The former takes him across Samsara; the latter, deeper into Samsara. 

 

Is the Jiva a Samsari?  

The owner is the Jiva who simply sits in the back seat as the traveller. He engages 
others to take his chariot to its destination. They are employed by him, as it were. In reality, 
each Jiva gets the necessary intellect, mind, sense organs and body due to it in accordance 
with his Prarabdha. So he is responsible for training his ‘employees’. 

Emphasis is placed in the Bhashya on the fact that the Jiva is not really a Samsari by 
nature. He has a far greater purpose to fulfil. His real destination in this life is to unite 
himself to the Supreme Self, the Atman. Due to ignorance he has become ‘trapped’ into a 
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very limited existence in his physical and mental Upadhis he possesses. He really does not 
want to remain bound to the world, but that is his helpless situation. He searches for the 
knowledge to get out of this vicious cycle. 

The chariot metaphor helps us to grasp what is to be done to progress spiritually. It 
tells us the options available to the Jiva. The Jiva has to choose the right options. 

 

 

 1.3.5 & 6: The Intellect: Avijnanavan and Vijnanavan 
 

rÉxiuÉÌuÉ¥ÉÉlÉuÉÉlpÉuÉirÉrÉÑ£åülÉ qÉlÉxÉÉ xÉSÉ | 
iÉxrÉåÎlSìrÉÉhrÉuÉzrÉÉÌlÉ SÒ¹ÉµÉÉ CuÉ xÉÉUjÉåÈ    || 1.3.5|| 
 

rÉxiÉÑ ÌuÉ¥ÉÉlÉuÉÉlpÉuÉÌiÉ rÉÑ£åülÉ qÉlÉxÉÉ xÉSÉ | 
iÉxrÉåÎlSìrÉÉÍhÉ uÉzrÉÉÌlÉ xÉSµÉÉ CuÉ xÉÉUjÉåÈ    || 1.3.6|| 

 

yastvavij²¡nav¡nbhavatyayukt£na manas¡ sad¡ | 
tasy£ndriy¡³yava¾y¡ni du½¿¡¾v¡ iva s¡rath£¦  || 1.3.5|| 

 

yastu vij²¡nav¡nbhavati yukt£na manas¡ sad¡ | 
tasy£ndriy¡³i va¾y¡ni sada¾v¡ iva s¡rath£¦   || 1.3.6|| 
 

1 Yah tu avijnaanavaan bhavati He who is of a non-discriminating intellect, 

2 ayuktena manasaa sadaa; having an unrestrained mind always, 

3 tasya indriyaani avashyaani his senses are uncontrollable 

4 dushta ashvaah iva saaratheh. like the wild horses of the charioteer. 
 

5 Yah tu vijnaanavaan bhavati But he who is of a discriminating intellect, 

6 yuktena manasaa sadaa; having restrained his mind always, 

7 tasya indriyaani vashyaani his senses are controllable 

8 sad ashvaah iva saaratheh. like the tame horses of the charioteer. 
 

These two verses focus on the intellect, which can be of two opposite types: 

1-4 The Avijnana-vani: The undiscriminating charioteer is the most dangerous 
person to entrust for this work. A dull intellect filled with Tamas or a restless Rajasic intellect 
cannot be relied upon to take one safely across Samsara. 

An unthinking driver will cause a lot of problems. Which owner, after having spent a 
fortune on a brand new Mercedes salon, will entrust it to a dull-witted, reckless driver?  

 

5-8 The Vijnana-vani: This is the discriminating driver who is cautious about 
following all the road rules, who is skilled in driving, who takes great care to rein in the mind 
so that the horses are well-controlled. A good intellect is the key to a successful journey. 

A good charioteer is sane and sober, thoughtful and discerning, understanding and 
knowledgeable, he is patient, careful and alert to avert any danger on the road. For the 
owner’s peace of mind, it is worth giving the intellect the highest salary. 

The Vijnana-vani is capable of choosing Sreyas instead of Preyas. He possesses the 
fortitude to walk the path of Vidya. As discrimination is the key to the whole journey, it pays 
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to take time and get the intellect trained to do this task well – even if that means spending 
two years on a Vedanta Course! 

The message we take from these two verses is: “Let the Lord be the charioteer of our 
lives. He makes all the difference. Let us place our intellect in His hands. Let us invoke the 
Grace of Gayatri to raise our Buddhi towards the Light and keep it there. Let it not linger in 
the darkness of ignorance.” 

 

 

1.3.7, 8, & 9:  The Destination: Successfully Reaching the Goal 
 

rÉxiuÉÌuÉ¥ÉÉlÉuÉÉlpÉuÉirÉqÉlÉxMüÈ xÉSÉÅzÉÑÍcÉÈ | 
lÉ xÉ iÉimÉSqÉÉmlÉÉåÌiÉ xÉÇxÉÉUÇ cÉÉÍkÉaÉcNûÌiÉ    || 1.3.7|| 
 

rÉxiÉÑ ÌuÉ¥ÉÉlÉuÉÉlpÉuÉÌiÉ xÉqÉlÉxMüÈ xÉSÉ zÉÑÍcÉÈ | 
xÉ iÉÑ iÉimÉSqÉÉmlÉÉåÌiÉ rÉxqÉÉ°ÕrÉÉå lÉ eÉÉrÉiÉå    || 1.3.8|| 
 

ÌuÉ¥ÉÉlÉxÉÉUÍjÉrÉïxiÉÑ qÉlÉÈ mÉëaÉëWûuÉÉ³ÉUÈ | 
xÉÉåÅkuÉlÉÈ mÉÉUqÉÉmlÉÉåÌiÉ iÉÌ²whÉÉåÈ mÉUqÉÇ mÉSqÉç    || 1.3.9|| 

 

yastvavij²¡nav¡nbhavatyamanaska¦ sad¡:'¾uci¦ | 
na sa tatpadam¡pnµti sa¯s¡ra¯ c¡dhigacchati  || 1.3.7|| 

 

yastu vij²¡nav¡nbhavati samanaska¦ sad¡ ¾uci¦ | 
sa tu tatpadam¡pnµti yasm¡dbhÀyµ na j¡yat£  || 1.3.8|| 

 

vij²¡nas¡rathiryastu mana¦ pragrahav¡nnara¦ | 
sµ:'dhvana¦ p¡ram¡pnµti tadvi½³µ¦ parama¯ padam  || 1.3.9|| 
 

1 Yah tu avijnaanavaan bhavati He who is of a non-discriminating intellect, 

2 amanaskah sadaa ashuchih; ever thoughtless and always impure, 

3 na sah tat padam aapnoti he never attains that Goal; 

4 samsaaram cha adhi-gacchhati. instead, he gets further into Samsara. 
 

5 Yah to vijnaanavaan bhavati But he who is of a discriminating intellect, 

6 samanaskah sadaa shuchih; ever thoughtful and ever pure, 

7 sah tu tat padam aapnoti he verily attains that Goal; 

8 yasmaat bhooyah na jaayate. whence he is not born again. 
 

9 Vijnaana saarathih yah tu One who has a good intellect as his charioteer, 

10 manah pragrahavaan narah; and a well-controlled mind as his reins, 

11 sah adhvanah paaram aapnoti such a man, attains the end of his journey,  

12 tat vishnoh paramam padam. that Supreme Abode of Vishnu, the all-pervading. 
 

These three verses focus on the Destination. The intellect is the key deciding factor. 
If it is of the Vijnana-vani type, there will be a smooth ride to the end of the road. If not, 
then one has to prepare for a very bumpy ride, perhaps even a collision sooner or later.  
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The Bhashya carefully picks up the key qualities needed in the intellect and the mind. 

1-4 The Avijnana-vani: Lack of discrimination and thoughtlessness are the factors 
that make a poor charioteer. Instead of taking one to the Goal, such a driver takes one 
deeper into the pit of worldly existence. 

5-8 The Vijnana-vani: The intellect has to be discriminative and thoughtful. With 
these two, the horses of the senses will certainly be strong and obedient. They cannot do 
any mischief if the reins are firmly held. 

9-10 Besides a good intellect, a well-disciplined mind is also needed. This is brought 
into the equation at this point. Whilst the fruit of a well-trained intellect is one-pointedness 
or Chitta-Ekagrata, the fruit of a well-trained mind is purity or Chitta-Shuddhi. The mind has 
to be well controlled and disciplined, and emotionally stable. A mind that obeys the orders 
from the intellect is needed.  

11-12 The destination reached is the Abode of Vishnu, which will mean different 
things to the three persons we met in 1.3.1. But that difference is not important at this 
stage of the text. It is enough for our Sadhana purposes to know that such qualities will 
certainly take us to our proper destination without a hitch. 

 

 

 THE ROUTE OF THE JOURNEY 
 

1.3.10 & 11:  The Journey Mapped Out  
 

CÎlSìrÉåprÉÈ mÉUÉ ½jÉÉï AjÉåïprÉ¶É mÉUÇ qÉlÉÈ | 
qÉlÉxÉxiÉÑ mÉUÉ oÉÑÎ®oÉÑï®åUÉiqÉÉ qÉWûÉlmÉUÈ      || 1.3.10|| 
 

qÉWûiÉÈ mÉUqÉurÉ£üqÉurÉ£üÉimÉÑÂwÉÈ mÉUÈ | 
mÉÑÂwÉÉ³É mÉUÇ ÌMÇüÍcÉixÉÉ MüÉ¸É xÉÉ mÉUÉ aÉÌiÉÈ     || 1.3.11|| 

 

indriy£bhya¦ par¡ hyarth¡ arth£bhya¾ca para¯ mana¦ | 
manasastu par¡ buddhirbuddh£r¡tm¡ mah¡npara¦   || 1.3.10|| 

 

mahata¦ paramavyaktamavyakt¡tpuru½a¦ para¦ | 
puru½¡nna para¯ ki¯cits¡ k¡½¿h¡ s¡ par¡ gati¦   || 1.3.11|| 
 

1 Indriyebhyah paraa hi arthaah Beyond the senses are the sense objects; 

2 arthebhyah cha param manah; beyond these objects is the mind; 

3 manasah tu paraa buddhih beyond the mind is the intellect; 

4 buddheh aatmaa mahaan parah. and beyond the intellect is the Great Self. 
 

5 Mahatah param avyaktam Beyond the great Manifested is the unmanifested; 

6 avyaktaat purushah parah; beyond the unmanifested is the Purusha; 

7 purushaat na param kinchit beyond the Purushah there is nothing; 

8 saa kaashthaa saa paraa gatih. That is the end, That is the highest Goal. 
 

Acharyaji assured us that in the entire scriptures, we will not get verses like in this 
chapter that bring so much clarity concerning the Sadhana to attain the Self. For that 
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reason, the Katha Upanishad is highly quoted by preachers and teachers. It is quite unique 
for the simple and convincing way in which it brings home to us the essentials of Sadhana. 

 

The Forward & the Return Journeys 

In these two verses, the route is mapped out. How the goal, namely Brahman, is to 
be reached is shown from here onwards. Nachiketas can pack his luggage for the trip ahead! 
The journey that is to end in his own Self is about to begin! More is said of this journey in 
the next verse. Here only the route is given. 

When creation begins, it is from Brahman down to the gross manifested world. This 
is the forward journey, called Adhyaropa or a theoretical superimposition. It is represented 
from Pada 1-8. The return journey is called Apavada or the intellectual de-superimposition. 
This takes us back from the gross to the subtle and then to the causal, until we return to 
Brahman. It is represented from Pada 8-1. 

 

The Bhashya’s Link: Three Criteria of Subtlety 

At one point in the Bhashya, Shankaracharya, in answering an objection, says that 
the journey is not in space, not in an ‘x-y-z axes’ system, but a journey in understanding, 
knowing and reaching deeper levels within our Being. It is like a journey made by Earth to 
discover its own core. No physical distance needs to be traversed. Earth needs only to 
“meditate” on itself, going deeper and subtler till it reaches its own core.  

Three criteria are used in the Bhashya to differentiate a lower realm from a higher: 

i) Sookshma Taram: Subtlety – the higher is subtler than the lower realm. 

ii) Sarva Mahat Taram: Vastness – the higher is potentially more powerful and 
inclusive than the lower realm. 

iii) Pratyag Atma Bhootam: Immanence – the higher is reached by going deeper and 
deeper within; going to the inner core brings us to the next level of subtlety.  

A table at this point will help clear the picture: 
 

Level Samskrit Name of Level English Translation, Other Names 

1 INDRIYA The 5 Sense Organs of Perception 

2 ARTHA The Sense Objects 

3 MANAS The Mind (random thoughts) 

4 BUDDHI The Intellect (organized thoughts) 

5 MAHAT (Hiranyagarbha) Great Soul, Total Intellect 

6 PRAKRITI Unmanifest, Samashthi Karana, Akasha, Maya 

7 PARAMA PURUSHA The Self, Brahman, Supreme Consciousness 
 

From Sense Organs to Sense Objects :  

1 At first glance it is normal to think there is a mistake here – that the two levels 
have been interchanged. Surely the objects are grosser than the senses? The reason would 
be that the senses are made of subtle elements and the objects of gross elements. But Yama 
has switched their places. Acharyaji’s first response was to say, “Yama has bowled a 
‘bouncer’ out of the blue, but Shankaracharya responds to it with a flash of brilliance – he 
plays a hook shot and despatches it for a six!” 
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Let us analyse the “hook shot” using the 3 criteria given above: 

i) Subtlety: The sense organs are an assemblage of sense objects. That makes the 
senses effects of the objects, which means the senses are lower in the hierarchy than the 
objects. The objects have to be considered subtler when seen in this manner!  

ii) Vastness: The sense objects are clearly far greater in number and size than the 
senses. Besides, the sensory range of the stimuli they emit is vaster than that picked up by 
the senses. X-rays for example cannot be seen, certain sounds cannot be heard. 

iii) Immanence: The sensory stimuli from the objects pervade the senses. Without 
these stimuli from the objects, the senses would have no work to do. Hence the objects 
form the core of the senses, and are thus subtler. 

In this way Shankaracharya successfully handles the ‘bouncer’! 
 

From Sense Objects to the Mind: 

2 This is much easier and more conventional than the first explanation: 

i) The Bhashya considers the Mind to be produced from the Tanmatras, whereas the 
objects are produced from the gross elements. As a pot is a particular form of clay, so also, 
the mind is a particular form of the Tanmatras. The mind’s subtlety is seen from this. 

ii) The mind receives all the five perceptions from the objects via the sense organs. It 
then knows what the object is. There is a seer – seen relationship between them. The seer is 
always greater than the seen. The mind can see many objects – mind is one, objects are 
many. 

iii) The gross elements are produced from the Tanmatras, their cause. The cause is 
always inside the effects. The third criterion is satisfied. 

 

From Mind to the Intellect: 

3 i) Mind is random thoughts, whereas the intellect is organized thoughts. This 
shows that intellect is subtler. 

ii) Intellect governs the mind. It produces the decisions for the mind to act upon. It 
envisions a possibility; the mind cannot do that. Intellect is thus vaster than mind. 

iii) The Antahkarana or inner equipment is one entity consisting of four subdivisions. 
The intellect weighs all the thoughts contained in the mind and produces a decision from it. 
The intellect is the innermost core of the inner instrument. 

 

From Intellect to Mahat or Total Intellect: 

4 i) and ii) The individual intellect is restricted in its operation to just one mind and 
body system. The Mahat is the sum of all intellects. The individual intellect is a part of the 
Total Intellect. Thus the Mahat is subtler and vaster. 

iii) The Total Intellect is the substance of which is made the individual intellect. Thus 
the Total is at the inner core of every intellect. 

This brings us to the end of 1.3.10, which deals with the Manifested creation. For the 
Unmanifested level we go into 1.3.11. 

 

From Total Intellect (Mahat) to the Unmanifest (Prakriti): 

5 The cause of this manifested world is Prakriti. From Prakriti arises Hiranyagarbha or 
Mahat. Hence, all the conditions necessary to prove that Prakriti is Param compared to 
Mahat, are met. Prakriti is like the seed from which the whole banyan tree grows. It 
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contains all the potential powers for creation to take place. The Great Prakriti is Unmanifest 
even to the mind and intellect, which in turn are unmanifest to the senses. Prakriti is the 
Cause of the entire manifestation of the universe. It is also called Maya, Shakti, the Divine 
Mother, Beeja, and Pradhana. 

The word ‘Ota-Prota’ is used to describe the role of Prakriti. It means “warp and 
woof” as in the textile industry. The entire universe is the warp and woof of Prakriti. This 
well describes the vastness of Prakriti. 

 

From the Unmanifested (Prakriti) to the Supreme Self (Parama Purusha): 

6 Here we come to the ultimate Causeless cause of everything. The Purusha is the 
subtlest level, the vastest and the innermost core of everything in creation. 

7 Beyond it there is nothing. It is the Substratum of all objects created, gross or 
subtle. The Self is the culmination of subtlety.  

 

The Ultimate Reality  

8 Our final resting place is not the cemetry, but the inner Self, the Ultimate Reality. 

It would be absurd to think of something else equal to the Self. There cannot be two 
Realities – it is illogical. A sect of Buddhism called Vijnanavadins attempted that by positing 
Non-Existence beyond Existence. That led to enormous problems in logic such as “infinite 
regression”, and ended in it being called Agnostic. 

Causeless cause may be understood this way: Avyakta or Prakriti is the cause of 
Hiranyagarbha and through it the entire Samashti Prapancha (universe). Prakriti gets 
modified and produces various objects of creation, each different from the other. It may be 
said to be their “modifying cause”. The Purusha is said to be the Cause of this cause 
(Prakriti) in a totally different sense. It undergoes no modification Itself, but it supports all 
that Prakriti produces. It is the Cause of all by being their substratum, while still remaining 
totally pure and unaffected by the changes taking place in the universe. 

A good simile for this is the snake and the rope. The rope stands for Brahman; the 
snake for this manifested world. The rope is ‘vaster’ than the snake that is superimposed on 
it. The rope pervades the snake, not vice versa. Hence, the rope is subtler than the snake, 
vaster than it, and is its inner core. 

The all-pervasiveness of Purusha is what gives it that name. It is such a unique 
quality that ‘Purusha’ is the only term used in Vedic literature for It. This is unlike Prakriti 
which has many names.  

 

An Insight from Gurudev: 

Regarding the triple criteria for determining a thing higher than another, Pujya 
Gurudev gives a valuable insight into subtlety. 

According to him subtlety can be measured by Pervasiveness alone. 

For example, there are solid, liquid and gaseous objects. Gas is the subtlest because 
it will occupy all the space available to it; solid would be the least subtle. Pervasiveness itself 
is measured by Pratyakatma or that which is the inner core of a thing, supporting it in the 
outer environment. This insight relates all three of Shankaracharyaji’s criteria to each other, 
placing them in the order of subtlety, pervasiveness and inner core.  
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1.3.12:  Self Seen Only by Subtle Intellect 
 

LwÉ xÉuÉåïwÉÑ pÉÔiÉåwÉÑ aÉÔRûÉåÅÅiqÉÉ lÉ mÉëMüÉzÉiÉå | 
SØzrÉiÉå iuÉaêrÉrÉÉ oÉÑSèkrÉÉ xÉÔ¤qÉrÉÉ xÉÔ¤qÉSÍzÉïÍpÉÈ    || 1.3.12|| 

 

£½a sarv£½u bhÀt£½u gÀ¢hµ:':'tm¡ na prak¡¾at£ | 
d»¾yat£ tvagryay¡ buddhy¡ sÀk½may¡ sÀk½madar¾ibhi¦  || 1.3.12|| 
 

1 Eshah sarveshu bhooteshu This (Atman) is in all living beings, 

2 goodhah aatmaa na prakaashate; It is hidden there, and not visible (to the eye). 

3 drishyate tu agryayaa buddhyaa It can indeed be ‘seen’ by the sharp intellect, 

4 sookshmayaa sookshma darshibhih. with the subtle vision of the seers of the subtle. 
 

LINK: Explanation on “GOING” & “MOVING” 

The Link passage between 3.11/3.12 gives in detail the view that “Knowing is 
Going.” The going is not physical but in the realm of knowledge. When we move in 
understanding, we are still in the Self at all times. This going or moving should never be 
confused with ideas such as going to heaven or hell, which are common among ignorant 
men. When it is said that “the Self is reached” it is a figure of speech only, to enable people 
to understand the idea from their own level. Words such as ‘going’, ‘moving’ and ‘reaching’ 
should not be taken literally. They refer to movements in knowledge. 

In the Vedas there is a verse which says: “Those who want to get beyond the ways 
(of the world) do not walk on roads!” 

Shankaracharyaji explains the apparent contradiction of the Self being hidden in all 
beings, yet appearing to some. The explanation is summarised here. 

 

“Self Does Not Appear” 

1-2 One does not see the Self due to Maya. The compassion of Shankaracharyaji 
overflows at the suffering of man due to his negligence to take the trouble of knowing the 
Self. He expresses his sadness in the Bhashya as: “How unfathomable, inscrutable and 
variegated is Maya, that every creature, although identical with the Self and taught it from a 
young age, does not grasp it in practice. On the contrary, without being told, it accepts as its 
Self the non-selves of body and senses. How illogical! Indeed, Maya’s deluding power has a 
firm hold on man in general.” 

 

“Self Appears” 

3-4 To behold the subtle Self requires purity of the highest type, a subtlety of the 
intellect. Not all possess this, even among sincere seekers. The Self can be easily seen by the 
pure. Two qualities are essential for seeing the Self: 

i) Agryayaa: “sharpness”; this requires Chitta-Ekagrata or one-pointedness. 
ii) Sookshmayaa: “subtlety”; this requires Chitta-Shuddhi or purity. 

Sookshma Darshibhih: “seers of the subtle”. A pure and one-pointed mind ensures 
that the intellect is subtle and sharp enough to be able to discern the Self, not as a physical 
Presence but as the Reality of one’s being, which is also the Reality of all beings. Only a very 
subtle intellect can grasp the procedure outlined in verses 3.10 and 3.11 of going from the 
grosser to the subtler all the way up to the Self. 
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1.3.13:  Successive Merging from Speech to Self 
 

rÉcNåû²É‰lÉxÉÏ mÉëÉ¥ÉxiÉ±cNåûe¥ÉÉlÉ AÉiqÉÌlÉ | 
¥ÉÉlÉqÉÉiqÉÌlÉ qÉWûÌiÉ ÌlÉrÉcNåû¨É±cNåûcNûÉliÉ AÉiqÉÌlÉ    || 1.3.13|| 

 

yacch£dv¡±manas§ pr¡j²astadyacch£jj²¡na ¡tmani | 
j²¡nam¡tmani mahati niyacch£ttadyacch£cch¡nta ¡tmani  || 1.3.13|| 
 

1 Yachhet vaak 
manasee praajnah 

The organ of speech should be merged  
   into the mind by the discriminating man; 

2 tat yachhet  
jnaane aatmani; 

Then that mind should be merged 
    into the intellect, the knowing self; 

3 jnaanam aatmani 
mahati niyachhet 

Then the intellect or knowing self  
   should be merged into the Mahat, the Total Mind; 

4 tat yachhet  
   shaante aatmani. 

Finally, that Mahat, too, should be merged 
    into the peaceful Self. 

 

The process of tuning oneself more and more to the inner Self is once again 
repeated from the point of view of a Sadhana to attain the Self. It follows the same lines as 
already seen in 3.10/11.  

Yacchet is the verb which defines the Sadhana needed to be done. It occurs in every 
Pada.It means dissolve or merge, to withdraw from the grosser into the subtler.  

That is the Sadhana. This is done at four levels: 

1 Dissolve Speech into Mind: ‘Speech’ is used here as an Upa-Lakshana, i.e. it stands 
for all the five organs of action in the body of which speech is the first.  

All actions stem from a desire in the mind. The desire is not permitted to act itself 
out. The organs of actions are instructed not to permit any vagaries of the mind to drive the 
senses. In modern psychology, this is tantamount to suppression. Suppression can burst out 
into rampant, uncontrolled desire-activity if there is nothing to stop the mental energy from 
damming up from within. At best, it is a temporary necessity, until the mind is trained to 
check the desires themselves. 

2 Dissolve Mind into Intellect: The desire which remains in the mind, 
notwithstanding the above external checkpoint, has to be dissolved by the discriminating 
power of the intellect. The intellect is a controlling power over the irrational mind;  hence it 
is here called the Atman, which has to be taken to mean the controller of the mind.  

When desire is checked through Viveka, it is called sublimation. This is more 
desirable than the temporary suppression. The effulgence of the intellect pacifies desire in 
the mind. Each desire checked in this way adds to the mind’s purity. 

3 Dissolve Intellect into Mahat or Cosmic Intellect: The method of checking the 
intellect itself lies in surrender of one’s Ego-sense. This is the most difficult of all operations. 
Swami Sivananda calls it ‘Ego-dectomy’. The ‘I’-thought which originates in the intellect has 
to be dissolved. When the sense of individuality is thinned out, the individual intellect 
expands into the Total Intellect. The words in the Bhashya, ‘Swacchha-Swabhaavakam-
Aatmanah’ tell us that the idea is “to render the individual intellect as pure and sweet” as 
the Total Intellect, whose other name is Hiranyagarbha. When an intellect expands in this 
way, the hold of the Ego upon it gets completely loosened and dissolved. 
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4 Dissolve the Mahat or “Great Soul” into the Supreme Self: This final mergence of 
the Consciousness into its deepest level of awareness is called Self-realisation. This is 
characterized by the experience of Shanti or peacefulness. We note that the intellect with 
ego cannot directly merge into the Self. As soon as the ego-sense is dissolved, the intellect, 
which is now identified with the Totality, merges naturally into the deep, universal Being. 

 

Link Passage (to next verse): In an important link, three similes are quoted in the 
Bhashya to help us understand our real predicament. They are: i) the water of a mirage; ii) 
the snake on the rope; and iii) the dirt in the sky. Our ignorance or deluded state of the 
intellect is described in each of these similes: 

i) The Mirage: The world is only an appearance; it is not really there. 

ii) The Snake: Due to fear this appearance makes us resort to all sorts of actions to 
get rid of a “snake” that is really only a rope. 

iii) The Dirt: The ignorance is not our true nature. Just as the sky is unaffected by the 
dust in the air, so also the Self is really unaffected by the presence of the ‘dust’ of Karmas 
accompanying It. 

In all three cases, once the real nature of the seen object is understood, the 
misconception vanishes. In the same way, once the knowledge of one’s true nature sets in 
deeply into our heart, and when purity and one-pointedness are developed, the Self reveals 
Itself. Peace of mind is enjoyed, and the goal of life is achieved.  

Therefore, it is worth making effort to acquire knowledge. The next section gives us 
a big boost of inspiration to strive hard for this state of peacefulness. 

 

 

 THE GLORY OF THIS JOURNEY 
 

1.3.14:  A Wake-Up Call From the Wise 
 

EÌ¨É¸iÉ eÉÉaÉëiÉ, mÉëÉmrÉ uÉUÉÍ³ÉoÉÉåkÉiÉ | 
¤ÉÑUxrÉ kÉÉUÉ ÌlÉÍzÉiÉÉ SÒUirÉrÉÉ,  
SÒaÉïÇ mÉjÉxiÉiMüuÉrÉÉå uÉSÎliÉ      || 1.3.14|| 

 

utti½¿hata j¡grata, pr¡pya var¡nnibµdhata | 
k½urasya dh¡r¡ ni¾it¡ duratyay¡ 
    durga¯ pathastatkavayµ vadanti    || 1.3.14|| 
 

1 Uttishthata jaagrata “Arise! Awake! 

2 praapya varaan nibodhata; Having reached the great ones, learn from them! 

3 kshurasya dhaaraa nishitaa 
duratyayaa 

Like the sharp edge of a razor, 
    very difficult to cross, 

4 durgam pathah  
   tat kavayah vadanti. 

and hard to tread is the Path!”  
    So say the wise ones. 

 

The first half (1-2) of this verse is not set in any meter. A command is hardly likely to 
be sung – there is no music in it! It has to come through sharply with urgency and authority. 
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The second half (3-4) is a contrast to the first. It is gentle and melodious, set in 
meter. Its primary message is to warn us that the path is difficult; it is like treading over the 
edge of a sharp sword without any shoes. The hidden message is: The spiritual journey of 
Sreyas is difficult in the beginning but the end is very sweet. In contrast, the path of Preyas 
is pleasant during the journey, but its fruits are very bitter. 

 

1 A rich insight from Pujya Gurudev explains why ‘arise’ has been placed before 
‘awake’. One would expect to awake first and then arise. Here is Gurudev’s insight: 

“In normal sleep we would awake first and then arise from bed. However, in the case 
of very deep sleep, one actually gets out of bed, still sleepy, eyes half-opened. Then he goes 
to the washroom and, only after splashing some water over the eyes, does he really 
awaken. In the sleep in question, it is not just very deep sleep but the ‘sleep of ignorance’ 
which has been going on for ages. Can there be a deeper sleep than this? For this reason, 
arise comes before awake.” An interesting point, worth noting! 

2 Awakening from the slumber of ignorance, what does one do first? Approach the 
noble teachers – plural because there are different teachers for different types of seekers. 
We must go to them and learn how to get out of ignorance once and for all.  

3 Going to the teachers is also because it is very difficult to tread this path alone, 
almost impossible. It is always advisable to walk with somebody who knows the pitfalls. The 
path is very difficult, indeed, and that is perhaps another reason why it is called subtle. 

4 And who says that it is tough? They are the wise ones, the saints, those who have 
been through the grinding mill and know what it is like. Their words have to be taken 
seriously. If we dismiss them, we do so at our own risk. 

The Bhashya suggests a reason why the path is so difficult. It is due to the subtleness 
of the knowledge of Truth. Because the Truth Itself is so subtle, the qualifications to grasp It 
are also very subtle. It certainly needs the help of a realized sage to tread it with confidence. 

Sri Shankaracharya is one of those “wise ones” to whom we can turn to for light on 
the Path. His Bhashya says: “Do not take this lightly – it can make all the difference.” 

 

The Love of Mother Sruti 

The love that Mother Sruti (the scriptures) has for us is like that of a mother. 

Acharyaji spoke very inspiringly to us of a mother’s love: “Shankaracharyaji loved his 
mother very greatly. A mother’s love is pure selflessness. God could not reach all his 
children, so He made mothers! The father may try to correct us once and then forget it, but 
mother will go on correcting us. She is not concerned about what we think of her; she only 
has our well-being at heart. That is how the scriptures are.”  

 

 

1.3.15:  Subtlety of the Supreme Self 
 

AzÉoSqÉxmÉzÉïqÉÃmÉqÉurÉrÉÇ 
    iÉjÉÉÅUxÉÇ ÌlÉirÉqÉaÉlkÉuÉŠ rÉiÉç | 
AlÉÉ±lÉliÉÇ qÉWûiÉÈ mÉUÇ kÉëÑuÉÇ 
    ÌlÉcÉÉrrÉ iÉlqÉ×irÉÑqÉÑZÉÉiÉç mÉëqÉÑcrÉiÉå     || 1.3.15|| 
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a¾abdamaspar¾amarÀpamavyaya¯ 
    tath¡:'rasa¯ nityamagandhavacca yat | 
an¡dyananta¯ mahata¦ para¯ dhruva¯ 
    nic¡yya tanm»tyumukh¡t pramucyat£   || 1.3.15|| 
 

1 Ashabdam asparsham  
   aroopam avyayam 

That which is soundless, touchless,  
   colourless, undiminishing; 

2 tathaa arasam nityam 
agandhavat cha yat; 

and also tasteless, Eternal,  
   and odourless is That. 

3 anaadi anantam  
   mahatah param dhruvam 

Without beginning, and without end,  
   distinct from Mahat, and ever constant – 

4 nichaayya tat  
   mrityu-mukhaat pramuchyate. 

By knowing That  
   one becomes freed from the jaws of death. 

 

Link: We have an important Link Passage before this verse. It explains why the 
knowledge is so subtle. Ordinary gross elements are used as an example so that we 
understand the idea of subtlety. In a gross element, there are the five qualities, namely, 
smell, taste, form, touch and sound, known through nose, tongue, eye, skin and ear. 

We begin with Earth, which has all 5 qualities knowable through our 5 senses. Now –  

When smell is removed, we are left with Water, which has the remaining 4 qualities. 
When taste is removed, we are left with Fire, which has the remaining 3 qualities. 
When form is removed, we are left with Air, which has the remaining 2 qualities. 
When touch is removed, we are left with Space, which has the remaining 1 quality. 
When sound also is removed, we are out of range of all grossness.  

1-2 From the moment we start reducing the number of qualities – soundless, 
touchless, colourless, tasteless and odourless – we begin shifting to subtler and subtler 
levels. It is the properties that cause the grossness. When we come to the Self, it is the 
subtlest of all ‘substances’, without any properties. Hence, the Self is extremely difficult to 
understand with our limited intellect. This is what we have seen in verses 10, 11 and 13. 

With this introduction from Shankaracharyaji, we can at least learn to appreciate and 
grasp how subtle the Self is. Only an intellect that is very subtle and very pure can hope to 
grasp or ‘behold’ the Self. 

 

The Self is Nitya 

The Bhashya expands greatly in respect of this single quality of the Self being called 
Nitya or eternal. Three approaches are made to understand what is meant by Nitya. 

i) 1-2 Nirguna: “Self has none of the 5 Properties” – All five qualities picked up by the 
five senses are excluded in the Self. When the last quality of sound is taken away from 
space, what we are left with is beyond our sensory knowledge. There can be no decay in 
what is left after all properties are removed. Hence that Self is said to be Nitya. This is the 
first reason. 

ii) 3a Anaadi-Anantam: “Self is Beginningless and Endless” – A thing has an end 
when it changes to something else, which then becomes the effect. An example is milk, 
which is destroyed when it changes into curds. The curds is an effect produced by its cause, 
the milk. The Self is not like that. It cannot cease existing by changing into something else, 
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because it is unchanging. It produces no effects. It is also beginningless as it has no Cause. 
This is the second reason why it is Nitya. 

3b Mahatah Param: as a result of being Anaadi and Anantam, the Self is distinct 
from the realm of Mahat or the Total Subtle or Hiranyagarbha. Mahat is the point at which 
begins all creation which has a beginning and an end. The Self is beyond even Mahat. From 
this viewpoint also, the Self is regarded as Nitya – this is the third reason. 

iii) 3c Dhruvam: “Changelessly Constant” – the constancy is not relative like the 
earth or a river. The earth is constant relatively speaking, but everything in it is undergoing 
change. A river, too, is relatively constant, for every moment the water at a given point is 
different from what was there a moment before. The Self’s constancy is absolute. It does 
not change at all, i.e. it is changelessly constant. This is the fourth reason why it is Nitya. 

4 The verse closes by stating the Phala or fruit of realizing the Self. Being “free from 
the jaws of death” is a graphical way of saying that one attains liberation from the ceaseless 
round of births and deaths.  There is no change with respect to taking different births. When 
the goal is reached, there is no longer any rebirth or transmigration. This is the fifth reason 
for calling the Self Nitya or changeless.  

 

 

1.3.16:  Glory of the “Nachiketas” Knowledge 
 

lÉÉÍcÉMåüiÉqÉÑmÉÉZrÉÉlÉÇ qÉ×irÉÑmÉëÉå£ðü xÉlÉÉiÉlÉqÉç | 
EYiuÉÉ ´ÉÑiuÉÉ cÉ qÉåkÉÉuÉÏ oÉë¼sÉÉåMåü qÉWûÏrÉiÉå    || 1.3.16|| 

 

n¡cik£tamup¡khy¡na¯ m»tyuprµkta° san¡tanam | 
uktv¡ ¾rutv¡ ca m£dh¡v§ brahmalµk£ mah§yat£  || 1.3.16|| 
 

1 Naachiketam upaakhyaanam This (Vedic) knowledge as received by Nachiketas, 

2 mrityu proktam sanaatanam; and as told by the Lord of Death, is eternal; 

3 uktvaa shrutvaa cha medhaavee relating it or hearing it, the intelligent one 

4 brahma loke maheeyate. becomes worthy of glorification in the world of 

Brahman (or in Brahma Loka). 
 

1 The Pada could be interpreted in two ways:  

i) Upaakhyaanam: “story”.  In this case, ‘Nachiketas’ becomes an adjective to ‘story’, 
giving “The Nachiketas Story”, identifying which story. This is in keeping with the earlier 
usage of “The Nachiketas Fire” where the entire sacrificial fire was named after him. 

ii) Upaakhyaanam: the alternative meaning is “knowledge”. In this case, the Pada 
could mean either the specific knowledge as taught to Nachiketas by Lord Yama; or that the 
knowledge is named after him, as “The Nachiketas Knowledge”. 

2 The knowledge (or the story) is “eternal” because it is from the Vedas, which are 
eternal. The glorification of either is ultimately the glorification of the Vedas itself. 

3 The knowledge (or the story) is also glorified by associating it with an intelligent 
young seeker of exceptional qualities and a pure intellect. As a slight variant, the intelligent 
student who understands this knowledge is equally glorified in the process. 

Acharyaji expressed it with another metaphor: “A good book is a good meal.” 
Knowledge was always greatly respected in Vedic culture. 
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4 By stating that the fruit of this knowledge is twofold:  

i) It can be Brahman, the highest Goal of human life, if by knowledge is meant 
Brahma Vidya, the Knowledge of the Self. 

ii) It can be Brahmaloka, the highest heavenly region, if the knowledge is taken to 
mean knowledge of the “Nachiketas Fire Sacrifice”.  

 

 

1.3.17:  Auspicious Recitation of this Knowledge 
 

rÉ CqÉÇ mÉUqÉÇ aÉÑ½Ç ´ÉÉuÉrÉåSè oÉë¼xÉÇxÉÌS | mÉërÉiÉÈ ´ÉÉ®MüÉsÉå uÉÉ  
iÉSÉlÉlirÉÉrÉ MüsmÉiÉå | iÉSÉlÉlirÉÉrÉ MüsmÉiÉ CÌiÉ    || 1.3.17|| 

 

ya ima¯ parama¯ guhya¯ ¾r¡vay£d brahmasa¯sadi |  
prayata¦ ¾r¡ddhak¡l£ v¡  
tad¡nanty¡ya kalpat£ | tad¡nanty¡ya kalpata iti  || 1.3.17|| 
 

1 Yah imam paramam guhyam Should anyone get this highest secret 

2 shraavayet brahma sam-sadi; recited before an assembly of Brahmanas; 

3 prayatah shraaddha kaale vaa or at the time of the purificatory rites for the dead, 

4a tadaa anantyaaya kalpate; then the recital becomes conducive to eternal fruit; 

4b tadaa anantyaaya kalpate iti. indeed, it becomes conducive to eternal fruit! 
 

1 Special credit is given in this last verse of Part 1 to the active field worker who 
assists in organizing assemblies of hearers of this knowledge. 2 The recition of this text 
before an assembly of Brahmanas (i.e. spiritual aspirants seeking the Immortal Truth), or 3 
its recitation at a funeral ceremony is especially blessed by Lord Yama. 4 Such recitation 
programmes are said to take all the people involved with it towards the ultimate Goal – 
eternal union with Brahman.  

At present, absence of this knowledge makes people unnecessarily afraid of Death. 
When this knowledge is received by more people, they are less likely to meet death with 
fear. The result will be that the people whom Yama receives will already know the laws of 
Karma upon which the governance of life on earth is based. Knowing these laws, when Lord 
Yama finally visits them, people will welcome him, not repel him. 

 

|| CÌiÉ MüÉPûMüÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS mÉëjÉqÉÉkrÉÉrÉå iÉ×iÉÏrÉÉ uÉssÉÏ || 
iti k¡¿hakµpani½adi pratham¡dhy¡y£ t»t§y¡ vall§ || 

Thus ends the Third Chapter of the First Part of the Katha Upanishad. 
 

 

***** 
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MüPûÉåmÉÌlÉwÉiÉç-2 

KATHA UPANISHAD  
 

Part 2 – Total 49 Verses 
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Chapter 2.1:   (15 verses) 
THE POWER OF KNOWLEDGE 

 

TWO OBSTACLES TO KNOWLEDGE  
 

SRI SHANKARACHARYAJI INTRODUCES this Chapter with the words: “The subtle Self 
needs a subtle, sharp and one-pointed intellect to behold It.” If that is all that is required, 
we should all begin working towards this attainment and reach the Goal without delay. 

Yes, there is no doubt – that is the correct approach. 

However, a little practice and observation of the success rate makes us soon realize 
that this is easier said than done. What is it that makes it difficult to acquire a sharp and 
subtle intellect? The fact that such an intellect is so hard to come by indicates that there 
must be some serious obstacles to acquiring it. Two obstacles are dissected in this first 
section. Only when we know what they are can we be motivated to remove them 

The two obstacles occur in two different spheres: i) the external world of the senses; 
and ii) the internal world of the mind. 

 

 

2.1.1:  First Obstacle: The “Punished” Senses 
 

mÉUÉÎgcÉ ZÉÉÌlÉ urÉiÉ×hÉiÉç xuÉrÉqpÉÔÈ 
    iÉxqÉÉimÉUÉXçmÉzrÉÌiÉ lÉÉliÉUÉiqÉlÉç | 
MüÍ¶É®ÏUÈ mÉëirÉaÉÉiqÉÉlÉqÉæ¤ÉSè 
    AÉuÉ×¨ÉcÉ¤ÉÑUqÉ×iÉiuÉÍqÉcNûlÉç      || 2.1.1|| 

 

par¡²ci kh¡ni vyat»³at svayambhÀ¦ 
    tasm¡tpar¡±pa¾yati n¡ntar¡tman | 
ka¾ciddh§ra¦ pratyag¡tm¡namaik½ad 
    ¡v»ttacak½uram»tatvamicchan    || 2.1.1|| 

 

1 Paraanchi khaani  
   vyatrinat swayambhooh 

“Outgoing be thou, O senses!” – 
    thus did the Great Lord curse or afflict them. 

2 tasmaat paraak pashyati  
   na antaraatman; 

Therefore, one sees the outer things  
   and not the inner Self. 

3 kashchit dheerah  
   pratyak-aatmaanam aikshat 

A rare discriminating man arises  
   who gazes inward on the Self, 

4 aavritta chakshuh  
   amritatvam icchhan. 

turning the gaze of his eyes away from sense objects,  
   and desiring Immortality. 

 

The first major obstacle is mentioned in this verse. It is the Extroverted Senses. The 
overall cause of this is Avidya or ignorance. 
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1 Vyatrinat: “afflict” or “curse”. The Rishi speaks of the senses as having a 
manufacturer’s defect. He argues, with tongue in cheek, that we are manufactured with this 
fault – with senses turned outwards. It cannot be helped. It is not our fault! 

2 The irony continues. The man of weak will says, “We can hardly be blamed for not 
seeing the Self! After all, God has made our senses turned outwards; it is not actually our 
fault at all. It is the nature of the senses to lead our mind outwards and engage it with the 
outer world. They are made like that to fulfill their purpose.  We are made to enjoy sense 
pleasures. Why should we be asked to restrain our senses?”  

That is as far as we can go with thye irony. The curse is, of course, not to be taken 
literally; it is only a euphemism, a mild way of expressing the blunt fact we do not wish to 
control our senses. Our leaning towards pleasure is incorrigible.  

3 To recognize this defect is possible only through the rare quality of discrimination 
by which the temporary nature of sense objects is understood and a “U-turn” is made to 
turn our attention inward. This is the most critical step that begins the spiritual quest. One 
who has such a subtle intellect is called a Dheerah. He is able to turn the senses inwards 
towards the Pratyak Atman (the indwelling Self). 

4 The reference to ‘turning the eyes away’ should be taken to mean turning all the 
five senses away, not just the eyes. It is not possible to behold the Self and the objects 
together. In this context, Vairagya or Dispassion is called for. Vairagya may be defined as 
the desire for the higher which makes us willingly give up the lower. The senses always want 
to be tickled and the mind gets habituated to the tickling. The mind is thus assisted by the 
senses to turn outwards regardless of what the intellect tells it. But when Vairagya dawns, 
the whole process is reversed. 

The question is asked: “Why does the wise man practise Vairagya, which is such an 
enormously difficult task?” The answer is: “It is purely because of his desire to attain 
Immortality.” Immortality means putting an end to the cycle of births and deaths once and 
for all. Freedom from this endless cycle is what the seeker desires, and that is what makes 
him practise Vairagya to attain mastery over his senses and mind. 

 

Use of ‘Atman’ for the Indwelling Self: 

[This portion is only of interest to very technically minded students. Others can move on 
to the next verse at this point. ] 

A verse is quoted in the Bhashya from which four meanings arise for the word ‘Atman’. 
The verse is: 

“Since It pervades (Yachaapnoti), absorbs (Yadaadatte), and expands and enters 
(Yacchaatti) all objects in the world, and since from It the world derives its continuous 
existence (Yacchaasya).” 

Acharyaji explained all the four roots of the above verbs used in deriving the meaning 
of ‘Atman’. 

i) ‘Aap’ in Yachaapnoti – to pervade. When we arise in the morning, we shift from a 
state of ‘coiled up’ or withdrawn consciousness of deep sleep into a state in which our 
consciousness expands throughout our body. 

ii) ‘Daa’ in Yadaadatte – to hold or absorb. That into which everything is absorbed or 
which holds all our experiences is the indwelling Self.  

iii) ‘At’ in Yacchaatti – that which expands and enters everything is the inner Self. 
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iv) ‘As’ in Yacchaasya – that which has a continuous presence is also the Self. 

This explains the appropriateness of using the word Atman for the inner Self. 

Another technical correction made is changing Aikshat from past tense to present 
tense – “saw” to “sees”. This is more correct since the seeing can still be done even now. 

 

 

2.1.2:  Second Obstacle: The Mind’s Thirst for Pleasure 
 

mÉUÉcÉÈ MüÉqÉÉlÉlÉÑrÉÎliÉ oÉÉsÉÉ- 
    xiÉå qÉ×irÉÉårÉïÎliÉ ÌuÉiÉiÉxrÉ mÉÉzÉqÉç | 
AjÉ kÉÏUÉ AqÉ×iÉiuÉÇ ÌuÉÌSiuÉÉ 
    kÉëÑuÉqÉkÉëÑuÉåÎwuÉWû lÉ mÉëÉjÉïrÉliÉå      || 2.1.2|| 

 

par¡ca¦ k¡m¡nanuyanti b¡l¡- 
    st£ m»tyµryanti vitatasya p¡¾am | 
atha dh§r¡ am»tatva¯ viditv¡ 
    dhruvamadhruv£½viha na pr¡rthayant£   || 2.1.2|| 
 

1 Paraachah kaamaan 
anuyanti baalaah 

External pleasures  are 
   pursued by “children” (immature ones); 

2 te mrityoh yanti  
   vitatasya paasham; 

they fall into death’s 
    widespread snares. 

3 atha dheeraah  
amritatvam viditvaa 

But the brave and mature ones,  
   have the knowledge of Immortality, 

4 dhruvam adhruveshu iha 
na praartha-yante. 

i.e. what is Eternal amidst the non-Eternal. 
   They do not desire anything of this world.  

 

The second obstacle is brought into the discussion here, namely, Trishna or thirst for 
external objects of desire. In the Link passage to this verse, the Bhashya clearly identifies 
Avidya and Trishna as the two obstacles to God-vision. 

1 Baalaah: “children; the immature or ignorant ones”. The connotation is the 
unintelligent persons, the ‘children’ who still wishes to play with the toys offered by the 
world. Such persons get trapped by the snares of sense objects. When objects are known to 
give pleasure, they are sought again and again. This is how children behave. 

2 Where does this lead such ‘children’? – into the widespread nets of Death. ‘Death’ 
here has its widest meaning – not just the death of this birth, but the deaths of endless 
cycles of rebirths to which they are condemned due to being slaves of Desire. 

The vicious cycle of the Desire Lineage is “Avidya, Kama, Karma Samudaya”, i.e. the 
group of Ignorance, Desire and Action, as the Bhashya puts it. The words Samyoga – Viyoga, 
meaning ‘union and disunion’, are used in place of birth and death. The individual soul 
constantly unites and disunites with a physical body. 

3-4 Dheeraah: “the intelligent, mature persons” are the very opposite of the 
children. They know through discrimination that objects are impermanent. They see that 
which is immortal amidst the mortal objects. Hence they turn their attention inwards to the 
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Self, which is the immortal aspect of their being. Freeing themselves from Avidya and 
Trishna, they focus their minds on the stable, all-pervading Self within. 

The verb Vyuttishthanti, “they rise above”, is aptly used in the Bashya. It expresses 
the idea that the Dheerah or wise man has raised his awareness to the Self, high above the 
desires for progeny, wealth and pleasures, and thus is not attracted by the sense world even 
though he may be living in the midst of it. That is how he succeeds. 

 

 

INTELLECT – INDIVIDUAL INTELLIGENCE  
 

Nachiketas’s third boon is now being answered directly. The Self, which Nachiketas 
asked about, is being explained in three verses from the level of the individual human 
intellect as the Knowing Principle. We begin with its involvement with the senses.  

 

2.1.3:  The Cogniser of Sense Experiences 
 

rÉålÉ ÃmÉÇ UxÉÇ aÉlkÉÇ  zÉoSÉlÉç xmÉzÉÉïÇ¶É qÉæjÉÑlÉÉlÉç | 
LiÉålÉæuÉ ÌuÉeÉÉlÉÉÌiÉ ÌMüqÉ§É mÉËUÍzÉwrÉiÉå |    LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç   || 2.1.3|| 

  

y£na rÀpa¯ rasa¯ gandha¯ ¾abd¡n spar¾¡¯¾ca maithun¡n | 
£t£naiva vij¡n¡ti kimatra pari¾i½yat£ |  
 £tadvai tat       || 2.1.3|| 
 

1 Yena roopam rasam gandham By whatever form, taste, smell, 

2 shabdaan sparshaan cha maithunaan; sound, touch and sexual joy one encounters – 

3 etena eva vijaanaati it is by That alone that they are cognized. 

4 kim atra parishishyate. What is there unknowable to That in this world? 

5 Etat vai tat. This is verily That (This is the Mahavakya of this text)! 
 

The Sense Experience 

1-2 The five senses can be experienced individually or in combination with each 
other. A unique experience of all five senses combined together occurs in sexual union, 
which is why it has been specifically added to the list. Who is the experiencer of these? 

3 It is the Self which experiences all the objects through the senses. The real Knower 
of this world of objects is the inner Experiencer, the Self. 

4 There is nothing that is unknowable to the Self, as It is Consciousness itself.  

5 This line is the Mahavakya or statement of identity of the Katha Upanishad,. 

The Bhashya raises the possibility of an objection to this statement: “When we 
experience the objects, we do so through the mind and the body. How can we say that it is 
experienced by another factor called Self? There can be no such thing.” 

The reply given to this is that the body itself is one of the objects of the world. It is 
part of the “Shabda, Sparsha, etc” sense experience. It cannot know itself. There has to be 
another entity that knows it – that entity is the Self, through the human intellect. 
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2.1.4:  Witness of the Three States 
 

xuÉmlÉÉliÉÇ eÉÉaÉËUiÉÉliÉÇ cÉÉåpÉÉæ rÉålÉÉlÉÑmÉzrÉÌiÉ | 
qÉWûÉliÉÇ ÌuÉpÉÑqÉÉiqÉÉlÉÇ qÉiuÉÉ kÉÏUÉå lÉ zÉÉåcÉÌiÉ    || 2.1.4|| 

 

svapn¡nta¯ j¡garit¡nta¯ cµbhau y£n¡nupa¾yati | 
mah¡nta¯ vibhum¡tm¡na¯ matv¡ dh§rµ na ¾µcati   || 2.1.4|| 
 

1 Svapna antam jaagarita aantam The objects of dream and those of waking state, 

2 cha ubhau yena anu-pashyati; are both perceived by That  

3 mahaantam vibhum aatmaanam great, omnipresent Aatman or Self . 

4 matvaa dheerah na shochati. Having realized this, the wise man grieves not. 
 

The Bhashya Link explains that the subtlety of the Self is explained from different 
standpoints in these three verses, in answer to Nachiketas’s third boon. 

1-2 This verse presents the Self as the Witness of the three states of waking, dream 
and deep sleep. The deep sleep state is not mentioned as no objects are perceived in it. The 
perceiver is indicated as being the Self. 

3-4 The wise man, who realizes that he himself is none other than the all-pervading 
Self, loses all fear by virtue of this fact of omnipresence. Since there is nothing to fear, there 
is nothing to grieve over. This is one of the effects of being in the Non-dual state. 

 

 

2.1.5:  Keeper of Karmic Accounts 
 

rÉ CqÉÇ qÉkuÉSÇ uÉåS AÉiqÉÉlÉÇ eÉÏuÉqÉÎliÉMüÉiÉç | 
DzÉÉlÉÇ pÉÔiÉpÉurÉxrÉ lÉ iÉiÉÉå ÌuÉeÉÑaÉÑmxÉiÉå | LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç   || 2.1.5|| 

 

ya ima¯ madhvada¯ v£da ¡tm¡na¯ j§vamantik¡t | 
§¾¡na¯ bhÀtabhavyasya na tatµ vijugupsat£ |  
 £tadvai tat       || 2.1.5|| 
 

1 yah imam madhvadam veda He who knows that the enjoyer of this honey 

2 aatmaanam jeevam antikaat; is one’s own dear Atman, the sustainer of his life, 

3 eeshaanam bhoota-bhavyasya the Lord of the past and the future, 

4 na tatah vijugupsate. no more thereafter does he “wish to save himself”.  
 

Nachiketas, in verse 1.2.14, re-phrased his third boon. He asked about the Self which 
is “beyond virtue and vice, beyond cause and effect, and beyond past and future”. That 
aspect of the Self is now being answered by Lord Yama.  

1 Madhvadam: “enjoyer of honey”; this word has been effectively chosen to 
summarise all enjoyment through the sense objects. Like bees gathering honey, we gather 
Karma, merit or demerit, for our enjoyment. Paapa and Punya is a result of the Karma we 
perform to acquire merit. ‘Honey’ represents this Paapa and Punya connected to ‘virtue and 
vice’. It draws the distinction between Dharma and Adharma. The Self is beyond both 
Dharma and Adharma. That is the significance of the “honey” we collect and enjoy. 
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2 Antikaat: “as one very near or close”. This word tells us how close and dear the Self 
is to us as the sustainer of our very life. 

3 Bhoota-Bhavyasya: “past and future”. The Self is also the Lord of Time, meaning 
that He transcends Time. The Self is not in the realm of Time. This relates to Nachiketas’s 
reference to cause and effect, as well as past and future. The Self is beyond both of these, 
but when conditioned as the intellect, it experiences these due to the Karma it has 
accumulated through its deeds. The Pure Self is unaffected by them. 

4 Vijugupsate: Knowing himself to be that Self, the wise person does not have any 
desire “to save or protect oneself”, as he has no more fear. Fear only comes when we see 
duality, when there is ‘another’. One who has a purified intellect is freed from the Upadhis 
of body and mind, and does not see anything different from his own vast spiritual Being. He 
has the Non-dual vision by which he sees unity in all creation.  

We now move on to a macroscipic glimpse of the Self through Hiranyagarbha. 

 
 

       BRAHMAN    (The Supreme Reality) 
  

 

1. Brahman at Causal Level 

   ISHWARA (when viewed through MAYA) 

       THE UNMANIFESTED   
 

    JIVA    (when viewed through AVIDYA)   
 

2. Brahman at Subtle Level 

        HIRANYAGARBHA  

        THE “THRESHOLD”      
 

          THE SUBTLE ELEMENTS   

          THE SUBTLE CREATION   (Ego, Mind, Intellect, Prana, Senses) 
 

3. Brahman at Gross Level 

        VIRAT  

         THE MANIFESTED   
 

          THE GROSS ELEMENTS   

          THE GROSS CREATION   (the 14 Worlds, Bodies) 
 

 

Table:  THE COSMIC HIERARCHY 
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HIRANYAGARBHA – TOTAL INTELLIGENCE 
 

Verses 6-8 explain the implication of the all-pervading form of the Self, that is, its 
influence beyond our individuality, how it influences all beings and things in the Cosmos. 
Specific Vedantic terms are given in the above hierarchy, which are explained below. 

Verses 6 and 7 speak of the Self as Hiranyagarbha, the consciousness associated 
with the Cosmic Subtle Body. Verse 8 speaks of the Self as Virat, the consciousness 
associated with the Cosmic Gross Body.  

Hindu philosophy has a wide vision of the Supreme Reality. The Western term ‘God’ 
does not do justice to denote the full scope of Reality, hence we use the term Brahman. 

The cosmic hierarchy stretches from Brahman to the gross creation. We see that 
Hiranyagarbha is at the pivot of this hierarchy. She is at the “threshold” between the 
Unmanifested and Manifested. 

 

 

A table relating all the verses that follow is given below: 
 

THERE 
2.1.9 2.1.12 2.1.14  

Brahman The Supreme Self 
2.1.10 2.1.13 2.1.15 

HERE 
2.1.6 2.1.7  Hiranyagarbha The Cosmic Womb (Prana) 

2.1.8 2.1.11  Virat Fire; the gross objects  

 

Table: RELATING VERSES 2.1.6 to 15  
 

 

2.1.6 & 7: Hiranyagarbha – Brahman in Subtle Creation  
 

rÉÈ mÉÔuÉïÇ iÉmÉxÉÉå eÉÉiÉqÉSèprÉÈ mÉÔuÉïqÉeÉÉrÉiÉ | 
aÉÑWûÉÇ mÉëÌuÉzrÉ ÌiÉ¸liÉÇ rÉÉå pÉÔiÉåÍpÉurÉïmÉzrÉiÉ |    LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç   || 2.1.6|| 
 

rÉÉ mÉëÉhÉålÉ xÉÇpÉuÉirÉÌSÌiÉSåïuÉiÉÉqÉrÉÏ | 
aÉÑWûÉÇ mÉëÌuÉzrÉ ÌiÉ¸liÉÏÇ rÉÉ pÉÔiÉåÍpÉurÉïeÉÉrÉiÉ |    LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç   || 2.1.7|| 

 
ya¦ pÀrva¯ tapasµ j¡tamadbhya¦ pÀrvamaj¡yata | 
guh¡¯ pravi¾ya ti½¿hanta¯ yµ bhÀt£bhirvyapa¾yata | 
 £tadvai tat       || 2.1.6|| 

 

y¡ pr¡³£na sa¯bhavatyaditird£vat¡may§ | 
guh¡¯ pravi¾ya ti½¿hant§¯ y¡ bhÀt£bhirvyaj¡yata |  
 £tadvai tat       || 2.1.7|| 
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1 Yah poorvam tapasah jaatam He is the “first-born” of the Austerity of  Brahmaji;  

2 adbhyah poorvam ajaayata; He is born prior to the five elements (waters); 

3 guhaam pravishya tishthantam He enters and takes his seat in the heart cavity,  

4 yah bhootebhih vyapashyata. in the midst of the elements – He now truly ‘Sees’. 

5 Etat vai tat. This is verily That! 

 

6 Yaa praanena sambhavati It is She (Hiranyagarbha) from whom Prana is born; 

7 aditih devataa-mayee; She is the Enjoyer in the form of the Devas; 

8 guhaam pravishya tishthanteem She enters and takes her seat in the heart cavity,  

9 yaa bhootebhih vyajaayata. in the midst of the elements – She is now truly ‘born’. 

10 Etat vai tat. This is verily That! 
 

These two verses are near ‘identical twins’, as it were. v 2.1.6 views Hiranyagarbha 
from the perspective of Brahman, while v 2.1.7 views it from our human perspective as 
creatures on earth. Hence, in slightly different ways, both describe how Hiranyagarbha can 
be looked up to as nothing but Brahman Himself in a conditioned form. 

The Upanishad is here pushing us forward to the Truth that 
Brahman in manifestation is no less than the Pure Brahman in isolation. 

We discuss the two verses together, taking corresponding lines from each of them. 

1 & 6 Yah (m) & Yaa (f): “He (She) who”. Both refer to Hiranyagarbha, the subject. 
The male gender is used from Brahman’s standpoint, and the female gender from creation’s 
standpoint. To creation, Hiranyagarbha is “Mother”, creation’s “Womb” out of which 
creation emerged. She is Brahman in association with the subtle conditionings of Creation.  

Poorvam Jaatam: “the First Born”; and Praanena Sambhavati: “from whom Prana is 
born”. The first step in creation is the willing or Austerity of Brahman. The Tapasvin in 
Brahman, called Ishwara, combines with the creative power called Maya at the Causal level. 
The first fruit of this union is Hiranyagarbha, meaning “Cosmic Womb”, at the Subtle level, 
who represents the female potential to produce creation.  

Hiranyagarbha thus comes to be known as the “First Born”, since all that is ever born 
is born through her ‘umbilical cord’, as it were. This is from Brahman’s standpoint. 

From the standpoint of human beings, immediately beyond the gross body we see a 
Life-Force in control and enlivening the body. That Life-Force is termed Prana in the Vedas. 
Prana or the Life Principle is the closest “God” in relation to the body, which is why Antikaat 
(“very close”) was used in verse 5. Prana to us is as good as Hiranyagarbha. 

 

2 & 7 Adbhyah Poorvam: “prior to the five subtle elements”. From Brahman’s 
standpoint, this clarifies exactly what “First-Born” refers to. In the hierarchy, Hiranyagarbha 
is after Ishwara but before the creation of the Adbhyah or five Tanmatras or subtle 
elements. Adbhyah literally means “the waters from which creation arose”. 

From the standpoint of man, the representation of Prana continues. Here, the term 
Aditi is significant. It means “the eater or enjoyer”, and is used in place of Hiranyagarbha 
who as Prana or life-force is seen to be the enjoyer through the body. In this sense, all the 
Deities would be included as being under the control of Hiranyagarbha. 
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3 & 8 Guhaam Pravishya: The entry of Consciousness is described identically in both 
verses. In fact, the entry of Brahman is by definition as Hiranyagarbha, the consciousness 
associated with the subtle creation. Wherein did she enter? The Guha or cave, the very core 
of our being, is the intellect. It is called the “cavity of the heart”. That is where 
Consciousness enters the human being and establishes its ‘residence’. 

Once Hiranyagarbha takes His seat, all the Deities in charge of the different functions 
of the body take up their respective residences in the organs and senses that they govern.  

The main idea conveyed through these facts is to tell us that the 
very elements from which the mind, intellect and gross body are 
created, are to be seen as nothing short of the Self. For the Self indwells 
all of them. 

4 & 9 Consciousness gets associated with ‘the elements’, meaning it gets associated 
with the living being through the intellect. From Brahman’s standpoint, this entry is as the 
‘Seer’ (Vyapashyata) or Witness of all that is experienced by the Jiva. From the Jiva’s 
standpoint, the entry of Consciousness is seen as ‘birth’ (Vyajaayata). 

Seeing Hiranyagarbha as the Self is explained by a simile. In the garden of Brahman 
there are many plants. All may be looked upon and revered as Brahman Himself. 

5 & 10 The Mahavakya: In conclusion, the whole subtle world is to be seen as God. 
The subtle world specifically refers to all living creatures. It is in the living creatures that God 
manifests in a special way with the subtle body equipment of mind, Prana and senses. 

 

 

2.1.8:  Hiranyagarbha’s Worship in Virat  
 

AUhrÉÉåÌlÉïÌWûiÉÉå eÉÉiÉuÉåSÉ aÉpÉï CuÉ xÉÑpÉ×iÉÉå aÉÍpÉïhÉÏÍpÉÈ | 
ÌSuÉå ÌSuÉå DŽÉå eÉÉaÉ×uÉÎ°WïûÌuÉwqÉÎ°qÉïlÉÑwrÉåÍpÉUÎalÉÈ | 
       LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç         || 2.1.8|| 
 

ara³yµrnihitµ j¡tav£d¡ garbha iva subh»tµ garbhi³§bhi¦ | 
div£ div£ §¢yµ j¡g»vadbhirhavi½madbhirmanu½y£bhiragni¦ | 
 £tadvai tat         || 2.1.8|| 
 

1 Aranyoh nihitah  
   jaata-vedaah 

Lodged between two pieces of wood (known as the Arani), 
   is the Fire of Knowledge that signifies omniscience. 

2 garbhah iva subhritah 
garbhineebhih; 

It is like a foetus that is well-protected  (nourished), 
   there in the womb of pregnant women.  

3a 
3b 

dive dive eedyah 
jaagrivadbhih 

Day by day, it is carefully tended and adored (worshipped) 

i) by the sleepless one (the awakened Jnani in his contemplations); 

4 havishmadbhih  
   manushyebhih agnih. 

ii) by the offerers of oblations (the devout householders); and 

iii) by the men (Upasakas) who worship the ‘(Nachiketas) Fire’. 

5 Etat vai tat. This is verily That! 
 

Three types of worshippers (see 3b-4) utilise some means or other from the realm of 
Hiranyagarbha and Virat, to worship Brahman, the Supreme.  
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The Symbolism of the Foetus in the Womb 

1 Aranyoh: In Vedic times, sacrificial fires were lit in a specially made instrument 
called an Arani, which had two pieces of wood, an upper one which was churned and the 
lower one with a cup in which the upper piece was rotated to produce a fire by friction. 

 

2-3a There is a “double-simile” used here. The first simile is the Arani Fire which 
represents Brahman, the ultimate object of worship for all three worshippers. This Fire itself 
is described by a second simile, the human foetus in the mother’s womb. The protective 
care provided by a pregnant woman to her foetus is compared to the care with which the 
fire in an Arani is carefully tended from a small, easily extinguishable spark to a full-blown 
flame within the Arani, and then transferred with equal care to start the sacrificial fire in the 
havan kund. This is done day after day with great devotion and feeling, just as the mother 
takes care of her yet-to-be-born child. This second simile is remarkably appropriate to show 
the love that inflames the worshipper’s heart. 

3b-4 A comparison may be drawn between this verse and v 1.3.1. In both verses 
mention is made in the same order of all three types of worshippers of the Self, namely, i) 
the Brahma Jnanis; ii) the devout householders; and iii) the Upasakass who light the 
‘Nachiketas Fire Sacrifice’.  

5 This is the line that is repeated in this Upanishad as its Mahavakya. 
 

 

THE SYMBOLISM OF FIRE 
 

Agni or Fire carries very auspicious symbolism. It stands for purity, austerity, and 
rigorous spiritual practice. Whether it is in the practice of meditation performed by 
advanced Jnanis, or in performing the fire sacrifice, purity, austerity and rigour are the 
virtues attached to them in all three cases.  

Yogis spend many hours daily in vigilance to control their thoughts. This is an 
austerity comparable to fire. The havan kund represents the heart of the meditator, i.e. the 
intellect. All care and attention is given to nurture the fire of meditation as is given to 
nurture the Arani fire or the foetus in the mother’s womb. 

Fire is also the “postman” in Vedic rituals. It delivers our request or prayer to the 
respective Deities.  

The worship of Fire is at two levels – the Adhiyajna and Adhyatma, i.e. the Divine in 
the Universe and the Divine within our heart. The Upasaka doing rituals does them with an 
external result in mind; whereas the Yogi engaged in meditation does it with no desire 
except the desire to be united with God. 

 
 

 

 

***** 
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THE USE OF VIRAT IN WORSHIP 
 

Fire represents form and colour. Among the gross  elements, it is the subtlest that is 
visible to humans. (Space and Air cannot be seen.) Hence Fire stands for the entire gross 
manifestation of the universe. Virat is the Consciousness or Brahman that is associated with 
this manifestation.  In addition to the symbolism of fire, the fire sacrifice itself stands as a 
symbol for spiritual Sadhana. It represents the worshipper’s intention to work in harmony 
with the Deities who govern various functions at the gross level of Creation. 

This verse can be taken to mean that the whole of Virat, the gross manifestation, has 
to be considered as being nothing but Brahman Himself. The same applied earlier to 
Hiranyagarbha. Now the Upanishad extends the idea to include even Virat to stand for 
Brahman alone. 

The Vedic view of life at the physical level is that it is an expression of the Divine. The 
Divine is seen as both imminent as well as transcendent. He is in the gross as well as the 
subtle, and beyond even the subtle. The gross manifestation, when seen as God, is cared for 
just as carefully as a foetus in the mother’s womb, or the delicate flames arising in the Arani. 

The idea conveyed is that Nature is to be revered and seen as a god-given gift for our 
sustenance, with the purpose of promoting our spiritual evolution. Nature is seen as a field 
for our spiritual growth. It has to be used for good purposes, not abused. 

 

 

BRAHMAN – ABSOLUTE INTELLIGENCE 
 

2.1.9:  Brahman – the Ultimate Support  
 

rÉiÉ¶ÉÉåSåÌiÉ xÉÔrÉÉåïÅxiÉÇ rÉ§É cÉ aÉcNûÌiÉ | 
iÉÇ SåuÉÉÈ xÉuÉåïÅÌmÉïiÉÉxiÉSÒ lÉÉirÉåÌiÉ Mü¶ÉlÉ |       
    LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç       || 2.1.9|| 

 

yata¾cµd£ti sÀryµ:'sta¯ yatra ca gacchati | 
ta¯ d£v¡¦ sarv£:'rpit¡stadu n¡ty£ti ka¾cana |  
 £tadvai tat       || 2.1.9|| 
 

1 Yatah cha udeti sooryah That from which the Sun (Hiranyagarbha) arises, 

2 astam gacchhati yatra cha; and into which it merges or sets – 

3 tam devaah sarve arpitaah That upon which depend (are fixed) all the Deities. 

4 tat u na atyeti kashchana.  None ever transcends That, (the Supreme Brahman). 

5 Etat vai tat. This is verily That! 
 

We are now closing in on our main subject of discussion, Brahman, which is the 
answer to Nachiketas’s third boon. This is the knowledge for which Nachiketas spurned all 
the wealth and pleasure he was offered. This verse begins to point out directly the 
supremacy of Brahman over the whole hierachy of Creation. 
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1-2 Udeti Sooryah, Astam Gachhati: “the rising and setting Sun”. Notwithstanding 
the fact that the sun actually never rises or sets, but it is the earth that spins around, still we 
see it as rising and setting. The Rishi uses this as a simile. The sun represents everything that 
emerges from the womb of Hiranyagarbha. In Indian cosmology, creation and dissolution 
are two cyclical events just as day and night are. Day represents creation and night 
destruction.  

3 Devaah: “the Devas”. All the Deities are assistants of the Sun, who is 
Hiranyagarbha. If even Hiranyagarbha takes his origin from Brahman and finally dissolves 
into Brahman, then what to speak of all his assistant Deities. All of them depend on their 
existence as well as power, capacities and abilities on Brahman. 

We on Earth who are much lower in the hierarchy than all the Deities depend at 
most times on them to obtain special favours. Our dependency is much more than that of 
the Deities. Our dependency is not even mentioned in this verse. It is taken for granted. 

Another way to look at our dependency on Brahman is to think of ourselves as 
objects in creation which are fixed onto Brahman just as gems are fixed on a string to 
produce a necklace, or as a stamp is fixed on an envelope. All the elements, the objects and 
beings are fixed on Brahman. 

4 There is nothing that is higher than the Supreme Brahman. At the same time, there 
is nothing other than Brahman! The only sensible conclusion we can draw from this is: The 
one Lord who is seen to be the entire subtle creation (verses 4.6 and 4.7), is also at the 
heart of the entire gross creation. Brahman is not just transcendental or beyond this 
creation, but wholly immanent in every part of creation. 

5 The great truth emerging from all this is that the Supreme Being, Brahman, can be 
contacted in and through His Creation! The Mahavakya is repeated yet again. 

 

 

2.1.10:  Brahman is Both “Here” & “There” 
 

rÉSåuÉåWû iÉSqÉÑ§É rÉSqÉÑ§É iÉSÎluÉWû | 
qÉ×irÉÉåÈ xÉ qÉ×irÉÑqÉÉmlÉÉåÌiÉ rÉ CWû lÉÉlÉåuÉ mÉzrÉÌiÉ    || 2.1.10|| 

 

yad£v£ha tadamutra yadamutra tadanviha | 
m»tyµ¦ sa m»tyum¡pnµti ya iha n¡n£va pa¾yati  || 2.1.10|| 
 

1 Yat eva iha tat amutra Whatever indeed is here, is there; 

2 yat amutra tat anu iha; whatever is there, is likewise here. 

3 mrityoh sah mrityum aapnoti He goes from death to death (transmigrates) 

4 yah iha naanaa iva pashyati. who sees any difference between ‘there’ and ‘here’. 
 

1-2 The human tendency is to differentiate and categorise things in the process of 
getting to know them. This tendency makes it difficult for the Vedantin to put across the 
idea that in the matter of Brahman one cannot do this. Brahman is Non-dual and therefore 
cannot be differentiated. He can only be known as one homogenous Whole.  

He is both “there” and “here”; He is in the Unconditioned state and the Conditioned 
state respectively; He is transcendent as well as immanent respectively; He is beyond as well 
as within creation. 
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Here: Refers to what is close to us, this physical world, our gross body, something 
already attained, the Jiva or individual soul. It is the Gantru or “the goer” or “traveller”. 

There: Refers to what is far away from us, namely, the higher worlds up to Brahman, 
the Divine Being that is to be attained, the Supreme Brahman or Satchidananda. It is the 
Gantavya or “the destination”. 

‘Here’ and the ‘There’ could also mean the microcosm (Vyashthi) and the 
macrocosm (Samasthi). The word ‘Iva’, meaning “as though” conveys the idea that here and 
there are imaginary divisions. We do not have to go far to find ourselves – we are right here! 

3-4 The conclusion is that seeing Plurality by seeing differences between here and 
there, is sufficient cause for continuing endlessly in this cycle of births and deaths. In Yama’s 
language, it is not ‘from birth to death’, but ‘from death to death’. Lord Yama, the Lord of 
Death, must have done a course in Advertising! 

 

 

2.1.11:  Mind – Centre-Stage for Sadhana 
 

qÉlÉxÉæuÉåSqÉÉmiÉurÉÇ lÉåWû lÉÉlÉÉÅÎxiÉ ÌMÇücÉlÉ | 
qÉ×irÉÉåÈ xÉ qÉ×irÉÑÇ aÉcNûÌiÉ rÉ CWû lÉÉlÉåuÉ mÉzrÉÌiÉ    || 2.1.11|| 

 

manasaiv£dam¡ptavya¯ n£ha n¡n¡:'sti ki¯cana | 
m»tyµ¦ sa m»tyu¯ gacchati ya iha n¡n£va pa¾yati  || 2.1.11|| 

 

1 Manasaa eva idam aaptavyam This is to be attained through the mind alone. 

2 na iha naanaa asti kinchana; There is no diversity here whatsoever. 

3 mrityoh sah mrityum gacchhati  He goes from death to death, 

4 yah iha naanaa iva pashyati. who sees any difference between ‘there’ and ‘here’, 
 

1 There are statements in the Srutis which may appear to contradict the assertion 
made here that the whole Sadhana is attained through the mind. Elsewhere we are told that 
the Self is attained only when the mind is transcended. 

The mind is the centre-stage for the Sadhana to lead us to the Self. With the help 
and co-operation of the mind, we can quieten it, purify it and then go beyond it. We look at 
two aspects of the mind’s annihilation: 

 

1. Through Training & Discipline: Pujya Gurudev has a fitting answer to this doubt: 
“This is no contradiction. When Sruti says that mind is the only vehicle, she only means that 
the mind is to be trained through its controlled and regulated application to minimize its 
activities to a zero, when it dies off itself. The process of ‘mind annihilation’ is to be 
achieved not through a murder but through a suicide! However great the Guru may be, and 
however powerful the scriptures be, they cannot bring about the final ending of the mind 
unless the seeker is ready to end it himself, and by his own efforts.” 

 

2. Through Obtaining Knowledge: This aspect has to precede the previous one. The 
training and disciple requires knowledge of the Self. This knowledge has to be obtained by 
the intellect. Then the knowledge is used to take us beyond the mind. Without knowledge, it 
is of no use training the mind and bringing it to a thought-free state, as we would not know 
what to do with it thereafter. 
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Acharyaji summed this up as: “In duality, get the knowledge of Non-duality, and then 
go beyond duality.” One does not actually ‘go’ anywhere to attain it – it is our own Self. 

 

2 When the Self is attained, diversity (Duality) has to leave – lock, stock and barrel! 
When Light enters, darkness has to go, every trace of it. The Bhashya emphatically states 
that not even a trace of Plurality can remain. 

Acharyaji added an example here. The Sankhya philosophy  dwindles duality down to 
just two principles, namely, Prakriti and Purusha. Not even this minimal duality of the 
Sankhyas can remain when the Self is realized. The corollary to this is that Avidya will 
continue till the last drop of Duality is dissolved. 

3-4 Repetition is part of Lord Yama’s advertising skills! 
 

 

TWO SCHOOLS OF VEDANTIC THOUGHT  

 

At this point, Acharyaji taught us the key differences within Advaita Vedantins 
themselves. The two schools of thought are called Bhamati and Vivarna. Sri Adi 
Shankaracharyaji teaches from the Vivarna school, but recognizes that the goal of both is 
the same, and that both approaches are effective, depending on the type of student: 

i) Bhamati: considers the mind to be one of the senses; by doing so it considers that 
Nididhyasana, and not Sravana, is what brings knowledge. 

ii) Vivarna: considers Sravana, a mind function, to be the means for obtaining 
knowledge; Nididhyasana then firmly establishes it. 

 

THE KEY ROLE OF THE MIND 

 

Acharyaji gave us the following insight into the key role of the mind in Sadhana: 

The mind is brought to single-pointed focus, achieved through Chitta Shuddhi and 
Chitta Ekagrata (purity and clarity). In this state it withdraws of its own accord from the 
external Upadhis which bind it. This done, it then has to hand itself over to the Self. It needs 
to understand thoroughly the knowledge of the Self before it can make this total surrender. 
It has to learn to see itself as only a “flutter of Consciousness”. 

When the mind gives up anything, it gets rest. For example, when we stop its 
outgoing nature, it soon accepts it and adjusts to it happily. The mind that is trained in this 
manner eventually dissolves into its own nature of pure consciousness. This process is called 
the dissolution of the mind, as opposed to the destruction of the mind. Dissolution is 
enabled in the process called Nididhyasana or meditation. The mind’s surrender to the Self 
occurs at the threshold of this process. 

The process may be summarised as follows: The journey of Self-knowledge is a 
journey taken by the mind, through the mind, and out of the mind into Oneness. The 
teaching on Oneness is the very heart of Vedanta. It is Advaita’s unique gift to the world. It 
is the rock-bottom strength of the Hindu religion. 
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2.1.12 & 13:  Upasana: The “Thumb-Sized” Brahman  
 

A…¡Óû¸qÉÉ§ÉÈ mÉÑÂwÉÉå qÉkrÉ AÉiqÉÌlÉ ÌiÉ¸ÌiÉ | 
DzÉÉlÉÇ pÉÔiÉpÉurÉxrÉ lÉ iÉiÉÉå ÌuÉeÉÑaÉÑmxÉiÉå |    LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç   || 2.1.12|| 
 

A…¡Óû¸qÉÉ§ÉÈ mÉÑÂwÉÉå erÉÉåÌiÉËUuÉÉkÉÔqÉMüÈ | 
DzÉÉlÉÉå pÉÔiÉpÉurÉxrÉ xÉ LuÉÉ± xÉ E µÉÈ |    LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç   || 2.1.13|| 

 

a±gu½¿ham¡tra¦ puru½µ madhya ¡tmani ti½¿hati | 
§¾¡na¯ bhÀtabhavyasya na tatµ vijugupsat£ |  
 £tadvai tat       || 2.1.12|| 

 

a±gu½¿ham¡tra¦ puru½µ jyµtiriv¡dhÀmaka¦ | 
§¾¡nµ bhÀtabhavyasya sa £v¡dya sa u ¾va¦ |  
 £tadvai tat       || 2.1.13|| 
 

1 Angushtha-maatrah purushah The Purusha of the size of a thumb 

2 madhye aatmani tishthati; resides in the middle (core) of the body. 

3 eeshaanah bhoota bhavyasya He is the Lord of the past and future – 

4 na tatah vijugupsate. knowing Him one does not fear thereafter. 

5 Etat vai tat. This is verily That! 
 

6 Angushtha-maatrah purushah The Purusha of the size of a thumb 

7 jyotih iva adhoomakah; is like a light without smoke. 

8 eeshaanah bhoota bhavyasya He is the Lord of the past and future – 

9 sah eva adya sa u shvah. He exists today, and He will exist tomorrow. 

10 Etat vai tat. This is verily That! 
 

Upasana or Contemplation  

The word Contemplation is used generally in the sense of an Upasana, using some 
external prop or support, either visual or audible. The word Meditation is used in the sense 
of uniting with the Self in Samadhi using no external prop, and thereafter going on to 
Nirvikalpa Samadhi. The difference is one of gaining more proficiency in the practice. 

In these two verses, an Upasana exercise is being taught. One learns to focus his 
mind on a fixed point within the body. It may be an object like the “Thumb-sized Purusha”, 
or it may be a point of light – “without smoke” could be a touch of intended humour, 
referring to the lighting of bidis, or home-made cigarettes by the Sadhu community! 

Clearly, the words need neither be taken literally nor precisely – that the Self is 
“thumb-sized”, or a “light without smoke” or it is “seated” in this physical body. These are 
means by which the trainee, the Upasaka, is introduced to the practice of Upasana. As he 
progresses, the supports are dropped, and proper meditation begins. 

The symbols used can vary considerably. In the Narayana Sukta we come across a 
symbol for the heart as an inverted lotus. We have the symbol “OM”, audible as well as 
visual, serving the same purpose. People from different cultures choose their own symbols. 
There is a whole family of symbols. The reader should not be confused and give up what he 
may already be using in his own practice. The idea is quite universal.  
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2.1.14:  Dispersion Into Plurality 
 

rÉjÉÉåSMÇü SÒaÉåï uÉ×¹Ç mÉuÉïiÉåwÉÑ ÌuÉkÉÉuÉÌiÉ | 
LuÉÇ kÉqÉÉïlÉç mÉ×jÉMçü mÉzrÉÇxiÉÉlÉåuÉÉlÉÑÌuÉkÉÉuÉÌiÉ    || 2.1.14|| 

 

yathµdaka¯ durg£ v»½¿a¯ parvat£½u vidh¡vati | 
£va¯ dharm¡n p»thak pa¾ya¯st¡n£v¡nuvidh¡vati  || 2.1.14|| 
 

1 Yathaa udakam durge vrishtam  Just as water rained on inaccessible height, 

2 parvateshu vi-dhaavati; gets dispersed as it runs to lower regions; 

3 evam dharmaan prithak pashyan so also one who perceives the selves differently 

4 taan eva anu-vi-dhaavati. cannot avoid running after them endlessly. 
 

2.1.15:  Adherence to Non-Duality 
 

rÉjÉÉåSMÇü zÉÑ®å zÉÑ®qÉÉÍxÉ£Çü iÉÉSØaÉåuÉ pÉuÉÌiÉ | 
LuÉÇ qÉÑlÉåÌuÉïeÉÉlÉiÉ AÉiqÉÉ pÉuÉÌiÉ aÉÉæiÉqÉ     || 2.1.15|| 

 

yathµdaka¯ ¾uddh£ ¾uddham¡sikta¯ t¡d»g£va bhavati | 
£va¯ mun£rvij¡nata ¡tm¡ bhavati gautama   || 2.1.15|| 
 

5 Yathaa udakam shuddhe shuddham Just as pure water when into pure water 

6 aasiktam taadrik eva bhavati; it is poured, it becomes verily pure water only; 

7 evam muneh vijaanatah so also the pure thoughts of men of knowledge  

8 aatmaa bhavati Gautama. ‘poured’ on the Self, remain pure, O Gautama. 
 

These two verses also form a related pair, and bring the chapter to a fitting close by 
taking us in a poetic flight to the realm of the Self. Two beautiful similes are introduced, 
both concerning water but looked at from opposite sides. 

The Theory of Oneness, the Grand Heights of Vedanta philosophy, is upheld in these 
verses. Departing from it, by even the least amount, one is faced with the inevitable plunge 
into Duality and Plurality, a fall which is accompanied by serious consequences. Staying in 
the Heights protects one from these consequences. 

 

Simile 1: “Udakam Durge Vrishtam” – Water Poured on the Peak (4.14) 

1-2 When rain falls on the top of a mountain peak, the water flows down and down 
over rocky faces into the steep valleys of the surrounding terrain. Eventually, the flow ends 
on the plains, a great distance away from the mountains.  

 3-4 So also, supreme peace rains down upon us when we are at our Source. No 
sooner does our mind get scattered into various lower desires, our life loses its vigour and 
vibrancy, and reduces to a sluggish flow on the ‘plains’ of monotonous, repeated sense-
pleasures. This scenario awaits the spiritual seeker who does not get firmly established in 
the Non-dual Self. The comparison beautifully brings out the contrast in the life lived in two 
distinctly opposite “geographical” regions of the mind – the region of Oneness and the 
region of Differences. The slightest departure from the philosophical territory of Oneness 
poses the certain threat of chasing a scattered, illusory existence. 
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The hidden message to all aspirants is to strive ceaselessly until the Non-dual Reality 
is established. Until then, there is always danger of a fall that could prove calamitous. 

 

Simile 2: “Shuddham Udakam” – Pure Water Poured into Pure Water (4.15) 

5-6 Pure water mixed with pure water remains pure water – a rather obvious 
conclusion. But as a metaphor, there is a great message in it that spiritual aspirants can 
take: Keeping company with the pure provides the best chance of remaining pure. That is 
one message. The other is that we should intensify our quest to reach 100% purity and then 
stay in that purity all our lives. 

Keeping the mind firmly fixed on the ‘Higher Goal’, one freezes 
at the top and becomes a ‘Glacier’; scattering the mind with desires, 
one melts and flows as a ‘River’ into the hot plains of sorrow and pain.  

7-8 Purity ushers in Non-Duality, the sole solution to all problems that beset man. 
Holding aloft the ideal of Non-duality, sages have dwelt in apparent aloofness. They have 
protected the fruit of their Sadhana by continuously remaining within the lofty vision they 
beheld upon reaching the spiritual Heights.  

As mountain snow remains in pristine purity, whilst the snow on the streets gets 
slushy with mud, so also the sages have remained pure in their aloofness from all 
worldliness, and avoided becoming the slush trampled upon by every passerby. 

Such is the lofty vision and goal set before us by the Rishis of the Upanishadic era. 
This is an eternal message, not an outdated one. Sincere seekers will treasure it even today 
and at all times. And they alone will reap the fullest harvest of peace of mind, purity and 
sanctity of life. 

 

 

UNION OF JIVA AND BRAHMAN 
 

Here is one more meaning we can draw out from this verse:  

The mergence of the individual soul with the Supreme Self may be likened to the 
pouring of clear water into clear water. The result is complete identity of the two waters. 
Our essential nature is pure spirit; the taint present in us is due to departure from that 
purity. Recovery of that purity is the pre-condition before we can merge into the Supreme.  

In the Bhashya, Shankaracharyaji makes some very strong comments about those 
who do not aim for such purity. He speaks of the incorrigible logicians who flout the 
scriptures, of those with Tamasic Buddhis, and of those with unbending pride. He also 
praises the Nachiketas-element wherever it is seen in the youth, in all ages. 

Acharyaji paraphrased the Bhashya in beautiful, inspired words: 

 “Give up this Ego of yours. Treasure this knowledge with great respect and love. 
The Vedas are giving you this knowledge with love that is greater than that of ‘a thousand 
fathers and mothers’! Reflect upon this seriously, and become humble.” 

Acharyaji has himself been both father and mother to us, his students, throughout 
the two-year Course. His words stand witness to this fact. 
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Note: Acharyaji commented at this point on the unpredictable style of the 
Upanishads in comparison to the logical, predictable thought flow found in the Prakarana 
Granthas studied earlier. “The Upanishads have a ‘Diwali’ style,” he said. “They are like 
fireworks bursting everywhere in all directions! They have their own beauty and charm – 
they are refreshing, like bathing in the cool streams of the Himalayas! They are an Ocean of 
Knowledge.” 

 

||  CÌiÉ MüÉPûMüÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS Ì²iÉÏrÉÉkrÉÉrÉå mÉëjÉqÉÉ uÉssÉÏ  || 
||  iti k¡¿hakµpani½adi dvit§y¡dhy¡y£ pratham¡ vall§  || 

 

 

***** 
 

 

View of the Himalayan Mountains 
from the Chinmaya Mission Ashram at Sidhabadi, Himachal Pradesh. 

The Sandeepany students spent a few days of hiking, 
 relaxation, and silent prayer here. 
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Chapter 2.2:   (15 verses) 
THE SEARCH FOR BRAHMAN 

 
 

WE HAVE ALREADY met with the ‘Chariot’ simile in Chapter 1.3, and the ‘Punished 

Senses’ and the ‘Rain on the Peaks’ similes in Chapter 2.1. Now we are introduced to 
another beautiful simile of the Upanishad, namely, the ‘Eleven-Gated City’ of the gross body. 

This chapter represents the steps to be taken to arrive at the Truth which Nachiketas 
seeks. The chapter is divided into two distinct sub sections. The first covers the search for 
Brahman as He unfolds Himself in Creation, i.e. the Immanent Brahman, starting with the 
body. The second section then continues the search in the Transcendent, Absolute realm. 

 

 

THE IMMANENT BRAHMAN 
 

2.2.1:  Brahman in the “Eleven-Gated City”  
 

mÉÑUqÉåMüÉSzÉ²ÉUqÉeÉxrÉÉuÉ¢ücÉåiÉxÉÈ | 
AlÉÑ¸ÉrÉ lÉ zÉÉåcÉÌiÉ ÌuÉqÉÑ£ü¶É ÌuÉqÉÑcrÉiÉå |  
      LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç          || 2.2.1|| 

 

puram£k¡da¾adv¡ramajasy¡vakrac£tasa¦ | 
anu½¿h¡ya na ¾µcati vimukta¾ca vimucyat£ |  
 £tadvai tat          || 2.2.1|| 
 

1 Puram ekaa-dasha dvaaram A “CITY” with eleven gates is (this body), 

2 ajasya avakra chetasah; belonging to the Unborn, unflickering Consciousness. 

3 anushthaaya na shochati By meditating on Him, one does not grieve, 

4 vimuktah cha vimuchyate. He is liberated, and being free, he gains emancipation. 

5 Etat vai tat. This is verily That! 
 

This is another of the extended metaphors used so effectively in this Upanishad to 
point out the Truth. This time it is the CITY, with its eleven entrances. The body is being 
compared to a city. The essential point of this analogy is to correct the usual error of 
thinking that we are the body. “God has given me (my true Self) a City to live in. Why do I 
need to rest on a couch, to sit on a chair, to want a home as my dwelling?” 

To begin to think that we are not the body but the Self, the Rishi gives us this 
Upasana by which we learn to view the Body as our real resting place. Only the false “I” 
needs beds and couches, soft sofas and mattresses, palatial mansions and bungalows.  

In reality there is no resting needed for the Self, but we cannot start that high. We 
need to build ourselves up towards that Truth. This is only the beginning. By meditation on 
Brahman, we shall slowly expand and accept our God-given “City”. 



104 

 

Application of the “City” Metaphor: 

A city is a complete unit which is self-supporting and self-governed. Its functions are 
performed by people specially appointed to execute them. Among them are its gatekeepers 
who keep a check on all input and output from the city. There are others above the 
gatekeepers who rule the city, such as the King, the ministers and their officers. 

1 Puram: Each human individual, identified with a body, is a “City” unto himself, 
functioning as an independent living being. Ekaa-dasha Dvaaram: The “11 gates” of the 
body are: the 7 openings on the head (2 eyes, 2 ears, 2 nostrils and 1 mouth); 3 openings in 
the lower body (the navel, the genital organ and anus) and 1 non-physical “opening” at the 
crown of the head called the Brahma-Randhra. 

We have already seen in Tattwa Bodha all the 17 subtle body components and the 5 
gross body elements which make up the body-city.  

2 Ajasya: “of the Unborn (Self)”. The King who is in charge of the city stands as an 
independent person who is totally responsible for the proper governing of the entire city. 
He takes all the major decisions; all others carry out his orders.  

The King or Swami of this body is the “Unborn” Atman, the Supreme Self. He is the 
head who provides the driving force behind all the other functions performed within the 
body. This Self is of a completely different nature from that of all the others who serve Him 
in carrying out the body’s functions.  

Avakra Chetasah: “of unflickering consciousness”. One of his most outstanding 
characteristics is that He is Eternal, undying or “unflickering”. The body dies but the Self is 
Immortal. This is a basic definition of the Self, the one who owns this city. 

Another meaning for this phrase is “one who is not crooked, convoluted, or twisted; 
who is straightforward and cannot be bribed; of a steadfast nature”. Such indeed is the Self. 
This is how He would run the city – if only had the full power to do so! 

 

Upasana on the “Eleven-gated City” 

When a metaphor is used for meditation, that meditation is called an Upasana. 

3 Anushthaaya: “by meditating upon”. The purpose of bringing in the simile of the 
City is to provide an Upasana or a meditation technique to the student or seeker. The seeker 
takes up each aspect of the City and tries to meditate on how he would like to see it 
function if he were the Mayor of the city, the Self. 

The Deities who preside over the senses, as well as over the Pranas and the inner 
mental equipment are like the Councillors of this city. If these councillors always bear in 
mind (“meditate on”) this Supreme King who dwells in the body, no harm will befall the city.  

4 It is usual in the Upanishads that, whenever an Upasana is given, it is always 
accompanied by the Phala or fruit that one gets due to its practice. People who perform 
Upasanas always keep this fruit in mind when they do the practice. The Upasanas of the 
Jnana Kanda (Upanishads) always have the Supreme Brahman as the goal to be attained. 

By doing this Upasana, one is freed and emancipated from the endless rounds of 
births and deaths in Samsara. That is the meaning of ‘emancipation’ in this line. 

5 This Self is the answer to that which Nachiketas asked about in his third boon. The 
words Etat Vai Tat meaning “This indeed is that,” are repeated again and again in many 
verses in order to refer us back to Nachiketas’s question to Yama in boon three. 

 



105 

 

2.2.2:  Brahman – Everywhere, in Everything 
 

WðûxÉÈ zÉÑÍcÉwÉ²xÉÑUÉliÉËU¤ÉxÉSè- 
    WûÉåiÉÉ uÉåÌSwÉSÌiÉÍjÉSÒïUÉåhÉxÉiÉç | 
lÉ×wÉ²UxÉSØiÉxÉSèurÉÉåqÉxÉSè 
    AoeÉÉ aÉÉåeÉÉ GiÉeÉÉ AÌSìeÉÉ GiÉÇ oÉ×WûiÉç    || 2.2.2|| 

 

ha°sa¦ ¾uci½advasur¡ntarik½asad- 
    hµt¡ v£di½adatithirdurµ³asat | 
n»½advarasad»tasadvyµmasad 
    abj¡ gµj¡ »taj¡ adrij¡ »ta¯ b»hat    || 2.2.2|| 
 

1 Hamsah shuchishad, 
vasuh antariksha sad, 

As the Sun He dwells in the heavens;  
   as Air He dwells in the sky; 

2 hotaa vedi-shat, atithih 
durona-sat; 

as Fire He dwells in the sacrificial altar (or on earth);  
   as a guest He dwells in a house; 

3 nri-shat, vara-sat,  
   rita-sat, vyoma-sat, 

He dwells in man, He dwells in the Gods,  
   He dwells in the sacrifices, and He dwells in the sky; 

4 abjaa, gojaa, ritajaa, 
adrijaa, ritam, brihat. 

He is born in the water, on the earth, from the sacrifice, 
and on the mountains; He is all that is true and great. 

 

The Upasana of feeling that one rests in one’s body, is intended only to teach us that 
we are not the body, but only live in it. That being so, it would be a mistake if we think that 
the Self is limited to just our body. This verse immediately presents the broader picture of 
the Self to prevent this error creeping in. The Self is present everywhere and in everyone. 

Link: The Bhashya introduces the fuller vision of the same Self. The meditator is 
reminded that the Self is the same in all beings. Not only that, but the Self has no limits – it 
has absolutely no boundaries. The whole Universe is its full dwelling place, not just ‘my’ 
body. To this end, certain specific forms in which the Self dwells are given: 

 

The Boundaries of the “City” 

1-2 The City represented only one body; this is now being extended to all three 
manifested worlds. The three regions or worlds mentioned in these two Padas are the 
complete “resting place” of the Self. They form the first three of the seven higher worlds. 
The other four are not mentioned because they are not manifested. 

i) Shuchishad: This stands for Svah Loka or “the heavens”. The Sun is the main 
dweller of the heavenly region. 

ii) Antariksha-sad – This stands for Bhuvah Loka or “the interspatial region” between 
heaven and Earth. It is usually translated as space in which dwells Air.  

iii) Vedi-shat – This stands for Bhu Loka or “Earth”. It is usually represented by the 
fire element, from which the water and earth elements arise.  

iv) Durona-sat: Within Earth, this could be taken to mean the “homes”, i.e. the 
“bodies”, or, in the context of this Chapter, the Cities in which the Lord comes to dwell as an 
Atithi, “a guest”. By this, it is being said that the same Self rests in all bodies. 
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Durona could also be taken to mean the special “kalasha or jar” in which the Soma 
juice is kept during the Soma sacrifice. If Fire in the Vedi-shat above is taken to mean the 
sacrificial fires, then this translation blends with it. The Soma juice is crushed from the soma 
creeper and is considered to be a guest at a sacrifice, and kept in these special jars. Soma is 
to a sacrifice what Prana or Life is to the human body. 

 

The Residents & Residences in the “City” 

3 The Presence of the Lord the City is seen in different degrees among its residents: 

v) Nrisat – among men, He dwells as an ordinary city resident.  

vi) Varasat – among the adorable ones, He dwells as befitting the Deities or 
representatives of God’s powers, in more palatial quarters. 

vii) Ritasat – among the worshippers of God, He dwells in their temples. 

viii) Vyomasat – among the liberated sages, He has more space for Himself; He 
dwells in the sky, that is, in their uncluttered minds! The clearness and limitlessness of the 
sky represents an awakened sage. 

 

4 Besides these categories, He also has many other places to dwell: 

ix) Abjah – in beings born of water, that is, all aquatic creatures like the fishes. 

x) Gojah – in beings born of earth, i.e. the numerous animals, insects and reptiles. 

xi) Ritajah – in beings born of sacrifices, i.e. as a result of performing sacrifices. 

xii) Adrijah – He even dwells in the rivers and lakes born of mountains. 

In short, the Lord is free to dwell in everything – after all, it is His City. He is the 
Ritam or the “unchanging existence principle” in everything that exists. He is also Brihat or 
that which is “great, noble and lustrous” in everything, i.e. that which makes a thing great. 
The word could also be taken to mean the Lord Himself, who is the great Lord of the City. 

The central meaning of this verse is that the entire world has only one Self as its 
basis, which pervades everything in creation. There is no plurality called “Selves”.  

In an extended meaning given in the Bhashya, it is clarified that even if all the above 
words are taken as adjectives for the Sun (Aditya), as they can grammatically, they still refer 
to the Self because the Sun is taken as a simile for the Self in many Upanishads. 

 

 

2.2.3:  Brahman – Director of Pranas & Deities 
 

FkuÉïÇ mÉëÉhÉqÉÑ³ÉrÉirÉmÉÉlÉÇ mÉëirÉaÉxrÉÌiÉ | 
qÉkrÉå uÉÉqÉlÉqÉÉxÉÏlÉÇ ÌuÉµÉå SåuÉÉ EmÉÉxÉiÉå     || 2.2.3|| 

 

Àrdhva¯ pr¡³amunnayatyap¡na¯ pratyagasyati | 
madhy£ v¡manam¡s§na¯ vi¾v£ d£v¡ up¡sat£  || 2.2.3|| 
 

1 Oordhvam praanam unnayati He (Brahman) sends Prana upwards; 

2 apaanam pratyak asyati; He throws the Apana downwards; 

3 madhye vaamanam aaseenam that Adorable One seated in the centre  

4 vishwe devaah upaasate. is He that is worshipped by all the Gods. 
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From the Presence of Brahman in the vast Cosmos, we shift to the role or function of 
Brahman. What does He do there? How do we recognise His Presence everywhere and in 
everyone. Again, the Rishi starts by considering the Lord in the body. 

1-2 The most obvious function of the Supreme Lord in the body is seen in the power 
and energy provided by the Life Principle or Prana. Every body function happens because of 
Prana. There are 5 aspects to this Prana; the two most important ones, representing the 
incoming and the outgoing breath, are mentioned, but the other three are implied.  

All these different functions performed within the body are controlled by Brahman, 
the Supreme Lord, with Prana being His agent or Deity. And Prana is only one example. 

3 A graphic picture is presented by the Rishi of how the Lord executes His function. 
Just as the boss in a factory, the Lord has His own office; He sits in the well-known ‘heart 
centre’ frequently referred to in Vedic literature. The office is the intellect, which is like the 
“Control Room” for the whole body. The Self sits there in the centre and directs the Pranas 
to perform their functions: “O Prana, you go upwards; and you, O Apana, your job is to go 
downwards!” The idea being conveyed is that the Lord gets things done just through His 
very Presence. He does not have to raise a finger; He has his Deity-officers to do that. 

 

An Illustrative Story 

Acharyaji was here reminded of a story: 

A man went to a Government office to see the Chief Minister. He was told that the 
Minister was not in. However, he said he would wait. Time went by. Again he went to the 
secretary. She said, “I told you he is out. You should come on another day.” The man was 
unmoved, he continued waiting. By evening, the secretary looked very concerned. She went 
inside the Minister’s office. In a short while the Minister himself came out to meet the man. 
He asked, “How did you know that I was in?” The visitor said, “I could see everyone busy at 
their work. So I knew you were in!” 

Acharyaji gave other common examples to illustrate the point further. When we see 
a TV on, we know that someone must have switched it on, even if it was with a remote. 
When the house furniture is neat and clean; when all equipment is functioning well; when 
the garden is trimmed – then we know that someone is living in the house. The garden 
cannot be the owner of a home, nor can the equipment, nor the furniture. They indicate the 
presence of an owner. 

 

4 All matters are referred to this Boss by the subsidiary powers or Deities of all the 
functions of the body. That is what “worshipped by all the Gods” means. They all have to 
take their orders from the central office. The Deities could also mean the sense organs, for 
they bring the information of the sense objects to the Self. They “worship” their Lord by 
bringing to Him their presents of sensory information.  

The tongue eats for the Self, stomach digests for the Self. Everything is going on so 
smoothly. All these Deities are really being driven by someone superior. The organs in 
themselves are ‘inert’. Their function as a team seem indicates that there is a “hidden hand” 
behind everything. Who could That be? How is it possible for everything to function so well? 

Acharyaji’s words were very pragmatic on this point, and made flawless logic: 

 “When useless (inert) fellows come together and work in 
harmony, know that there is a useful (sentient) fellow behind them!”  
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THE SELFLESSNESS OF PRANA 
 

Acharyaji paid special tribute to the great qualities seen in Prana. 

The Pranas serve selflessly under the inspiration of their leader, the Self. They serve 
ceaselessly and willingly, not grudgingly. They do not serve out of fear, watching the clock. 
They are busy throughout the night, taking no rest themselves. If the servants are so noble, 
how much greater would their Leader be! 

Technically interpreted, the Pranas are indicated as serving two major roles. The 
choice of the verbs Unnayati (1) and Pratyak Asyati (2) is superb, bringing out these two 
roles in a novel, expressive way. The former describes the Prana which performs the role of 
‘leading higher up’ or ‘raising’; the latter describes Apana which ‘thrusts inwards or 
downwards’. The Self, the Adorable One (3), is described as seated at the centre between 
these two. This is purely figurative; no spatial separation is intended here. The Self is simply 
being described as the Controller of the Pranas. It is the central processing unit of the body 
mechanism. 

The Bhashya brings out the implication of this verse very beautifully. The word 
Upaasate (4) means “they worship”. It is as if the Pranas are bringing gifts to their Master, 
just as the subjects bring presents to their King. It is a wonderful way of showing the love 
and harmony that exists between the Self and Its devoted servants. The Self is a benign 
ruler, not a dictator. He certainly is at a higher level than all the other Deities in the body. 

 

 

 

2.2.4:  When the Body is Negated, What Remains?  
 

AxrÉ ÌuÉxÉëÇxÉqÉÉlÉxrÉ zÉUÏUxjÉxrÉ SåÌWûlÉÈ | 
SåWûÉÌ²qÉÑcrÉqÉÉlÉxrÉ ÌMüqÉ§É mÉËUÍzÉwrÉiÉå |  
 LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç       || 2.2.4|| 

 

asya visra¯sam¡nasya ¾ar§rasthasya d£hina¦ | 
d£h¡dvimucyam¡nasya kimatra pari¾i½yat£ |  
 £tadvai tat       || 2.2.4|| 
 

1 Asya vistram samaanasya As this gets loosened or detached, 

2 shareera-sthasya dehinah; the embodied Self, the indweller of the body, 

3 dehaat vimuchya maanasya gets freed from the body. 

4 kim atra parishishyate. What then remains here? 

5 Etat vai tat. This is verily That! 
 

1-3 The seeker is being taken step by step from body-consciousness to actually 
feeling that he is the spirit within the body. The whole meditation is designed to shift our 
attention from the gross body to the subtlest part of our being – the Self within. But that 
can only be done is stages. 
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4 When death comes, the Prana ‘departs’ from the body. What remains? The 
question is very deep. The direct answer is not given here; we have two possible answers 
and they lie at two extremes. Which is correct?  

 

Two Interpretations Possible 

There are two ways of looking at this verse: The first is from the perspective of the 
seeker engaged in Sadhana to liberate himself. The second is from the perspective of an 
ordinary soul who does not question life until he comes face to face with death. 

A. As Negation During Meditation: The first is to see the “loosening and detaching” 
as the process of negation applied by the Yogis during their meditation. What remains after 
negation of all the gross and subtle bodies is the pure Presence of the Self. This suits the 
overall thought-flow of the text, which has in this chapter begun taking us deeper into our 
Being and wants us to recognise ourselves as the Eternal Self, while living.  

B. As the Approach of Death: The second is to see it as referring to the approach of 
death, when the Prana and subtle body constituents get “loosened and detached” from the 
gross body. Then what remains? – Just a rotting lump of flesh and bones, about to be 
pulverised into ash! This is the more literal approach and, strangely, one that both Sri 
Shankaracharyaji and Pujya Gurudev tend to give their approval to. 

 

We shall soon discover that these two are not contradictory, but represent the two 
extreme ends of the same Path of Evolution of man. 

The similarity in the two interpretations is that, in both cases, the body, mind and 
intellect complex is seen to be of secondary value. They constitute the Upadhis or 
limitations within which the Self resides. The King of the city is the Self or Atman. He is the 
enlivening Presence that matters most in the life of the body-city. When He departs, all the 
people (i.e. the subtle body constituents) also depart with Him as His followers. 

The difference in the two interpretations lies in “What remains?” In the former, it is 
the Self that remains. In the latter case, it is the lifeless body, the Not-Self, that remains.  

So it all depends on which side of the fence we are sitting, the Self or the non-Self. 
The truth is we evolve from the not-Self to the Self. 

The next verse probes into this a little deeper . . . 
 

 

2.2.5:  When Prana is Negated, What Remains?  
 

lÉ mÉëÉhÉålÉ lÉÉmÉÉlÉålÉ qÉirÉÉåï eÉÏuÉÌiÉ Mü¶ÉlÉ | 
CiÉUåhÉ iÉÑ eÉÏuÉÎliÉ rÉÎxqÉ³ÉåiÉÉuÉÑmÉÉÍ´ÉiÉÉæ     || 2.2.5|| 

 

na pr¡³£na n¡p¡n£na martyµ j§vati ka¾cana | 
itar£³a tu j§vanti yasminn£t¡vup¡¾ritau    || 2.2.5|| 
 

1 Na praanena na apaanena Not by Prana, nor by Apana 

2 martyah jeevati kashchana; does any mortal live; 

3 itarena tu jeevanti but it is by some other factor that they live 

4 yasmin etau upaashritau. on which these two depend. 
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In this verse, the question “What remains?” is given a second look, but still we are 
not given the answer. The two possible answers so far are the Self and Not-Self. The Rishi 
retains the question mark. One further clue to the answer is given. 

Link: The Bhashya has something to say on this point. Arising from interpretation B 
above, critics may say that it is due to the Pranas leaving the body that everything comes to 
a standstill. Hence, the Pranas must be God; implying that there is no such thing as the Self. 
This verse points to “another factor” beyond Prana. We are led to ask ourselves, “Why have 
we taken this human birth?” The answer to “What remains?” lies in answering this first. 

 

1-2 The body’s death coincides with the departure of Prana. This would seem to 
suggest that Prana is responsible for our life on earth. And if that is so, then once the Prana 
leaves, that is the end of our sojourn on earth. Our life comes to an abrupt end, as it were. 
Has life got no other meaning than this? 

We know that the Pranas or life-energies (collectively called simply ‘Prana’) are most 
essential to maintain life in the body. However, that does not mean that it is the Prana that 
is the cause of life. Mortals do not live because Prana has entered their bodies. Prana, too, is 
quite inert in this sense. It is a product of the subtle elements. 

3 The real cause is something else, it is not the Prana. What really remains after 
death? Like a good novelist, the Rishi keeps us in suspence for a second time – that is exactly 
what all good teachers do! TV serials thrive on that principle. Our Katha Upanishad is turning 
out to be among the great, best-selling mystery novels!  

4 Clue One: The Rishi is generous enough to throw in a clue at this point. That factor 
upon which our human birth is what has sent the Prana to function in our body. The Prana 
depends on this factor, not the other way around. 

 

To the question In the previous verse “What remains?”, it is only because of what we 
see left behind after death that we answered, “A mass of flesh and bones. Nothing else is 
seen to remain.” So it would seem. We now learn that the Pranas depend on something else 
for their presence in the body. That factor could well be the answer to “What remains?” 

Is it not strange that the answers we are looking for in life become more pressing 
when we are faced with death. The uncertainty behind death brings to the surface the 
question of the purpose of life. What is the reason why we take birth in the first place? That 
is the deeper question behind, “What remains when we die?”  

 

 

2.2.6:  When the Body Departs, What Remains? 
 

WûliÉ iÉ CSÇ mÉëuÉ¤rÉÉÍqÉ aÉÑ½Ç oÉë¼ xÉlÉÉiÉlÉqÉç | 
rÉjÉÉ cÉ qÉUhÉÇ mÉëÉmrÉ AÉiqÉÉ pÉuÉÌiÉ aÉÉæiÉqÉ    || 2.2.6|| 
hanta ta ida¯ pravak½y¡mi guhya¯ brahma san¡tanam | 
yath¡ ca mara³a¯ pr¡pya ¡tm¡ bhavati gautama  || 2.2.6|| 
 

1 Hanta te idam pravakshyaami Well, now, I will explain to thee this 

2 guhyam brahma sanaatanam; mysterious and ancient truth about Brahman. 

3 yathaa cha maranam praapya You wished to know, when death takes place, what 

4 aatmaa bhavati Gautama. becomes of the Soul?  O Gautama, (this I now answer): 
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One may be wondering why there is so much reference to death in so many of these 
verses. What else can we expect from the Lord of Death! Besides, the verse has the scent of 
an answer for Boon 3 all over it! We ought never to forget that all this mystery is unfolding 
due to Nachiketas’s desire to experience the state of Godhood, to know the secret behind 
life and death. That is his question. 

1-2 Lord Yama has built up our appetite for the answer. We are hot on the trail of 
Boon Three, asked four chapters ago: “Does He exist, or does He not?” If He does not exist, 
then the question of what happens after death does not arise. We are left with the sterile 
answer – we become a pile of ashes! If He does exist, then do we go to Him when we die? If 
not, why not? What would prevent us from reaching Him when we die?  

Guhyam Brahma: “Mystery or secret of Brahman”. To digress from the main theme, 
there is a misunderstanding among people that ‘secret’ here means that the knowledge 
should not be divulged. Acharyaji said that it meant ‘subtle’, not ‘secret’. The subtlety itself 
would ensure that it cannot go into the wrong hands and be misused. An impure intellect 
with impure intentions will not be able to grasp the knowledge in the first place. Hence, 
there is no fear of divulging it to the wrong person. It may be freely propagated. 

Pujya Gurudev used to say, “The Knowledge itself will protect itself. Those who come 
for the wrong reason will fall asleep when the knowledge is spoken – because they will not 
even understand it!” He thus maintained a fiery spirit to spread this knowledge throughout 
the world without imposing any pre-conditions. He watered the whole garden, knowing that 
the seeds that were not ready to sprout will remain seeds, till the next rains come – or the 
rains after that! 

After that digression, we return to the immediate theme on hand. 

3-4 Lord Yama is about to answer the question posed to him by Nachiketas as the 
Third Boon. But that answer still remains in suspense. Surely there has to be some very good 
reason for this build up of suspense. Like a skilled bridge player, Lord Yama is holding on to 
his trump card and keeping us in suspense. 

  However, in the next verse Lord Yama is finally ready with his answer.  Are we ready 
to receive it?  

 

 

2.2.7:  Answer 1: While in Ignorance 
 

rÉÉåÌlÉqÉlrÉå mÉëmÉ±liÉå zÉUÏUiuÉÉrÉ SåÌWûlÉÈ | 
xjÉÉhÉÑqÉlrÉåÅlÉÑxÉÇrÉÎliÉ rÉjÉÉMüqÉï rÉjÉÉ´ÉÑiÉqÉç    || 2.2.7|| 

 

yµnimany£ prapadyant£ ¾ar§ratv¡ya d£hina¦ | 
sth¡³umany£:'nusa¯yanti yath¡karma yath¡¾rutam  || 2.2.7|| 
 

1 Yonim anye prapadyante  Entering a (human) womb, some 

2 shareeratvaaya dehinah; embodied souls are destined to have a body; 

3 sthaanum anye anu-samyanti other souls continue only as plants. 

4 yathaa karma yathaa shrutam. It all happens as per one’s Karma and Knowledge. 
 

This gives Answer 1 to Yama’s question “What remains?” For the man who is still in 
Ignorance, his balance of Karma and his accumulated Knowledge is what remains.  
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The two options so far - i) unite with the Self;  or ii) become a pile of ashes and 
terminate existence once and for all – are two extreme cases of the spectrum. There is an 
intelligent third option between these two being unveiled in this verse. This option is exactly 
the knowledge that Nachiketas asked for in boon three. 

 

ANSWER 1: 
 

4  Our life rests on our Karma (deeds) and our Knowledge or experience gained. 
These are the two factors we take with us when we die. They determine the type of birth 
we get. We get what we deserve as per our actions (Karma) and our intellectual growth 
(Knowledge). The whole theory of Rebirth is based on this (see box on next page). 

1-3 The range of bodies is very vast – it varies from the human birth which is the 
highest type, to that of plants or trees or perhaps insects and worms, which are of the 
lowest type. This places a huge premium on the human birth; it is something very rare and 
precious. What body we get in depends entirely on how choose to act and think. 

 

 

2.2.8:  Answer 2: When Knowledge Dawns 
 

rÉ LwÉ xÉÑmiÉåwÉÑ eÉÉaÉÌiÉï 
    MüÉqÉÇ MüÉqÉÇ mÉÑÂwÉÉå ÌlÉÍqÉïqÉÉhÉÈ | 
iÉSåuÉ zÉÑ¢Çü iÉSèoÉë¼ iÉSåuÉÉqÉ×iÉqÉÑcrÉiÉå | 
    iÉÎxqÉÆssÉÉåMüÉÈ Í´ÉiÉÉÈ xÉuÉåï iÉSÒ lÉÉirÉåÌiÉ Mü¶ÉlÉ |  
     LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç       || 2.2.8|| 

 

ya £½a supt£½u j¡garti 

    k¡ma¯ k¡ma¯ puru½µ nirmim¡³a¦ | 
tad£va ¾ukra¯ tadbrahma tad£v¡m»tamucyat£ | 
    tasmi°llµk¡¦ ¾rit¡¦ sarv£ tadu n¡ty£ti ka¾cana |  
 £tadvai tat       || 2.2.8|| 
 

1 Yah eshah supteshu jaagarti The Purusha remains awake, while we are in sleep, 

2 kaamam kaamam purushah nirmimaanah; He shapes the countless objects of our desire.  

3 tat eva shukram tat brahma He alone is Pure, He is Brahman; 

4 tat eva amritam uchyate; He alone is known as the Immortal; 

5 tasmin lokaah shritaah sarve in Him rest all the worlds; 

6 tat u atyeti na kashchana. verily, there is none who can transcend Him. 

7 Etat vai tat. This is verily That! 
 

The first two Padas continue Answer 1. From Pada 3-7 we have Answer 2. 

1-2  Answer 1 (Contd.):  When Karmic debts are yet to be paid and Knowledge of the 
Self is yet to be acquired, Answer 1 still applies. In this case, when we die, “we are in sleep”. 
While we are ‘sleeping’, the Purusha is awake and busy shaping the circumstances for our 
next birth on earth. What desires remained unfulfilled when we die get carried forward to 
shape our next birth. That keeps the Purusha (Ishwara) busy or ‘awake’.  
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Kaamam Kaamam: “endless attempts to get happiness”. The Lord gives us a long 
rope to have our experiences in search of happiness. We may search in all different 
directions, covering the full range of sensory pleasures, but He knows that ultimately that 
search will bring us to Him, the only true and reliable Source of permanent happiness. 

 

 

THE THEORY OF REBIRTH 
 

WITHOUT ADVANCING IN knowledge, we face a stagnant future, not even being 
sure that we will have a human birth. With a little application of the intellect, we can deduce 
the following possibilities just from what we learn in this verse: 

We see that if we do not advance in our knowledge, we are unlikely to get a human 
birth. An animal birth is more likely. However, if we have accumulated sufficient knowledge 
and have done a sufficient number of good actions, we earn the right to be born as humans. 

Let us assume this to be the case. Then the question of “What remains?” arises. The 
scenario opens up to the Theory of Rebirth which is unique in the Hindu religion. Lord Yama 
has thrown the hint of what remains when we die – it is our Karma and our knowledge. 
These two remain intact when the body falls. That subtle bundle is the wealth we take 
forward after death. This wealth determines what birth we take in our next life. We have to 
be deserving enough to be born as humans. 

Rebirth can be an endless process if we do not continually extend our knowledge 
and continually improve our actions. If we do, then we get a better birth in which we receive 
more opportunities to develop our mind and perform meaningful deeds. Soon we develop 
sufficiently to begin treading the spiritual path; and, if all goes well, we can reach the point 
of perfection and become merged in our Self. 

With the secret Knowledge of Yama, we become “deserving”. A major U-turn occurs 
in life. We begin to take our spiritual growth more seriously. A greater effort is made in our 
Sadhana to reach the goal promised by that knowledge. The more keen and thirsty we are 
for this knowledge, the more effort we shall put into our Sadhana to attain it. This is the 
hope Yama has, and this is why he has made us wait so long for the crucial answer.  

The Goal is to merge into Brahman. This can happen only while we are alive. We do 
not need to wait for death before the merging takes place. In fact, Because spiritual growth 
is a ‘conscious’ one, it can only take place while we are alive, and in the waking state! 

Our birth depends on what we desire, and what we deserve. In accordance with our 
standing regarding these two, we get a particular birth. Two laws govern them respectively. 
One is the Law of Intention (Shrutam), the other the Law of Action (Karma). 

 

 

ANSWER 2:  
 

3-7  Should we succeed in clearing our Karma debts completely so that the balance is 
nil, and should we become firmly established in the Knowledge of the Self, then we merge 
completely into the immanent Reality. This is Answer 2 to “What remains?”. It is nothing 
short of Self-realisation itself. It is the ultimate Goal of life.  

3-5 The nature of the Reality to be attained is described. The basic nature is: 
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Shukram, Amritam, Shritaah: “Purity, Immortality and Dependability”. These are 
basic attributes by which Brahman is known by the intellect. He is the Immortal One behind 
all the changing names and forms that engage our attention outwardly. 

6 Once we attain the goal through developing this nature, there is nothing beyond it 
to be attained. That is the summum bonum of life. The spiritual quest ends here. 

7 This is the Mahavakya of this Upanishad. “This” is verily “That”, namely, Brahman. 
 

 

A VISION OF THE DIVINE 
 

A vision of the Immanence of God is presented before us. The secret to attaining it 
lies in developing the subtlety of vision to discern the Real from the superficial. That ability 
comes by making the intellect extremely subtle and pure. To succeed in achieving such an 
intellect, we need to live in such a way that all our Karmas get annulled, and our intellect is 
firmly rooted in Self-abidance. This requires a combination of Karma Yoga, Bhakti Yoga and 
Jnana Yoga. All three are needed in an integrated approach to attain the goal. 

This simple secret is what is spoken of in all the scriptures again and again. This is the 
Brahman about which Nachiketas asked for in his third boon. This is the Brahman for whose 
sake Nachiketas spurned the whole wide world of pleasure and power! 

Acharyaji once again typically went to the root of the reason why such a secret 
remains unknowable to us: “We are acting in this world drama so well that we have 
forgotten that we are only acting!” 

 Another Sufi poet has written, “You yourself are your own veil. You cover 
yourselves. The soul is the bride with a veil over her; only the Husband, the Supreme Self, 
can lift the veil and behold her.” 

 

 

 

***** 
 

THE TRANSCENDENT BRAHMAN 
 

From 2.2.9 up to 2.2.15, our search for Brahman takes us into transcendental realms. 
From the restrictions of the “City of Eleven Gates”, we have expanded to include the whole 
universe and see Brahman in every aspect of it. Now we go into the abstract realm and 
attempt to discover the transcendental Supreme Divine, untouched by any contamination. 

 

Link passage: In his introduction to this Upasana, Sri Shankaracharyaji supports in 
strong terms the use of repetition in these verses. Truths need to be hammered home 
sometimes. Shankaracharyaji says, “The proofs that are not reiterated do not find a lodging 
in the hearts of those scholars of mediocre intellects, whose minds can be swayed by the 
perverted intellect (Kubuddhi) of numerous logicians (Tarkika).” 

 

 



115 

 

2.2.9/10/11: The Immanence & Transcendence of the Self 
 

AÎalÉrÉïjÉæMüÉå pÉÑuÉlÉÇ mÉëÌuÉ¹Éå 
    ÃmÉÇ ÃmÉÇ mÉëÌiÉÃmÉÉå oÉpÉÔuÉ | 
LMüxiÉjÉÉ xÉuÉïpÉÔiÉÉliÉUÉiqÉÉ 
    ÃmÉÇ ÃmÉÇ mÉëÌiÉÃmÉÉå oÉÌWû¶É      || 2.2.9|| 
 

uÉÉrÉÑrÉïjÉæMüÉå pÉÑuÉlÉÇ mÉëÌuÉ¹Éå 
    ÃmÉÇ ÃmÉÇ mÉëÌiÉÃmÉÉå oÉpÉÔuÉ | 
LMüxiÉjÉÉ xÉuÉïpÉÔiÉÉliÉUÉiqÉÉ 
    ÃmÉÇ ÃmÉÇ mÉëÌiÉÃmÉÉå oÉÌWû¶É      || 2.2.10|| 
 

xÉÔrÉÉåï rÉjÉÉ xÉuÉïsÉÉåMüxrÉ cÉ¤ÉÑÈ 
    lÉ ÍsÉmrÉiÉå cÉÉ¤ÉÑwÉæoÉÉï½SÉåwÉæÈ | 
LMüxiÉjÉÉ xÉuÉïpÉÔiÉÉliÉUÉiqÉÉ 
    lÉ ÍsÉmrÉiÉå sÉÉåMüSÒÈZÉålÉ oÉÉ½È     || 2.2.11|| 

 

agniryathaikµ bhuvana¯ pravi½¿µ 
    rÀpa¯ rÀpa¯ pratirÀpµ babhÀva | 
£kastath¡ sarvabhÀt¡ntar¡tm¡ 
    rÀpa¯ rÀpa¯ pratirÀpµ bahi¾ca    || 2.2.9|| 

 

v¡yuryathaikµ bhuvana¯ pravi½¿µ 
    rÀpa¯ rÀpa¯ pratirÀpµ babhÀva | 
£kastath¡ sarvabhÀt¡ntar¡tm¡ 
    rÀpa¯ rÀpa¯ pratirÀpµ bahi¾ca    || 2.2.10|| 

 

sÀryµ yath¡ sarvalµkasya cak½u¦ 
    na lipyat£ c¡k½u½airb¡hyadµ½ai¦ | 
£kastath¡ sarvabhÀt¡ntar¡tm¡ 
    na lipyat£ lµkadu¦kh£na b¡hya¦    || 2.2.11|| 
 

1 Agnih yathaa ekah bhuvanam pravishtah Just as FIRE, though one, entering the world 

2 roopam roopam prati-roopah babhoova; assumes various forms and shapes; so also 

3 ekah tathaa sarva-bhoota antah-aatmaa the immanent Self of all beings, though one, 

4 roopam roopam prati-
roopah bahih cha. 

assumes the form according to each shape it enters,  
   and yet It remains beyond them (is transcendent). 

 

5 Vaayuh yathaa ekah bhuvanam pravishtah Just as AIR, though one, entering the world, 

6 roopam roopam prati-roopah babhoova; assumes various forms and shapes; so also 

7 ekah tathaa sarva-bhoota antah-aatmaa the immanent Self of all beings, though one, 

8 roopam roopam prati- 
   roopah bahih cha. 

assumes the form according to each shape it enters,  
   and yet It remains beyond them (is transcendent); 
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9 Sooryah yathaa sarva lokasya chakshuh Just as the SUN, the eye of the whole world, 

10 na lipyate chaakshushaih baahya-doshaih; is not tainted by ocular and external defects, 

11 ekah tathaa sarva-bhoota antah-aatmaa the immanent Self of all beings, though one, 

12 na lipyate loka duhkhena 
baahyah. 

is not tainted by the sorrows of the world,  
   as It is external to them, (it is transcendent). 

 

These verses have a simplicity of construction in which the Upanishads excel. Then 
there is poetic symmetry and beauty in them which bring out their direct comparison to the 
Self. Thirdly, there is appropriateness of the choice of these everyday similes, as they are 
known to all, both in Vedic as well as modern times. 

An Upasana is taught through these three verses. The Upasana begins with the 
introduction of three similes – on Fire, Air and Sun. Acharyaji added a modern simile to this, 
viz. Electricity, and even composed the necessary verse along the same lines as these, 
showing his great attention to detail! 

Agni (fire), Vayu (air) and Sooryah (Sun), are three basic elements in nature; they are 
also regarded as the foremost among the Deities that govern Creation. In these three verses 
they are similes that illustrate the Immanence and the Transcendence of the Supreme Self. 
Immanence is the Self within a persons, and transcendence is the omnipresent Self.  

 

Drishtantika & Daashtaantika 

Two simple technical terms were introduced to us by Acharyaji. Drishtantika refers 
to the simile used, i.e. fire, air and sun in this case. Daashtaantika refers to the application 
of the simile, in this case, the Self.  

 

1-2 Agnih: “Fire”. Fire in its pure state cannot be seen, it is formless. What we see as 
fire is due to its association with some fuel, such as wood, coal, camphor, ghee, incense, etc. 
The different shape we see fire in is due to the different shapes taken by the fuel. 

 

5-6 Vayuh: “Air”. Air as life-breath is one in all life forms. However, for different 
beings, it manifests differently as in an elephant or in an ant; in a bright intellect or in a dull 
one; in a clear, uncluttered mind or in a restless, clouded mind. 

 

9-10 Sooryah: “The Sun”. The third simile is the sun, the “Eye of the World”. The 
source of light is one, but that source, by providing the light, enables all objects to be seen 
by all eyes. If there are defects in any of the eyes or the objects, they do not affect the sun.   

So much for the Drishtantika or the example.  
 

3-4, 7-8, & 11-12 Now for the Daashtaantika, or the Self to which they are applied. 
The Self, too, is only one, homogenous Reality throughout the universe. However, it is 
reflected differently in every creature. As a result it appears in many ways in different 
people. Those differences do not affect the Self, which ever remains changeless, constant 
and free of all defects that may be present in people.  

In the Bhashya, Shankaracharya chooses examples which are considered to be the 
most tainting – such as urine and faecal matter! He just wants to bring out the point most 
effectively. Acharyaji remarked that it is a marvel to see how Shankaracharya ‘milks’ the 
verse to extract every bit of meaning from it! 
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THE STORY OF THENALIN 
 

Here is a delightful story which Acharyaji narrated: 

Every community has its typical comical characters. Like the Birbal of Persia, or the 
Sardarji of Punjab, or the van der Merwe of South Africa, there is the Thenalin Ramana of 
South India, who typifies the simpleton. He is the one that sits on the wrong side of the 
branch when cutting it off the tree! This story is one such in the life of Thenalin. 

He was praying for the Divine Mother’s vision at the local temple for a long period, 
but was never blessed with it. One day, when he was charged fully with devotional fervour, 
the Mother appeared before him in her Divine form with “Sahasraseersha” or thousand 
heads. He began to laugh in Her presence. The Mother was naturally curious to know why. 

In childlike innocence, Thenalin said, “Mother, I have one head and two hands. Even 
then I have so much difficulty when I sneeze. How do You manage to handle a sneeze 
through thousand noses with just two hands!” 

The Divine Mother had a hearty laugh with Thenalin, and blessed him by saying, 
“You will have the special blessing of always being able to make people laugh!” 

The relevance of this anecdote? Thenalin’s sneeze is the Immanent one; the 
Mother’s thousand sneezes are transcendent ones! 

 

 

2.2.12 & 13:  Being One, Controlling All 
 

LMüÉå uÉzÉÏ xÉuÉïpÉÔiÉÉliÉUÉiqÉÉ 
    LMÇü ÃmÉÇ oÉWÒûkÉÉ rÉÈ MüUÉåÌiÉ | 
iÉqÉÉiqÉxjÉÇ rÉåÅlÉÑmÉzrÉÎliÉ kÉÏUÉÈ 
    iÉåwÉÉÇ xÉÑZÉÇ zÉÉµÉiÉÇ lÉåiÉUåwÉÉqÉç      || 2.2.12|| 

 

 

ÌlÉirÉÉåÅÌlÉirÉÉlÉÉÇ cÉåiÉlÉ¶ÉåiÉlÉÉlÉÉqÉç 
    LMüÉå oÉWÕûlÉÉÇ rÉÉå ÌuÉSkÉÉÌiÉ MüÉqÉÉlÉç | 
iÉqÉÉiqÉxjÉÇ rÉåÅlÉÑmÉzrÉÎliÉ kÉÏUÉÈ 
    iÉåwÉÉÇ zÉÉÎliÉÈ  zÉÉµÉiÉÏ lÉåiÉUåwÉÉqÉç     || 2.2.13|| 

 

£kµ va¾§ sarvabhÀt¡ntar¡tm¡ 
    £ka¯ rÀpa¯ bahudh¡ ya¦ karµti | 
tam¡tmastha¯ y£:'nupa¾yanti dh§r¡¦ 
    t£½¡¯ sukha¯ ¾¡¾vata¯ n£tar£½¡m   || 2.2.12|| 

 

nityµ:'nity¡n¡¯ c£tana¾c£tan¡n¡m 
    £kµ bahÀn¡¯ yµ vidadh¡ti k¡m¡n | 
tam¡tmastha¯ y£:'nupa¾yanti dh§r¡¦ 
    t£½¡¯ ¾¡nti¦  ¾¡¾vat§ n£tar£½¡m    || 2.2.13|| 
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1 Ekah vashee sarva-bhoota antah aatmaa One supreme Ruler is the inner Self of all; 

2 ekam roopam bahudhaa yah karoti; This one quality appears in all individuals. 

3 tam aatmastham ye anu-pashyanti dheeraah The wise realize Him in their own hearts. 

4 teshaam sukham shaashvatam na itareshaam. To them belong eternal JOY, to none else. 
 

5 Nityah anityaanaam  
   chetanah chetanaanaam 

He is the Eternal among the  non-eternals,  
   the Intelligence among the intelligent ones; 

6 ekah bahoonaam yah vidadhaati kaamaan; Though One, He fulfils many desires. 

7 tam aatmastham ye anu-pashyanti dheeraah The wise realize Him in their own hearts. 

8 teshaam shaanti shaashvatee na itareshaam. To them is eternal PEACE, to none else. 
 

 These two verses convey the same message. The Universal Self is within one’s own 
heart – i.e. He that is transcendent is also immanent in our heart. This is another Upasana. 

 

Rulership: Transcendent and Immanent 

1-4 Rulership is transcendent as well as immanent. We are ruled by a Power that is 
universal, as well by a self-governing internal power. Both operate simultaneously. There is 
a democratic power that governs the destiny of the whole society, and there is also an 
individual power by which we control our own destiny. Here too, both apply simultaneously. 

Political power falls into the hands of a leader in whom the seed of the common 
destiny of his country is sown. Notwithstanding the common destiny, each individual is self-
empowered to act according to his own nature and determine the course of his future. 

Only the Dheerah or wise ones, whose intellects have been purified by knowledge of 
the Self and Karma (see v 2.2.7) can behold the Self. 

 

Other Qualities: Transcendent & Immanent 

5-8 An example is used in the Bhashya to illustrate how the Supreme Lord can be 
both transcendent and immanent at the same time. The example used is of Fire. 

Fire has the power to burn. This power of the Fire element is within all the other four 
gross elements also in a smaller degree than in fire. Hence it is not noticed in them as clearly 
as it is in the fire element itself. Similarly, the nature of Brahman is maximum in the Pure 
transcendent Brahman present everywhere, but is also seen to manifest in a limited way 
within each living being in different degrees according to the purity of that being. 

The same applies to Brahman’s nature of being Eternal. Everything in creation 
expresses that eternality in some way or other. It is the same with Intelligence, desire, and 
peacefulness or Shanti, all of which are mentioned in this verse. 

 

 

2.2.14 & 15:  “The Self is Self-Luminous, & Shines Variously!” 
 

iÉSåiÉÌSÌiÉ qÉlrÉliÉåÅÌlÉSåïzrÉÇ mÉUqÉÇ xÉÑZÉqÉç | 
MüjÉÇ lÉÑ iÉÌ²eÉÉlÉÏrÉÉÇ ÌMüqÉÑ pÉÉÌiÉ ÌuÉpÉÉÌiÉ uÉÉ    || 2.2.14|| 
 

lÉ iÉ§É xÉÔrÉÉåï pÉÉÌiÉ lÉ cÉlSìiÉÉUMÇü 
    lÉåqÉÉ ÌuÉ±ÑiÉÉå pÉÉÎliÉ MÑüiÉÉåÅrÉqÉÎalÉÈ | 
iÉqÉåuÉ pÉÉliÉqÉlÉÑpÉÉÌiÉ xÉuÉïÇ 
    iÉxrÉ pÉÉxÉÉ xÉuÉïÍqÉSÇ ÌuÉpÉÉÌiÉ     || 2.2.15|| 
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tad£taditi manyant£:'nird£¾ya¯ parama¯ sukham | 
katha¯ nu tadvij¡n§y¡¯ kimu bh¡ti vibh¡ti v¡  || 2.2.14|| 

 

na tatra sÀryµ bh¡ti na candrat¡raka¯ 
    n£m¡ vidyutµ bh¡nti kutµ:'yamagni¦ | 
tam£va bh¡ntamanubh¡ti sarva¯ 
    tasya bh¡s¡ sarvamida¯ vibh¡ti    || 2.2.15|| 
 

  Nachiketas the disciple asks: 

1 “Tat etat”, iti manyante  ‘This is That’ – thus do the sages perceive 

2 anir-deshyam paramam sukham; that indescribable highest Bliss. 

3 katham nu tat vijaaneeyaam How shall I know That?  

4 kim u bhaati vibhaati vaa. Does It shine of Itself, or does it shine by another light? 
 

5 Na tatra sooryah bhaati  
   na chandra taarakam 

Yama answers:   The sun does not shine there,  
   nor the moon, nor the stars, 

6 na imaa vidyutah bhaanti kutah ayam agnih; nor the lightning, much less this lamp. 

7 tam eva bhaantam anubhaati sarvam When He shines, everything shines after Him; 

8 tasya bhaasaa sarvam idam vibhaati. by His light, all these shine! 
 

The Disciple’s Question: (2.2.14) 

1 Sometimes in the scriptures “This” refers to the world, the Unreality, and “That” 
refers to Brahman, the Reality. However, in the context here, “This” and “That” refer to the 
Immanent Brahman and the Transcendent Brahman respectively. The Immanent is the 
Reality within the Unreality. The heart of the Katha Upanishad’s message, its Mahavakya, is 
to show that “This is That”. 

2 Nachiketas is inspired by what has been said by Yama about those who have had 
the vision of the Self and enjoyed the “indescribable highest Bliss”. One like Nachiketas 
would be very keen to have the vision straightaway.  

3 His first reaction is to ask ‘How?’. There is a sense of urgency in his question. It is 
not an just idle curiosity, but like dialling “911” to call the emergency rescue service.  

The “How?” also arises in him for the following reason: If Brahman is transcendent as 
well as immanent, then where is it easier to find Him? – If it is in His immanent aspect, how 
is He to be recognised ‘here’? If in His transcendent aspect, how is He to be known ‘there’?  

 

Differentiating Bhaati & Vibhaati 

4 Linked to Nachiketas’s “How?” is a practical dillema very common amongst 
spiritual seekers. “If the Self is self-revealing (Bhaati), then upon what condition does He 
reveal Himself to me? Alternatively, if there is some other intermediary agent through 
whom or through which He is revealed (Vibhaati), I would like to know of that. Perhaps 
there may be some other object, some scripture, some Deity, some wise person, some other 
secret knowledge, some technique of meditation, etc. If there is tell me about it, O Yama!” 

  These thoughts arise spontaneously in Nachiketas and hold him in suspense and 
anxiety. Indeed, they reveal how keenly he desires to know the Truth! 
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THE UPASARGA (PREFIX) “Vi” 
 

At this point, it is useful to know something about the Upasarga or prefix ‘Vi’. In 
Samskrit there are 22 Upasargas which, when added before a root, creates a new word with 
a specific meaning, e.g. Vi-Bhaati. Vi here can have three different meanings: 

i) Vi = ‘Visesha’, something “specific” by which the Self is made known. 

ii) Vi = ‘Vividha’ - “variously, in many ways”; a variety of effects, with one cause. 

iii) Vi = ‘Vispashtam’, a “special Avatara” who manifests to reveal the Self to man.  
 

 

An Exploration of Bhaati & Vibhaati 

Bhaati means “self-luminous”. That is why the sun is a very good example for this 
aspect of the Self. If the sun is thought of as Bhaati, then the visible moon can be thought of 
as Vibhaati, reflecting its sunlight. Moonshine is borrowed sunshine. In the Bhagavad Geeta, 
the Self is taken as the self-effulgent Bhaati, and numerous significant manifestations (71 of 
them are mentioned in Discourse 10) are regarded as His Vibhutis (note, not Vibhati). 

The Bhashya explains: Through the various kinds of effulgence in the “effects”, it is 
known that the characteristic of luminosity is intrinsic to Brahman. That which does not 
have intrinsic luminosity cannot impart it to others. A pot cannot illuminate others, but a 
sage can. The Sun is a perfect example of an object which is brilliant and indispensable to 
life on earth. Hence, it is considered to be a symbol for Brahman Himself. 

Acharyaji made an important general point. When the Self is said to be ‘self-shining’, 
the philosophical meaning is that Its luminosity is always available, whether we perceive It 
or not. In this sense Bhaati is equivalent to “being ever available”. 

Let us now see what Lord Yama’s reply is to Nachiketas’s searching question: 
 

The Guru’s Answer: (2.2.15) 

5-6 The Self’s luminosity, compared to that of the sun, moon, stars, lightning or even 
the little lamp waved before the Deity during Arati, is in a category all its own. 

7-8 Whatever shines in this world, only does so because it is reflecting the shine of 
the Self in some way. That is the understanding which this verse brings us to.  

 

In this way, the Self is declared to be both “uniformly self-effulgent” as well as 
“variously shining” through every manifestation in creation, large or small, sentient or inert, 
in varying degrees in accordance with the limitations built into each manifestation. 

The Upanishad presents or offers to us a lofty ideal and vision of the world. It is this 
glorious vision of life that will be taken up in the next and final chapter of this Upanishad. 

 

||  CÌiÉ MüÉPûMüÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS Ì²iÉÏrÉÉkrÉÉrÉå Ì²iÉÏrÉÉ uÉssÉÏ  || 
||  iti k¡¿hakµpani½adi dvit§y¡dhy¡y£ dvit§y¡ vall§  || 

 

 

***** 
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The Lord Shines  
Through All Beings 
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Chapter 2.3:  (19 verses) 
 
 

THE GLORIOUS VISION OF LIFE 
 

 

 

LORD YAMA HAS ANSWERED Nachiketas’s third boon in the previous chapter. The 
answer has two distinct stages to it. The first is that of Sadhana, wherein we see the seeker’s 

struggle towards self-improvement. The second is attainment of the Goal of Non-duality. 

A vision of life emerges, as a result of the Answers 1 and 2 to “What remains?”. The 
three aspects of this vision are: 

i) Glorify the Lord: We are asked to do our best in reflecting the glory of the Lord 
through every thought, word and deed;  

ii) Respect All: We are asked to see everything else that shines around us with great 
respect, as it is reflecting as best as it can the luminosity of the Lord; and 

iii) Be Magnanimous: We are challenged to put aside our narrow vision of life and 
replace it with a magnanimous view of seeing God’s Presence immanent as well as 
transcendent with respect to everything in creation. 

 

In this chapter, we expand on this vision of life, filling in the finer details.  

There are numerous similes used in this Upanishad. In addition to the ones we have 
learnt thus far, in this last chapter we are introduced to the Ashwatha tree, made well-
known by the Bhagavad Geeta in Discourse 15.  

The Bhashya introduces this chapter by explaining the connection of the fruit to the 
tree. The fruit is the Toola from which we infer the tree, the Moola.  

If we see a tall tree, we can infer that the roots are pretty strong, widespread and 
deep. By studying the effect we get some clues about the Cause. That is the essence of this 
chapter, in which the world is symbolized by the tree and Brahman is its roots. This is the 
Samsara-Vriksha, the tree of worldly existence. 

 

 

THE TREE OF SAMSARA 
 

2.3.1:  The “Tree of Samsara”  
 

FkuÉïqÉÔsÉÉåÅuÉÉYzÉÉZÉ LwÉÉåÅµÉijÉÈ xÉlÉÉiÉlÉÈ | 
iÉSåuÉ zÉÑ¢Çü iÉSèoÉë¼ iÉSåuÉÉqÉ×iÉqÉÑcrÉiÉå | 
iÉÎxqÉÆssÉÉåMüÉÈ Í´ÉiÉÉÈ xÉuÉåï iÉSÒ lÉÉirÉåÌiÉ Mü¶ÉlÉ |      LiÉ²æ iÉiÉç    || 2.3.1|| 
 

ÀrdhvamÀlµ:'v¡k¾¡kha £½µ:'¾vattha¦ san¡tana¦ | 
tad£va ¾ukra¯ tadbrahma tad£v¡m»tamucyat£ | 
tasmi°llµk¡¦ ¾rit¡¦ sarv£ tadu n¡ty£ti ka¾cana | £tadvai tat || 2.3.1|| 
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1 Oordhwa-moolah avaak shaakhah Having its roots above and branches below – 

2 eshah ashwatthah sanatanah; This is the ancient Ashwattha (peepul) tree. 

3 tat eva shukram tat brahma That is verily Purity itself, That is Brahman, 

4 tat eva amritam uchyate; That is also called the Immortal. 

5 tasmin lokaah shritaah sarve In That rest all the worlds, 

6 tat u atyeti na kashchana; and none can transcend That. 

7 etat vai tat. This is verily That! 
 

This verse is a perfect blend of poetry and prose from the pen of the Upanishadic 
Rishi. It shows what a good teacher Lord Yama is – always referring his student back to first 
principles, and giving him a variety of ways to understand the Truth.  

1-2 The metaphor of the tree is greatly expanded in the Bhashya. The tree 
represents Samsara, the realm described as “This”, which is near and known to us. 

 

TABLE SHOWING ASHWATTHA TREE SYMBOL 
 

 THE SYMBOL THE MEANING IT REPRESENTS 

 Samskrit English English Samskrit 

1 Ashwatha or Bodhi 
(ficus religiosa) 

The Peepul Tree, 
the holy fig tree 

Worldly existence of joys 
and sorrows; “that which 
will not be tomorrow”. 

Samsara Vriksha 

2 Moola root Pure Consciousness Brahman 

3 Beeja seed ignorance, desire, action Avidya, Kama 

4 Angkura sprout the Cosmic Mind Hiranyagarbha 

5 Darpa trunk, branches the intellect and the other 
subtle body parts 

Sukshma Sharira 

6 Pravala Angkura tender buds sense objects Vishayas 

7 Palasha leaves learning, logic Vedas, Smritis 

8 Supushpa the lovely flowers good deeds: sacrifice, charity 
and austerity 

Yajna, Dana, 
Tapas 

9 Aneka Rasa its various tastes happiness and sorrow Sukha & Duhkha 

10 Ananta Phala numerous fruits means of subsistence of 
beings 

Prani Upajeewa 

11 Baddha Moola secondary roots water of desire Trishna Jala 

12 Needa nests (of birds) the seven worlds Sapta Loka 

13 Bhoota-Pakshi birds all living beings from Brahma 
downwards 

Sarva Prani 

14 Bhoota-Maha-Ravo the ‘uproar’ (of the 
birds) 

dancing, singing, music, 
disport, clapping, crying, 
laughing, pulling 

Nritya, Geeta, 
Harsha, Shoka, 
etc. 

15 Avak-Shakha inferior branches heaven & hell, beasts, 
ghosts, etc. 

Swarga, Naraka, 
Tiryak, Preta, etc 

16 Asangha-Shastra The sharp axe of 
detachment 

felling of the tree, which is 
liberation 

Moksha 
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“THIS” – The Realm of the Unreality (Samsara) 

1 This is typical of the language of the Upanishads. Taken literally, this has led to 
some very queer-looking trees depicted in the pages of books. The most common 
illustration shows an inverted tree with roots growing into the air! All Upanishadic symbols 
have to be read philosophically. ‘Above’ here means “more subtle or of a higher order”, 
whilst ‘below’ means “grosser or of a lower order”. It does not mean an upside-down tree! 

A modern form for the tree metaphor is the skyscraper. Like the roots, it also has the 
foundation below the ground which represent Brahman; and like the trunk, branches, 
leaves, etc, the skyscraper’s visible floors represent the Samsaric world built upon the 
foundation of Brahman. 

2 The common English term is the peepul tree, known in India as Ashwatha or Bodhi 
tree. It was under one such tree that the Buddha sat in meditation and became enlightened. 

Eshah: “This”. The tree symbolizes the realm of Samsara. There are two reasons for 
this. The first is that it resembles the endless capacity for worldly life to multiply itself. The 
second is that this tree can be felled with the axe of dispassion for worldly objects.  

Even though the tree is beginningless, it does have an end if we choose to end it. The 
end of this tree represents the end of all sorrow. It marks the state of enlightenment, the 
goal of life in accordance with Vedanta, India’s foremost gift to the world. 

What is Samsara? Joy and sorrow are the experience of all human beings on earth. 
Joy is only the “Knock, Knock” for the entry of sorrow! The important point to be noted here 
is that the moment this tree of Samsara gives us its fruit, namely Vairagya, then its end is 
near. The time has come for it to be felled by the axe of detachment or dispassion. As soon 
as Vairagya dawns, the tree of worldliness is doomed to die. Otherwise it has no end, and 
can go on and on for countless births! 

[For keen students, Acharyaji pointed out a literary device called Dehali Deepa in the 
Bhashya. In the sentence that follows, the words in italics stand for the phrase before it as 
well as after it, doing two duties. “It changes itself every moment, inasmuch as no sooner is 
it seen than its nature is destroyed, like magic or water in a mirage or a city in the sky.”] 

Another phrase for special attention is ‘Pakhanda Buddhi’ which implies an intellect 
with no direction, no right method of determination, changing from one to another and thus 
subject to hundreds of doubts. True seekers are not confused in this manner.  

 

“THAT” – The Realm of the Supreme Reality 

Padas 3-7 are identical to the same Padas in v2.2.8 at the end of the section on the 
Immanent Brahman. They represent “That”, which is far away and unknown. 

The notes given under 2.2.8 are repeated here (to avoid turning back): 

3-5 The nature of the Reality to be attained is described. The basic nature is: 

Shukram, Amritam, Shritaah: “Purity, Immortality and Dependability”. These are 
basic attributes by which Brahman is known by the intellect. He is the Immortal One behind 
all the changing names and forms that engage our attention outwardly. 

6 Once we attain the goal through developing this nature, there is nothing beyond it 
to be attained. That is the summum bonum of life. The spiritual quest ends here. 

7 This is the Mahavakya of this Upanishad. “This” is verily “That”, namely, Brahman. 
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2.3.2:  The “Terror of the Thunderbolt”! 
 

rÉÌSSÇ ÌMÇücÉ eÉaÉiÉç xÉuÉïÇ mÉëÉhÉ LeÉÌiÉ ÌlÉÈxÉ×iÉqÉç | 
qÉWû°rÉÇ uÉeÉëqÉÑ±iÉÇ rÉ LiÉÌ²SÒUqÉ×iÉÉxiÉå pÉuÉÎliÉ      || 2.3.2|| 
 

yadida¯ ki¯ca jagat sarva¯ pr¡³a £jati ni¦s»tam | 
mahadbhaya¯ vajramudyata¯ ya £tadviduram»t¡st£ bhavanti || 2.3.2|| 
 

1 Yat idam kincha jagat sarvam This whole universe, with whatever is in it, 

2 praane ejati nihsritam; emerges from Brahman, and vibrates with Prana. 

3 mahat bhayam vajram udyatam It instills great terror, with uplifted thunderbolt. 

4 ye etat te viduh amritaah bhavanti. Those who know this become immortal. 
 

The link passage to this verse explains why this verse was necessary. It helps to 
answer the doubt that some schools express as to the very existence of Brahman. They 
believe that creation came out of nothing. These are the Baudhistic schools, the nihilists or 
the Shunya Vadins. 

1-2 Everything in this cosmos is orderly. It follows the laws of nature with 
mathematical precision. This is what makes our space exploration possible – all planetary 
movements are predictable as they obey the laws of motion precisely. The landing on the 
moon would not be possible if these laws were violated even a little bit. 

3 The use of words like ‘terror’ or ‘fear’ in this and the next verse has to be 
understood with caution. It is used in a philosophical sense to represent the relationship of 
order and pure discipline that exists between the Supreme Brahman and all the Deities who 
execute the running of this vast cosmos.  

To emphatically express this order, the fear relationship between a servant and his 
master is invoked as a simile. In no way does this intend to mean that God is a fearsome 
dictator demanding obedience. That is not the spirit of the verse. There is a willing harmony 
and obedience that prevails throughout the cosmos; not an enforced dictatorship. 

4 The last sentence is a revelation for all mankind. It tells us that we can attain such a 
state of harmonious control, as we are part of the cosmos. The Upanishads point the way; if 
we have not reached that state the fault is ours. We have faltered somewhere in our 
discipline, in our attitude, in our values. Cosmic governance is built into us, whether we 
accept it or not. But we have limited ourselves to our body and work only for its sake rather 
than harmonize with the rest of creation. That places us in direct conflict with the laws of 
creation and denies to us our inherent power of control. The perfection in the Cosmos 
indicates the true depth of our own being, attainable through obedience to Nature’s Laws. 

 

 

2.3.3:  Order in the Cosmos 
 

pÉrÉÉSxrÉÉÎalÉxiÉmÉÌiÉ pÉrÉÉ¨ÉmÉÌiÉ xÉÔrÉïÈ | 
pÉrÉÉÌSlSì¶É uÉÉrÉÑ¶É qÉ×irÉÑkÉÉïuÉÌiÉ mÉgcÉqÉÈ    || 2.3.3|| 
 

bhay¡dasy¡gnistapati bhay¡ttapati sÀrya¦ | 
bhay¡dindra¾ca v¡yu¾ca m»tyurdh¡vati pa²cama¦  || 2.3.3|| 
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1 Bhayaat asya agni tapati, For fear of Him Fire burns; 

2 bhayaat tapati sooryah; for fearof Him the Sun shines; 

3 bhayaat indrah cha vaayuh cha for fear of Him proceed Indra and Vayu; 

4 mrityuh dhaavati panchamah. for fear of Him proceeds Death, the fifth. 
 

Once again we remind ourselves that we are listening to Lord Yama, the God of 
Death himself. Fear and terror is his language; that is how people understand and relate to 
him. These are emotions that have been associated with Death from time immemorial. Lord 
Yama is presenting himself as he is, without any pretence! 

But we know Yama by now - his purpose is only to inspire obedience in us. 

1 Tapati: “to burn”. The very sound of this verb reminds us of the sound of fire! 
Rising flames make the sound – “tapati, tapati”. 

2-3 A close relative of ‘tapati’ is the sound ‘dhavati’, the verb used for the last three 
Deities. The poetic effect is made more striking by using the word Bhayaat (“due to fear”) 
three times, as though we were invoking fear by uttering his name thrice.  

4 There is no rest for Death. Death is running around, ever busy. He is needed all the 
time. People do not have the patience to wait for him when it comes to dying! Look at what 
Nachiketas had to go through due to a three-day delay by Yama! 

In this verse the “Big Guns” among the Governers of this universe are named. What 
would happen, asks Shankaracharyaji, if they did not have a Boss to answer to? Who would 
resolve their quarrels? If these powerful Deities were left to themselves, there could well be 
a Cosmic War which would make our World Wars look like child’s play! There has to be a 
more powerful overseer above them. That overseer is the calm and peaceful Brahman.  

Acharyaji summarized the message of this verse in his own charming way: “Don’t 
lose sight of God! Remember that in reality you are That!” 

 

 

THE PRECIOUS HUMAN BIRTH 
 

2.3.4:  Rebirth Continues Until Realisation  
 

CWû cÉåSzÉMü¯Éå®ÒÇ mÉëÉ¤ÉUÏUxrÉ ÌuÉxÉëxÉÈ | 
iÉiÉÈ xÉaÉåïwÉÑ sÉÉåMåüwÉÑ zÉUÏUiuÉÉrÉ MüsmÉiÉå     || 2.3.4|| 
 

iha c£da¾akadbµddhu¯ pr¡k½ar§rasya visrasa¦ | 
tata¦ sarg£½u lµk£½u ¾ar§ratv¡ya kalpat£   || 2.3.4|| 
 

1 Iha chet ashakat boddhum If one does not succeed in realizing here, 

2 praak shareerasya visrasah; before the fall of the body, 

3 tatah sargeshu lokeshu then in the worlds of created things, 

4 shareeratvaaya kalpate. a rebirth for the body is ordained. 
 

1 Spiritual realisation and, with it, the liberation of oneself from the wheel of births 
and deaths, is brought out in the very first line. If realisation does not happen in this birth, 
then we have to reborn to continue the spiritual quest. This cycle is called Transmigration. 
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2 What is the urgency behind this? Why has to be done “before one falls from the 
body”, i.e. before we die? Firstly, it is because we can only evolve whilst we are still alive. 
We cannot evolve without this body. Secondly, the urgency captures the full significance of 
the preciousness of the human birth to do Sadhana and realise our essential nature.  

Visrasah: “the ultimate or final falling off from the body”. Let us take a closer look at 
the word. ‘Srasah’ means “falling”. Adding the Upasarga (prefix) ‘Vi’ makes the fall more 
emphatic; it is not just an ordinary falling off one’s bed or couch, but a falling off from the 
body itself!  It is Death. It is also not just an ordinary death, but potentially the last Death – 
the last time one is ever going to die! If one realises, there is no more birth and death.  

3-4 Failure to do so will mean endless cycles of embodiments. Whether or not those 
will be in human forms is also uncertain. There is no guarantee that they will be. 

So, are we using this body for the best purpose that it was meant for? If we are not, 
it is like using the best computer in the world to just play games on it! The body will not 
complain doing that, of course, but it will be happier doing much more than that! Why not 
use it to its maximum potential? 

The human birth is the bridge to cross to the ‘other side’, beyond the reach of 
Samsara. It is bursting with potential to make the biggest crossing ever. Are we going to 
waste the opportunity given? Divine Grace together with our best effort can make 
realisation happen for us in this birth itself! 

 

 

2.3.5:  Four “Worlds” of Clarity  
 

rÉjÉÉÅÅSzÉåï iÉjÉÉÅÅiqÉÌlÉ  
    rÉjÉÉ xuÉmlÉå iÉjÉÉ ÌmÉiÉ×sÉÉåMåü | 
rÉjÉÉÅmxÉÑ mÉUÏuÉ SSØzÉå iÉjÉÉ aÉlkÉuÉïsÉÉåMåü 
    NûÉrÉÉiÉmÉrÉÉåËUuÉ oÉë¼sÉÉåMåü      || 2.3.5|| 
 

yath¡:':'dar¾£ tath¡:':'tmani  
    yath¡ svapn£ tath¡ pit»lµk£ | 
yath¡:'psu par§va dad»¾£ tath¡ gandharvalµk£ 
    ch¡y¡tapayµriva brahmalµk£     || 2.3.5|| 
 

1 Yathaa aadarshe tathaa aatmani As in the mirror, so it is within one’s own Self; 

2 yathaa svapne tathaa pitruloke; as in a dream, so in the world of forefathers; 

3 yathaa apsu pari iva dadrishe  
   tathaa gandharva-loke 

as in a reflection seen in water,  
   so in the world of the Gandharvas;  

4 chhaayaa-tapayoh iva  
   brahma loke. 

as between light and shade,  
   so in the world of Brahma. 

 

This is an unusual verse and well illustrates the need for a qualified teacher from 
whom we need to learn the scriptures. As it stands, it is hard to fathom what is being said. 
But this is how Acharyaji unveiled the meaning of this mystical verse: 

We have four similes in this single verse. This table lays them out –  
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No. SIMILE Application of Simile Clarity of Self-Knowledge 

1 Mirror The Human Intellect Perfect clarity is possible if well-trained 

2 Dream World of the Manes low clarity, due to Rajasic desires 

3 Water World of Gandharvas medium clarity, due to Sattwic desires 

4 Shade and Light World of Brahma very high clarity, but very hard to attain  
 

TABLE SHOWING SIMILES OF THIS VERSE 
 

General Interpretations: 

1 This degree of clarity is available to us right now, in this human birth. 

2, 3 & 4 The clarity varies in order of increasing difficulty to obtain – low, medium 
and very high. These have to be earned through gaining merit from good deeds, etc.  

1 and 4 are the two options that favour the vision of the Self. Since 4 is professedly 
hard to attain due to the enormous amount of merit that has to be earned to get there, that 
leaves 1 the present lifetime as the best option for making an all-out effort to attain clarity. 

As in the previous verse, this verse emphasizes the importance of this human birth 
even more graphically, bringing other options into play. 

The explanation of the table is as follows: 
 

Degrees of Clarity Needed for Brahma Jnana 

1 What we have available as our finest instrument in this birth is the intellect. If we 
train it properly and make it sharp as well as purify it of all narrow, selfish thoughts, then we 
have a good chance of grasping the knowledge of the Self thoroughly and making our 
escape from Samsara, the world of sorrows. The clarity achievable through a pure intellect is 
near perfect. 

 

2 There are people who earn merit on earth in order to enjoy pleasures in higher 
worlds. They still have the same low Rajasic desires driving them. Hence, the worlds they go 
to – viz. up to Pitruloka or the world of the Manes – are not so favourable for Self-
knowledge. Hardly anyone in these worlds is interested in Brahma Jnana! The clarity of Self-
knowledge is like that of a dream; everything is hazy and muddled up, and we cannot even 
tell whether we are seeing it in colour or in B/W! 

 

3 With a little more merit earned through very pure acts on earth, one earns 
admission to Gandharva Loka, where celestial arts delight one every day. This is a region for 
very refined tastes to be enjoyed. However, it is still in the realm of Samsara. It cannot give 
one liberation. The clarity is like seeing through water. Waves render the demarcation of 
shapes uncertain. If 2 or 3 others are with you when you look into a lake, you may not be 
sure whose reflection you are seeing, due to the ripples. There is a degree of confusion in 
the vision. Such confused ‘knowledge’ is not conducive for understanding the Self. 

 

4 In Brahmaloka, the vision of the Self is very distinct. It is as clear-cut as the 
difference between light and shade. One can clearly distinguish these. So also one can 
clearly distinguish the Real from the unreal. But Brahmaloka is very hard to attain. And one 
who does attain it would already have to be on the spiritual path anyway, having attained 
some development on it already. 



129 

 

Since this is the situation, why not exercise option No 1, and use this present birth 
itself to obtain the knowledge of the Self, and then perfect it to realise the Self? On this 
point, Acharyaji’s words were once again very profound: 

“A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush – this is an old English proverb. That bird 
in the hand is the human birth we already have. Use it to the best purpose now itself. What 
is the point in aiming to reach Brahmaloka? The Shastras have given us all the assurance 
that human life is very precious and rare. Let us make the best use of it and move ahead.” 

 

 

2.3.6:  The Dissimilarity of the Senses & Self 
 

CÎlSìrÉÉhÉÉÇ mÉ×jÉapÉÉuÉqÉÑSrÉÉxiÉqÉrÉÉæ cÉ rÉiÉç | 
mÉ×jÉaÉÑimÉ±qÉÉlÉÉlÉÉÇ qÉiuÉÉ kÉÏUÉå lÉ zÉÉåcÉÌiÉ    || 2.3.6|| 
 

indriy¡³¡¯ p»thagbh¡vamuday¡stamayau ca yat | 
p»thagutpadyam¡n¡n¡¯ matv¡ dh§rµ na ¾µcati  || 2.3.6|| 
 

1 Indriyaanaam prithak bhaavam Having known i) the dissimilarity of the senses, 

2 udaya-asta-mayau cha yat; ii) as also their rising and setting, and that 

3 prithak utpadya-maanaanaam iii) they all have separate origins, 

4 matvaa dheerah na shochati. the man of intelligence does not come to grief. 
 

There are some very smart sceptics who may say:  

“What is the need to know the Self in the first place? If the human birth is so 
precious, why waste it on finding the Self! Why not enjoy ourselves through the senses?” 
This is more a stance, not a doubt. A doubt can be cleared with an explanation, but a stance 
cannot. Explanations are futile because such people are not in need of them. Stances need 
to be dislodged, else they are continually justified.  

An empty bucket can be filled with the water of ‘explanations’; but a bucket without 
a bottom can never be filled no matter how much water is poured into it. It is need of fixing. 

With that introduction, Acharyaji said the tip given here is not addressed to the 
worldly person, but to the sincere seeker, so that he may not get swayed by such arguments 
put forward to him. Dispassion is the answer. Dispassion is the protective shield against 
such confused logic. This verse tries to provide the shield to the genuine seeker. 

 

Three Defects of the Senses 

1 Their Dissimilarity: Firstly, the senses are dissimilar to the Self – the two are poles 
apart. The most important difference is that the two are in different realms of existence. 
The Self is in the Absolute realm, whereas the senses are in the relative realm.  

The senses are by nature outward bound (refer to the ‘curse’ on them in v2.1.1). 
They are products or effects of the “veiling” power of Maya. The senses are constantly 
fluctuating from object to object. On the other hand, the Self is that which is at the very 
heart or core of our being within. It is unchanging and stable. The two stand in direct 
contrast to each other. 

 

2 Senses Rise & Set: Secondly, the senses ‘rise and set’, come and go, are enabled 
and disabled, depending in which of the three states we are. When we wake up, the senses 
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are said to ‘rise’; when we are asleep or in dream, the senses are said to ‘set’. The senses 
become disabled during sleep and enabled in the waking state. Knowing this limitation of 
the senses, the wise person stays with the permanent, unchanging, ever-available Self. The 
Self is not a passing visitor. It is constant at all times. It knows no change. 

 

3 Constitution of the Senses: Thirdly, there are distinct differences among each of the 
five senses. Each sense organ originates from a different element. For example, the space 
element is responsible for the organ of hearing as well as its object, sound. Fire is 
responsible for sight as well as form. The material cause of the senses are the Rajasic 
portion of the subtle elements, whereas the Self is the uncaused Cause of everything. 

Thus the senses are different from each other, and jointly they are different from the 
Self. Each sense is independent of the other. Each has its own task of collecting certain 
information only about the objects. All are dependent on the Self for their functions. 

 

The Solution: Intelligent Discrimination 

4: The wise, intelligent man learns to steer clear of the call of the senses. He does 
not attach any importance to sensory information because it is so limited and deceptive. By 
discriminating between the Real and the unreal, he learns to detach himself from his senses 
and attach himself to the Self. In this way he treads a path that is free from all sources of 
grief and sorrow. 

A sharp, subtle intellect has the discriminative faculty that can clearly see through 
the false appearances of objects and know their real worth – to produce grief or sorrow. To 
escape the bondage of grief, the only way is to detach oneself from sense objects with the 
sword of dispassion. Viveka and Vairagya (discrimination and dispassion) are needed. 

 

 

THE LAUNCH PAD OF YOGA 
 

In this section, we cover an important aspect of spiritual Sadhana. It has to be clearly 
noted that it represents a ‘chunk’ of the Sadhana and not the whole Sadhana to the Goal.  

The ‘chunk’ consists of all the steps that bring the mind to a standstill by the practice 
of Yoga. This state is the perfect platform from which to practice intense meditation. To 
reach the ultimate goal, this state has to be combined with Knowledge of the Self. 

 

2.3.7:  Ladder from Sense Organs to Total Mind 
 

CÎlSìrÉåprÉÈ mÉUÇ qÉlÉÉå qÉlÉxÉÈ xÉ¨uÉqÉÑ¨ÉqÉqÉç | 
xÉ¨uÉÉSÍkÉ qÉWûÉlÉÉiqÉÉ qÉWûiÉÉåÅurÉ£üqÉÑ¨ÉqÉqÉç    || 2.3.7|| 
 

indriy£bhya¦ para¯ manµ manasa¦ sattvamuttamam | 
sattv¡dadhi mah¡n¡tm¡ mahatµ:'vyaktamuttamam  || 2.3.7|| 
 

1 Indriyebhyah param manah The mind is superior to the sense organs; 

2 manasah sattwam uttamam; the intellect is superior to the mind; 

3 sattwaat adhi mahaan aatmaa Mahat the great soul is superior to the intellect; 

4 mahatah avyaktam uttamam. the Unmanifested is superior to Mahat. 
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2.3.8:  Ladder from Total Mind to Attributeless Brahman 
 

AurÉ£üÉ¨ÉÑ mÉUÈ mÉÑÂwÉÉå urÉÉmÉMüÉåÅÍsÉ…¡û LuÉ cÉ | 
rÉÇ ¥ÉÉiuÉÉ qÉÑcrÉiÉå eÉliÉÑUqÉ×iÉiuÉÇ cÉ aÉcNûÌiÉ    || 2.3.8|| 
 

avyakt¡ttu para¦ puru½µ vy¡pakµ:'li±ga £va ca | 
ya¯ j²¡tv¡ mucyat£ janturam»tatva¯ ca gacchati  || 2.3.8|| 
 

5 Avyaktaat tu parah purushah But superior to the Unmanifested is the Purusha 

6 vyaapakah alinga eva cha; who is pervasive and, indeed, without attributes, 

7 yam jnaatvaa muchyate jantuh knowing whom a man becomes freed 

8 amritatvam cha gacchhati. and moves towards immortality. 
 

These two verses are almost identical to verses 1.3.10 and 1.3.11 in Chapter 1. There 
they provided the route map for planning the spiritual journey ahead. Now, when we are 
actually on the journey, we are referring again to the same map. 

The Bhashya link passage says: It has just been established in 2.3.6 that the search 
for the Self can safely omit the sense objects and the senses, for they are too external. The 
search is thus narrowed down to the “inner equipment” alone, starting with the mind.  

 

1 The senses are ruled out since the mind is superior to them. 

2 Of the inner equipment, the mind is first to be ruled out as it is in effect the sum of 
all the sense organs. The intellect has greater power than the mind. 

3 The Total Mind (Hiranyagarbha) is greater than the intellect. The former functions 
beyond the range of individuality, whereas the latter is limited to individuality. 

4 Superior even to the Total Mind is the Causal State, the Unmanifested (Ishwara), 
who is the origin of the Total Mind. The Causal State is at the helm of the created worlds.  

5-6 As we move into v2.3.8, we come to the unconditioned Brahman, the Supreme 
Pure Consciousness, the Self. 

7-8 When we move telescopically into this deep inner realm of the Self, we are in the 
realm of liberation or freedom. The sage who arrives at this point may be described to have 
attained immortality, as he abides totally in the permanent Self.  

 

 

The next three verses concern the steps of Yoga which achieve the mastery up to 
and including the intellect, i.e. the mind is brought to a quiet state free from all thoughts. 
This is Patanjali Yoga up to Step 6 called Dharana or concentration. We are preparing 
ourselves for the intuitional stage of the journey that starts with Dhyana or meditation.  

The focus is on the “inner instrument”, the Antahkarana, mainly the intellect. The 
Sadhana we are dealing with is called the Antaranga Sadhana, the internal Sadhana. The 
three stages of this Sadhana form the subject matter of these three verses. They are: 

i) Hridaa Maneesha: “the control or governance of the mind”. (2.3.9) 
ii) Buddhi Na Vicheshtati: “weaning oneself away from all external activity.” (2.3.10) 
iii) Yogam Iti Sthiraam: “entering the Yogic state of freedom from thought ”. (2.3.11) 

We examine each of these three stages of spiritual development from the standpoint 
of the seeker or Sadhaka.  
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2.3.9:  The Subdual of the Mind 
 

lÉ xÉÇSØzÉå ÌiÉ¸ÌiÉ ÃmÉqÉxrÉ 
    lÉ cÉ¤ÉÑwÉÉ mÉzrÉÌiÉ Mü¶ÉlÉælÉqÉç | 
™SÉ qÉlÉÏwÉÉ qÉlÉxÉÉÅÍpÉYsÉ×miÉÉå 
    rÉ LiÉÌ²SÒUqÉ×iÉÉxiÉå pÉuÉÎliÉ      || 2.3.9|| 
 

na sa¯d»¾£ ti½¿hati rÀpamasya 
    na cak½u½¡ pa¾yati ka¾canainam | 
h»d¡ man§½¡ manas¡:'bhikl»ptµ 
    ya £tadviduram»t¡st£ bhavanti    || 2.3.9|| 
 

1 Na sandrishe tishthati roopam asya His Form does not exist within the range of vision; 

2 na chakshushaa pashyati kashchana enam; none can behold Him with eyes (senses). 

3 hridaa maneeshaa  
   manasaa abhiklriptah 

By controlling the mind with the intellect,  
   then by intuition is He revealed. 

4 ye etat viduh te amritaah bhavanti. Those who know this become immortal. 
 

A. Maneesha – The Conquest of Mind by Intellect (2.3.9): 

1-4 In this stage, the intellect has to emerge as the victorious ruler of the mind. This 
in itself is a huge spiritual milestone, a Sadhana all its own, and occupies the attention of 
most spiritual seekers throughout their life. This is 80% of the development needed. 

The intellect, seated in the heart (the “core of our being”), is the charioteer that we 
met in Chapter 3. It has to take full control of the reins (mind) and the horses (senses). The 
focus of its development in this stage is its power of Discrimination. The vagaries of the 
mind are curbed by the strong affirmations of the intellect that this world is illusory, that 
sense pleasures are transitory, that indulgence merely drains our energy, and so on. By 
these intelligent means, the mind and senses are lured away from the danger zones of Sam-
sara. The test one has to pass through is to be free from all preoccupation with sense 
objects. The Bhashya says, “Samyoga Darshanam, a good hard look at the truth behind the 
world show is needed through Mananam or discriminative reflection.” 

 

 

2.3.10:  Total Withdrawal of the Senses 
 

rÉSÉ mÉgcÉÉuÉÌiÉ¸liÉå ¥ÉÉlÉÉÌlÉ qÉlÉxÉÉ xÉWû | 
oÉÑÎ®¶É lÉ ÌuÉcÉå¹iÉå iÉÉqÉÉWÒûÈ mÉUqÉÉÇ aÉÌiÉqÉç    || 2.3.10|| 
 

yad¡ pa²c¡vati½¿hant£ j²¡n¡ni manas¡ saha | 
buddhi¾ca na vic£½¿at£ t¡m¡hu¦ param¡¯ gatim  || 2.3.10|| 
 

5 Yadaa pancha avatishthante When the “Five” come to rest, 

6 jnaanaani manasaa sah; i.e. the five senses together with the mind, 

7 buddhih cha na vicheshtati and the intellect, too, stops its functioning, 

8 taam aahuh paramaam gatim. that state (of intuition) is said to be the highest. 
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B. Buddhi Na Vicheshtate – End of Externalised Activity (2.3.10): 

5-6 The yardstick to measure the success of this stage is that all the five organs of 
knowledge and all five organs of action are able to be withdrawn from their respective 
objects. This stage is called Pratyahara, which is Step 5 in Patanjali Yoga. 

7 On the internal front, Pratyahara necessaily entails the intellect to gradually reduce 
its thought activity in the mind to the point where, for all practical purposes, it is totally 
dropped. Eliminating the presence of thoughts in the mind is eessential not to distract one’s 
attention from the Self. The purpose here is to make the mind and intellect wholly focus on 
the Self. This requires great subtlety of the intellect.  

Acharyaji gave us a good idea of the intellect’s usual activities: endless thinking, 
analyzing, deciding, determining, consenting, authorizing, prompting, suggesting, etc. All 
these go on endlessly in an untrained intellect. For spiritual pursuit, these have to be curbed 
and then brought to a complete halt. Then the next stage of growth can take place. 

8 When the Sadhaka achieves success in arresting the thoughts from arising, it is a 
major breakthrough in Sadhana. This verse praises this achievement as being the highest. 
We shall soon see that it is not really the highest, but to encourage the Sadhaka it is 
declared to be so, because it leads one to the highest goal. This is the style of the scriptures 
where that which is being discussed is given an elevated status to make us want to do it. It is 
positive encouragement to the lone seeker.  

 

 

2.3.11:  The Launch Pad – A Quiet Mind  
 

iÉÉÇ rÉÉåaÉÍqÉÌiÉ qÉlrÉliÉå ÎxjÉUÉÍqÉÎlSìrÉkÉÉUhÉÉqÉç | 
AmÉëqÉ¨ÉxiÉSÉ pÉuÉÌiÉ rÉÉåaÉÉå ÌWû mÉëpÉuÉÉmrÉrÉÉæ    || 2.3.11|| 
 

t¡¯ yµgamiti manyant£ sthir¡mindriyadh¡ra³¡m | 
apramattastad¡ bhavati yµgµ hi prabhav¡pyayau  || 2.3.11|| 
 

9 Taam yogam iti manyante  “That is Yoga”, declare the wise ones, 

10 sthiraam indriya dhaaranaam; “where there is firm control over the senses, 

11 apramattah tadaa bhavati and one is freed from the vagaries of the mind.” 

12 yogah hi pra-bhavaap-yayau. But even this quiet Yogic state comes and goes.  
 

C. Yogam Iti Sthiram – Yogic State Free of Thought (2.3.11):  

9-11 In the Patanjali Yoga Sutras, Yoga is described at the very outset as Chitta-Vritti 
Nirodhah – “the destruction of all thoughts in the mind”. Success in ending all external 
activity culminates in this state. As we have seen in other texts, notably Upadesh Sara, this is 
not the end of Sadhana but a perfect platform or “Launching Pad” from which to enter into 
deep meditation on the Self. When the stillness of the intellect is achieved, the meditator’s 
focus is unimpeded. The quiet mind achieved through Yoga launches one into meditation. 

12 However, the Yogic state of stillness can fluctuate, i.e. grow and decay, or come 
and go according to the Guna that is predominant. In itself, when divorced from the 
knowledge of the Self, it is of no permanent spiritual value. If the stilled mind is not focussed 
on the Self, great vigilance is needed to ensure that when thoughts return they do not 
throw one into a mode of desire. Vigilance holds at bay all lurking desires.  
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That vigilance is needed actually underlines the fact that Yogic quietude of mind is a 
temporary state, induced by means such as breath control or the power of intellect over 
mind. This cannot be sustained for too long, unless one uses it to establish himself in the 
Self. That is the ultimate purpose of bringing the mind to a quiet state.  

We have come to the limit of the intellect’s role in spiritual growth. The stage is now 
set for the next section, which deals with the ultimate achievement of union of the Self. 

 

 

THE FINAL LAP INTO ETERNITY 
 

The next four verses are taken individually as each verse deals with a particular 
aspect of the spiritual journey. They deal with the final ‘chunk’ of spiritual Sadhana which 
requires knowledge of the Self and takes one “beyond the reach of mind and speech.” This is 
the Intuitional Phase of the spiritual journey. 

 

2.3.12:  “He Exists” – Minimum Qualification  
 

lÉæuÉ uÉÉcÉÉ lÉ qÉlÉxÉÉ mÉëÉmiÉÑÇ zÉYrÉÉå lÉ cÉ¤ÉÑwÉÉ | 
AxiÉÏÌiÉ oÉëÑuÉiÉÉåÅlrÉ§É MüjÉÇ iÉSÒmÉsÉprÉiÉå     || 2.3.12|| 
 

naiva v¡c¡ na manas¡ pr¡ptu¯ ¾akyµ na cak½u½¡ | 
ast§ti bruvatµ:'nyatra katha¯ tadupalabhyat£  || 2.3.12|| 
 

1 Na eva vaachaa na manasaa Not through speech, nor through mind, 

2 praaptum shakyah na chakshushaa; nor through the eye can It be attained. 

3 “Asti”, iti bruvatah anyatra Apart from him who speaks of It as “He exists” 

4 katham tat upalabhyate? how can it ever be known (to others)? 
 

The link passage to this verse explains its objective: Those who believe strongly that 
the intellect is the highest instrument available to man to acquire knowledge, may be faced 
with a doubt after the last verse which asks that all the functions of the intellect have to be 
ended. They will say, “All knowledge is specifically apprehended as this or that by the 
intellect. If there is no instrument left for cognition, then nothing can be known. In such a 
case, the Self has to be regarded as a non-entity, surely! Either Yoga is useless or Brahman 
has to be taken to be non-existent.” 

 

The Self Not Knowable Through Intellect 

1-2 This verse explains why the Self is beyond the reach of senses and mind. 

1. The fact that the Self cannot be known by our existing instruments of learning, 
especially the intellect, is as it should be. The Self has no physical attributes. It is unlike any 
other object that can be known by the intellect of man. 

2. Although without such attributes, yet we know from the scriptures that It does 
exist. In matters such as the Self, the only means of knowledge that apply to It is the 
scriptures. That is the only ‘logical’ means to be adopted. We cannot ignore the guidance we 
get from scriptures. 
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3. The scriptural means are not illogical. They may appear so, but that is not true. 
Since the object of analysis is beyond the scope of science, we have to take the scriptures as 
a guide to direct us to the Self. This can be a temporary measure, until such time direct 
experience of the Self confirms the truth of the scrriptures. Once we have direct experience, 
then the scriptures, too, become redundant! 

4. If the world came from non-existence, we would see the aspect of non-existence 
clearly in all of creation. But we do not see that; we see it only as ‘existing’. So Existence 
must be their cause, not non-existence.  

To conclude, the doubt about the existence of the Self merely shows how much we 
are used to knowing things through our mind and senses. Our vision is turned outward from 
birth. We need to make a fundamental change in our learning orientation.  

 

“He Exists” 

3-4 Now the Rishi unequivocally states that the starting point for Self-enquiry has to 
be a belief or faith that the “Self exists”. If that is not accepted then there is no point in 
pursuing this quest at all. It would be meaningless to talk of the Self to those who do not 
accept it, even if it be only in principle. 

Example 1: Hundreds of air passengers board planes daily all over the world. Every 
single one of does so because he has the basic belief that there is a pilot in the cockpit. 
Those who do not have this belief, will certainly not board the plane. 

Example 2: Millions of people deposit money in banks all over the world. They do so 
because they have the firm belief that their money is safe and available when they need it. 

Verse 1.3.1 clearly lists the three types of seekers for whom the quest for the Self is 
applicable because they believe “It exists”. The three are: 

i) Brahmavidah: “the knowers of Brahman”, who are guided by the Jnana Kanda.  

ii) Pancha-Agnayah: “performers of the ‘Five Fires’”, guided by the Karma Kanda. 

iii) Tri-Nachiketaah: “those who perform the Nachiketas Fire three times”, guided by 
the Upasana Kanda. 

Even though each of these three worshippers have their own agenda in worshipping 
the Supreme, they nevertheless all believe that “He exists”, and believe, too, that He is able 
to grant them what they pray for. 

 

 

 

2.3.13:  Faith Earns Favour to Go Further 
 

AxiÉÏirÉåuÉÉåmÉsÉokÉurÉxiÉ¨uÉpÉÉuÉålÉ cÉÉåpÉrÉÉåÈ | 
AxiÉÏirÉåuÉÉåmÉsÉokÉxrÉ iÉ¨uÉpÉÉuÉÈ mÉëxÉÏSÌiÉ    || 2.3.13|| 
 

ast§ty£vµpalabdhavyastattvabh¡v£na cµbhayµ¦ | 
ast§ty£vµpalabdhasya tattvabh¡va¦ pras§dati  || 2.3.13|| 

 

1 “Asti” iti eva upalabdhavyah i) The Self should be realized first as “It exists”; 

2 tattva bhaavena cha ubhayoh; and then, ii) as “It really is” in essence.  Of these two, 

3 “Asti” iti eva upalabdhasya when “It exists” is believed or accepted on faith, then 

4 tattva bhaavah praseedati.  “It really is” becomes more favourable to one. 
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This may be considered as a key verse from a Sadhaka’s point of view. It contains in 
it the correct attitude that a seeker must have to have any hope of realizing the Self. There 
is the strong message to have faith and stay ‘in the good books’ of the Self in order to move 
further ahead on the spiritual path. 

Two distinct stages of progress on the spiritual path are identified here: 
 

 SOPADIKA DRISHTHI NIRUPADIKA DRISHTHI 

1 Starting point,  for the Beginner Later stage, for the more Advanced  

2 Accepted on Faith, even if fragile. Faith grows into a Firm Conviction. 

3 Self Seen as Existence (Upalabdhavya) Self-revealed as It Really Is (Tattwa Bhava) 

4 Self seen as Conditioned by Upadhis Self is Unconditioned, free from Upadhis 

5 Self is Immanent, within every being Self is Transcendent, all-pervasive 
 

TABLE SHOWING DISTINCT STAGES OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

 

1 This verse takes up the thread from the previous verse, where it was made clear 
that the minimum requirement for a seeker is to at least have faith that the Self exists, that 
there is no such thing as non-existence. The logic for this has already been explained. 

2 Taking us to the next stage of understanding, this verse emphasizes to the seeker 
the value of learning to recognise the Self from our current position of progress, however 
far it may be from the final stage. All the descriptions about the Self being all-pervasive, 
non-dual, full of Bliss and pure Consciousness are not untrue, but they need not hinder one 
at the beginning of the path. We are asked to start with faith from where we are. 

3 What does that mean to us? The step by step progression described in Chandogya 
Upanishad (“Tat Twam Asi”, Section 1) is quoted in the Bhashya. This takes us step by step 
from name and form to the highest stage of seeing the nameless and formless Self. 

We are being taught to see everything as the Self, from the conditioned to the 
unconditioned, from the immanent to the transcendent. What was earlier seen as simply 
existing, appears in the later stage in its real aspect as transcendent Truth.  

4 A very important point expressed here is that by the very fact of our having faith in 
the existence of Existence, we are made deserving to be pulled further up in our 
understanding. The Self showers Its Grace upon us and reveals Its real nature to us. It may 
be a very gradual unfoldment, but it is certainly taking place, little by little.  

Great patience is required on this path to the Self. We make a gradual shift from the 
conditioned Self to the unconditioned Self.  

We can take the help of Vedic texts which prescribe the method of “Not this, Not 
this” to break down the barriers that stand between our intellect and the Self. This is called 
the process of negation. By this process we bring down the walls of the Upadhis such as the 
body and mind. As we get lesser and lesser entangled by the dividing walls of the Upadhis, 
we come to a greater and greater clarity of vision of the Self, which is our own true spiritual 
essence. 

 

 

***** 
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2.3.14:  Desirelessness Leads to Immortality 
 

rÉSÉ xÉuÉåï mÉëqÉÑcrÉliÉå MüÉqÉÉ rÉåÅxrÉ ™ÌS Í´ÉiÉÉÈ | 
AjÉ qÉirÉÉåïÅqÉ×iÉÉå pÉuÉirÉ§É oÉë¼ xÉqÉzlÉÑiÉå    || 2.3.14|| 
 

yad¡ sarv£ pramucyant£ k¡m¡ y£:'sya h»di ¾rit¡¦ | 
atha martyµ:'m»tµ bhavatyatra brahma sama¾nut£  || 2.3.14|| 
 

1 Yadaa sarve pramuchyante When all fall off or are given up totally, 

2 kaamaah ye asya hridi shritaah; i.e. all desires that still dwell in the heart; 

3 atha martyah amritah bhavati then the mortal becomes Immortal, 

4 atra brahma sam-ashnute.  and he attains Brahman even here (while living). 
 

This verse speaks of the fruit of Brahma Jnana or knowledge (realization) of the Self. 

1 As our understanding of the Self increases, as shown in the previous verse, the 
desires that bind us to the lower stages get loosened and fall away. When all such clinging 
desires fall off, due to there being nothing left to be desired other than the all-satisfying 
Self, that is said to be the state of enlightenment.  

2 The desires are seated in the mind. A Vedic verse says, “Desire, thought, doubt, 
etc. – all these are in the mind.” This verse draws different reactions from people depending 
on what philosophy appeals to them. A Vedantin will see this verse as pointing the way to 
renunciation of desires as he is interested in dissolving his mind. There is the opposite 
reaction from those who believe that the mind is the ultimate Reality. To them this verse is 
taken as sanction for wanton indulgence in desires. They see it in a totally different light. 
This is why Acharyaji has always warned us to know what we want in life, to follow the 
principles of Vedanta wholeheartedly, and never to allow ourselves to be distracted by 
other materialistic philosophies whose exponents are very convincing and charming. 

 

The Bhashya on Immortality: 

3 The third line of the verse is beautifully covered by Sri Shankaracharyaji.  

He who was mortal before enlightenment, becomes immortal after. This is because 
death is due to ignorance, desire and deeds. These three cause the body to be born and 
therefore to die. In the view of the enlightened sage, death itself is eliminated as he has 
gone beyond identification with his body. As the sage is completely identified with the Self, 
there is no such thing as death to him. This is the meaning of immortality. Shankaracharya is 
uncompromising in his definition of death – to him the death of the body is no death at all. 
The real death is forgetfulness of the Self.  

Looked at another way, when bondage to the body has ceased, there is no possibility 
of death or ‘departure from the body’. The cessation of bondage is regarded by 
Shankaracharyaji as the blowing out of a lamp.  

4 Thereafter, one merges with Brahman Itself. Becoming immortal and attaining 
Brahman are synonymous. They are not two separate events; they are one event described 
in two different ways. 

Atra: “here”. This means even here, while one is still living in the body. This is unlike 
gaining ‘heavenly worlds’, which can only happen after we die, not while still living. 
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2.3.15:  What is Desirelessness? 
 

rÉSÉ xÉuÉåï mÉëÍpÉ±liÉå ™SrÉxrÉåWû aÉëljÉrÉÈ | 
AjÉ qÉirÉÉåïÅqÉ×iÉÉå pÉuÉirÉåiÉÉuÉSèkrÉlÉÑzÉÉxÉlÉqÉç    || 2.3.15|| 
 

yad¡ sarv£ prabhidyant£ h»dayasy£ha granthaya¦ | 
atha martyµ:'m»tµ bhavaty£t¡vaddhyanu¾¡sanam  || 2.3.15|| 
 

1 Yadaa sarve prabhidyante When all get shattered (or are destroyed), 

2 hridayasya iha granthayah; i.e. all the knots of the heart; 

3 atha martyah amritah bhavati then the mortal becomes Immortal. 

4 etaavat anu-shaasanam. This alone is the teaching. 
 

This verse, almost a repeat of the previous one, concludes the essential teaching of 
this Upanishad. The subtle difference is perhaps the reference to “knots of the heart”, which 
lead us to understand exactly what desires are – they are knots which bind us to the root of 
ignorance or delusion. 

1-2 The key question answered here is: “What are desires?” Knowing the answer to 
this, we can pursue the question “How can we cease our desires?” Desires are knots of 
which need to be untied or snapped off in the heart, the seat of our emotions. 

Ignorant concepts held by the mind are primarily “I am the body”, “This is my 
wealth”, “I am enjoying or suffering”. Naturally, the best way to destroy such concepts is to 
generate their opposite concept “I am Brahman, not just a transmigrating soul”. When this 
latter thought gains ground, the former knots become loosened. When it is perfectly 
established, the knots are completely eradicated. Thus the establishment of the counter-
thought, called Brahmakara Vritti, is the acid-test of when our desires have been destroyed. 

Acharyaji further explained, “Desire is the signature of incompleteness.” We all have 
to some degree the feeling of a lack of joy or zest in life. We try to smother it by taking 
recourse to some form of exciting activity. This merely provides titillation of the nerves but 
does not remove the underlying malady. Acharyaji’s suggestion is to root out the very 
inclination of sense attraction. “We must tell the body ‘Bye-bye’ before it tells the same to 
us! When there is not even a twitch of the nerve wanting sense objects, that is absolute 
mastery of the senses.” This is the meaning of Swami, which means ‘a Master’. 

Helping us to remove our desires is how saints help us to attain mastery. Pujya 
Gurudev, knowing this secret, used to admit people of all types, even with many desires, 
into the Ashram. He would then make them start the Sadhana to purify themselves. He did 
not wait for them to be desireless before admitting them. In the Sadhana stage there are 
bound to be desires. Only in perfection does it reduce to 0%. 

3 And why is there so much of emphasis given to Desirelessness? It is because the 
reward is so great. It is nothing short of immortality. How can the Immortal be achieved just 
for a song! It is to be expected that the highest price has to be paid for it. 

4 The verse ends on the note that this much alone is the teaching of the scriptures. 
There is no other secret teaching being withheld. Nachiketas has been told the full 
knowledge; now it is for him to practise it and attain perfection.  

In Lord Yama’s estimation he is almost there! 
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THE PHALA OR REWARD OF SADHANA 
 

2.3.16:  The “Nerves” of the Heart 
 

zÉiÉÇ cÉæMüÉ cÉ ™SrÉxrÉ lÉÉŽ- 
    xiÉÉxÉÉÇ qÉÔkÉÉïlÉqÉÍpÉÌlÉÈxÉ×iÉæMüÉ | 
iÉrÉÉåkuÉïqÉÉrÉ³ÉqÉ×iÉiuÉqÉåÌiÉ 
    ÌuÉwuÉˆûlrÉÉ Ei¢üqÉhÉå pÉuÉÎliÉ      || 2.3.16|| 
 

¾ata¯ caik¡ ca h»dayasya n¡¢ya- 
    st¡s¡¯ mÀrdh¡namabhini¦s»taik¡ | 
tayµrdhvam¡yannam»tatvam£ti 
    vi½va±±any¡ utkrama³£ bhavanti    || 2.3.16|| 
 

1 Shatam cha ekaa cha 
hridayasya naadyah 

A hundred and one in number 
   are the channels of the heart. 

2 taasaam moordhaanam 
abhinih sritaa ekaa; 

Of them, towards the crown of the head 
   passes through one of them (the Sushumna). 

3 tayaa oordhwam aayan 
amritatvam eti 

Going up through that channel, 
    one gets immortality. 

4 vishvak anyaa  
   utkramane bhavanti. 

The others that have different directions,  
   become the causes of death. 

 

To help us understand the philosophic import of this verse, especially the “different 
directions”, Acharyaji gave a lengthy 3-Part introduction on: A. Pralayas; B. Goals; and C. 
Lokas, as conceived by the Hindu religious scriptures, the Vedas.  

 

 

A. PRALAYAS – Cosmic Cycles of Creation and Dissolution: 

A second aspect introduced to understand this verse is connected to the various 
time cycles related to the creation cycle. There are 4 main time cycles or Pralayas. 

i) Nitya Pralaya: This is the normal day and night cycle that we know. It regulates our 
personal lives, dividing our time into waking and sleep states. 

ii) Naimittika Pralayas: There are several of these specific time cycles. The one 
related to a day of Brahmaji is worth noting. It is many thousands of our years. 

iii) Prakrita Pralaya: This is when the entire creation dissolves into Prakriti, the seed 
state of creation. It occurs at the end of each Yuga or age, which is 100 years of Brahma! At 
this juncture, the next Brahmaji gets appointed. Our scriptures have predicted that Sri 
Hanuman will be the next Brahmaji. 

iv) Atyantika Pralaya: This is the great spiritual dissolution of Ignorance itself by the 
Knowledge of the Self. This is what has to be attained through realization of the Self. It has 
no relation to the time-scale mentioned so far. It is beyond Time. It is the attainment of the 
Supreme Brahman Himself. 
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B. GOALS – The Three Attainments 
 

We now touch on the subject of the goals that humans set for themselves:  
 

i) Jivanmukti: Through the practice of intense Sadhana based on the knowledge of 
the Selff, many have attained spiritual enlightenment or liberation from the wheel of births 
and deaths in this very lifetime. These are the Jivanmuktas, of all times and climes. Relative 
to the human population they form a microscopic minority among men. This is the highest 
goal offered by the Vedas, and is taught in the Jnana Kanda portion. 

 

ii) Krama Mukti: The second category also get liberation, but their route is different. 
They go through many steps before reaching the goal, hence the name – ‘Krama’ means 
‘step’. In Krama Mukti, the person accepts that there is a Divine Being governing the 
activities in the world. He accepts that there has to be proper rules and regulations in this 
governance, known as the Laws of Karma. He works in obedience to these laws and usually 
starts by earning merit and avoiding demerit (Paapa and Punya). Accumulating merit, he first 
attains the higher worlds named above. After many such ‘vacations’ in these worlds, he is 
finally convinced that he has to do selfless Karma without merit and demerit to liberate 
himself from rebirths. Dying with such a conviction, he may go to Brahmaloka, where he 
gets further instruction from Brahmaji on the Self. He then has to wait for the end of the 
Prakrita Pralaya before being granted Krama Mukti. Alternately, he may take another 
human birth in a good family and continue the Path to liberation. 

 

iii) Path of Samsara: The overwhelming majority of mankind fall into this category, 
where there is not yet any inclination for the spiritual path. These souls simply revolve in 
endless cycles of births and deaths, until such time when it dawns upon them that life is 
meant for further spiritual evolution towards liberation. 

 

 

 

C. LOKAS – An Overview of Various Worlds 
 

There are many Lokas, or worlds, or planes of existence that one can attain 
depending on the Karmas and Upasanas done while on earth. These are destinations to 
which one may go after death.  

 

i)  Performance of Rites and Rituals of the Karma Kanda:  

In the Hindu tradition, there are the Pancha-Agnis or keeping the Five Fires (rituals) 
(mentioned in v1.3.1) by devout, pure-hearted householders who aim to attain the fivefold 
fruit of heaven, the intermediate region called ‘Clouds’, earth, man and woman. Similarly, 
there are the Five Waters (also rituals) named Shraddha, Somarga, Vrishti, etc, to attain 
other desirable earthly benefits. These are attained through rituals that are not related to 
Brahman in any way. They constitute the lower end of the scale of attainments prescribed in 
the Karma Kanda of the Vedas. However, they are all based on principles of righteousness 
or Dharma. 
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ii) Performance of Upasanas of the Upasana Kanda:  

In the Vedas there is a portion called Upasana Kanda aimed at obtaining a religious 
or spiritual ends beyond the earth-plane. This worship is broadly classified as Saguna 
Upasana (worship of God with form and attributes).  

If the Avataras Rama and Krishna are viewed as Deities other than Supreme Non-
dual Brahman, then their worship falls into this category. In Vedic times there used to be 
worship of Deities such as Hiranyagarbha (the Cosmic Mind), Virat (the Cosmic gross world), 
Asambhooti (the Unmanifest or Prakriti, prior to Hiranyagarbha), and others like Varuna, 
Indra, Agni, etc. These take their devotees forward spiritually to some extent by making 
them adhere to basic Dharmic principles, but the goal is some heavenly world.  

The pleasures of earth are shunned or sacrificed in order to enjoy similar but more 
intense pleasures in heavenly worlds. Some of these Upasanas require severe austerities of 
the nature of self-denial of earthly comforts. However the ultimate aim is not freedom from 
desire, but desire of a more refined and higher type not available on earth.  

This is very much like earning a tourist visa to various heavenly worlds to enjoy 
heavenly pleasures for varying durations, according to the merit earned. Once the merit is 
spent, these souls have to come back to earth to earn more merit. 

 

 

The Meaning of this Verse (2.3.16): 

With the above background we are now in a position to interpret the above verse. 
The interpretation connects with the various Goals described under B above. 

1 The nerves emanating from the heart represent one’s Desires. There are numerous 
desires which burn in the bosom of the human heart, and the goal attained depends on 
which desires are entertained. The number ‘101’ is the equivalent of saying 100% of desires. 

 

2 i) Jivanmuktas: The channel leading out through the crown of the head is called 
Sushumna Nadi. Realized souls or Jivanmuktas go through this channel directly. They merge 
with the Supreme Brahman as they have destroyed their individual personalities. The 
number ‘1’ here is equivalent of saying only 1 desire remains – that for God and God alone. 

 

3 ii) Krama Muktas (Upasakas and some Karmakas also): This is an alternate path to 
attain liberation, the same goal as above, but via a differeent route. Qualifiers for Krama 
Mukti also go out through this channel, but to relative immortality, that is, to one or the 
other of the higher worlds where they will be for very long periods, waiting for the end of 
the Pralaya in Brahmaloka, as above described.  

 

4 iii) The Pleasure Seekers (third category): These go out of their body through the 
numerous (100) other channels each of which leads them to the loka which they deserve to 
go to according to their actions done on earth. These are the ‘heavens and hells’ spoken of 
in the scriptures. After spending some time there, experiencing what is essential for their 
growth (usually severe pains), they swoop back down to earth into the wombs of creatures, 
not necessarily humans, and continue to live the ordinary animalistic lives until sufficient 
experience of sorrow awakens them to the life of higher values. 
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2.3.17:  Final Summary of the Teaching 
 

A…¡Óû¸qÉÉ§ÉÈ mÉÑÂwÉÉåÅliÉUÉiqÉÉ 
    xÉSÉ eÉlÉÉlÉÉÇ ™SrÉå xÉÇÌlÉÌuÉ¹È | 
iÉÇ xuÉÉcNûUÏUÉimÉëuÉ×WålÉç 
   qÉÑgeÉÉÌSuÉåwÉÏMüÉÇ kÉærÉåïhÉ | 
iÉÇ ÌuÉ±ÉcNÒû¢üqÉqÉ×iÉÇ  
     iÉÇ ÌuÉ±ÉcNÒû¢üqÉqÉ×iÉÍqÉÌiÉ      || 2.3.17|| 
 

a±gu½¿ham¡tra¦ puru½µ:'ntar¡tm¡ 
    sad¡ jan¡n¡¯ h»day£ sa¯nivi½¿a¦ | 
ta¯ sv¡cchar§r¡tprav»h£n 

    mu²j¡div£½§k¡¯ dhairy£³a | 
ta¯ vidy¡cchukramam»ta¯  
    ta¯ vidy¡cchukramam»tamiti     || 2.3.17|| 
 

1 Angushtha-maatrah purushah 
antahaatmaa 

Of the size of a thumb,  
   the Purusha, the indwelling Self,  

2 sadaa janaanaam  
   hridaye sanni-vishtah; 

is ever seated  
   in the hearts of men. 

3 tam  svaat shareeraat pra-vriheta One should separate Him from one’s body 

4 munjaat iva isheekaam dhairyena; unerringly like a stalk from the Munja grass. 

5 tam vidyaat shukram amritam Him one should know as pure and immortal. 

6 tam vidyaat shukram amritam, iti. Him one should know as pure and immortal. 
 

With this restatement of the central message of the entire Upanishad, the Katha 
Upanishad concludes. The explanation of this verse is largely covered by verses 4.12/13.  

1-2 Symbols like this one, of the thumb, can be interpreted variously. In the context 
of the Katha Upanishad, in which Brahman is recognized at every level of creation, it may be 
interpreted as the superiority of Brahman relative to Ishwara, Hiranyagarbha, Virat, Indra, 
etc, just as the thumb is undoubtedly outstanding relative to the other four fingers. 

3-4 The general spiritual knowledge of the entire Upanishad explains these lines. The 
process of negation of the five sheaths till the Self alone remains is summarized here. 

Dhairyena: Acharyaji made special mention of this word, translated above as 
“unerringly”. This word has many connotations in its usage. It represents all that is bold and 
courageous on the spiritual path. It carries with it a sense of vigilant practice, outstanding 
effort, care and meticulousness, fearlessness, patience, etc. All these are suggested by the 
use of this word. 

5-6 The Ultimate Goal or Reality, which forms the theme of the entire Upanishad, is 
mentioned fittingly as the conclusion to this text. The repetition of the line is an Upanishadic 
convention, signifying that the text is now closed. 
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2.3.18:  Conclusion of the Upanishad 
 

qÉ×irÉÑmÉëÉå£üÉÇ lÉÍcÉMåüiÉÉåÅjÉ sÉokuÉÉ 
    ÌuÉ±ÉqÉåiÉÉÇ rÉÉåaÉÌuÉÍkÉÇ cÉ M×üixlÉqÉç | 
oÉë¼mÉëÉmiÉÉå ÌuÉUeÉÉåÅpÉÔÌ²qÉ×irÉÑ- 
    UlrÉÉåÅmrÉåuÉÇ rÉÉå ÌuÉSkrÉÉiqÉqÉåuÉ     || 2.3.18|| 
 

m»tyuprµkt¡¯ nacik£tµ:'tha labdhv¡ 
    vidy¡m£t¡¯ yµgavidhi¯ ca k»tsnam | 
brahmapr¡ptµ virajµ:'bhÀdvim»tyu- 
    ranyµ:'py£va¯ yµ vidadhy¡tmam£va   || 2.3.18|| 
 

1 Mrityu-proktaam nachiketah 
atha labdhvaa 

Nachiketas has been instructed by Lord Yama. 
    As a result he has attained 

2 vidyaam etaam  
   yoga-vidhim cha kritsnam; 

this Knowledge of the Self 
   and also the whole process of Yoga; 

3 brahma-praaptah virajah 
abhoot vimrityuh 

A knower of Brahman, free from all impurities, 
   he has become, freed forever from the grip of death. 

4 anyah api evam yah  
   vit adhyaatmam eva. 

Any other seeker, too, can become the same  
   if he knows the inner Self in the same way. 

 

And what about our hero, Nachiketas – what happens to him? A verse is dedicated 
to his achievement, which symbolizes the greatness of the Upanishadic teaching. 

1-2 It goes without saying that Nachiketas falls into Category 1 among students of 
this knowledge. He  has attained Brahman and become a Jivanmukta par excellence.  

3 The attainment of Nachiketas is threefold:  

i) He becomes a knower of Brahman, and thereby becomes Brahman;  

ii) He is freed of all impurities, meaning that he is established in the Non-dual state, 
wherein there is nothing other than the pure Consciousness; and  

iii) He is freed from the clutches of Death, meaning that he no longer takes birth in a 
body; he is free from Transmigration forever. 

A fourth attainment is added by the Bhashya: iv) “Having become free from virtue 
and vice, he also becomes free from Desire and Ignorance – by knowing Brahman.” 

4 Others can also follow Nachiketas’s example and attain the same if they are willing 
to make the same sacrifices as him and pursue Yoga Viddhi, the knowledge and process of 
Yoga, in its entirety.  

 

Acharyaji’s concluding words of encouragement to us were: 

 “The Ganges of Knowledge is there – we just need to go to it 
with our waterpot and have our fill!” 

 

 



144 

 

2.3.19:  The Valedictory Prayer 
 

xÉWû lÉÉuÉuÉiÉÑ | xÉWû lÉÉæ pÉÑlÉ£Ñü | xÉWû uÉÏrÉïÇ MüUuÉÉuÉWæû | 
iÉåeÉÎxuÉlÉÉuÉkÉÏiÉqÉxiÉÑ qÉÉ ÌuÉÌ²wÉÉuÉWæû  ||  
 ||  Á zÉÉÎliÉÈ zÉÉÎliÉÈ zÉÉÎliÉÈ  || 
 

1 Om saha naav avatu; May He protect us both (by revealing knowledge)! 

2 saha nau bhunaktu; May He protect us both (by vouchsafing the results of knowledge)! 

3 saha veeryam karavaavahai; May we exert with vigour together! 

4 tejasvi naav adheetam astu; Let what we study be invigorating! 

5 maa vidvishaavahai; May we not cavil at each other! 

6 Om shaantih shaantih shaantih! Om Peace, Peace, Peace! 
 

With this prayer the Upanishad closes. This verse is chanted at the start of all classes 
in Vedanta, virtually throughout the world. It invokes the correct attitude that has to exist 
between teacher and student for this knowledge to bear fruit. 

 

|| CÌiÉ MüÉPûMüÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS Ì²iÉÏrÉÉkrÉÉrÉå iÉ×iÉÏrÉÉ uÉssÉÏ || 
|| iti k¡¿hakµpani½adi dvit§y¡dhy¡y£ t»t§y¡ vall§ || 

 

 

***** 
 

|| Á iÉiÉç xÉiÉç || 
|| µ° tat sat || 

Om Tat Sat! 
 

 
SRI RAMA 


