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Know That Alone as Brahman 
 

 

 

INTRODUCTION TO KENA UPANISHAD 
 

KENA UPANISHAD IS the 9th Chapter of the Talavakara Branch in the Sama Veda. 

The first eight chapters are concerned with the Karma and Upasana which fall under Apara 
Vidya. They belong to the Mantra Samhitas and the Brahmanas of the Vedas. Then follows 
the Brahma Jnana or Para Vidya portion which forms the subject of this Upanishad. Due to 
its subject matter, the Kena Upanishad is classified as an Aranyaka. 

Guruji began the discussion with an introduction on the goals that people generally 
set for themselves. Among them, food, clothing and shelter are the most basic needs. Then 
come concerns of fear of losing them, so security becomes a need. Whatever has been 
acquired of the above three items has to be secured for as long as possible. 

Karma, Prajaa and Dhan become the three kingpins around which life revolves. If 
more wealth (Dhan) is accumulated, then the basic needs are enhanced. Better quality of 
food and clothing is obtained. A competitive spirit is generated with those who have more. 
Then come the desire for power, position, status, pleasures, etc. They all give some degree 
of satisfaction but there is no end; always there is a desire for more. It is a never-ending 
thirst that is unquenchable. 

Something is missing in such a life of desire. That missing element is spirituality, 
which teaches that man is more than his desires encompass. The real change man is looking 
for is to find the spiritual dimension of life. That will give him lasting satisfaction. The change 
he is required to make is to shift from his physical needs to the needs of his soul. That is 
when spiritual life begins. A change of heart is needed – not a heart transplant! 

Spiritual life demands re-evaluating our needs in terms of the Spirit we really are. 
The Vedas provide for a smooth transition from worldly existence to a fully spiritual-
oriented life. The jump cannot be made overnight. Therefore, the Karma and Upasana 
portions are prescribed. When these practices are done without any selfish desires, they 
help greatly to bring one to Brahma Vidya by which one may be liberated forever from the 
‘clutches of Samsara.’ 

The prescription is to do good actions and worship of the Divine in a graded series of 
spiritual exercises. Initially these are promoted with incentives such as heaven, and so on. 
But eventually the seeker is taught that even without such incentives, these practices bring 
their own good results of purifying the soul of man. That purity increases his ability to grasp 
subtle spiritual knowledge, and through that knowledge he can liberate himself. 
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Thus the same scriptures that at one stage say one should strive for heaven, also say 
at a more advanced stage that the desire for heaven has to be transcended. 

This does not mean that the two paths follow each other and can be combined. Sri 
Shankaracharyaji emphatically denies the need to pursue them one after the other. He says, 
“There can be no marriage between these two paths as their fruits are totally different.” The 
fruit of the one path has to be renounced before the other path can be followed.  

Those in Apara Vidya can come to the higher level only after they realize from 
experience that all pleasures and actions have temporary results. Even by adding Upasana 
to Karma, there cannot be anything permanent. It is like adding a finite thing to another 
finite thing. The result also is finite. In Para Vidya, the result is the attainment of the Infinite, 
so it cannot be practiced in combination with the paths of Apara Vidya.  

When the intensity of one’s desire for God grows very strong, all other pursuits are 
automatically given up, even as when a person desirous of sleep gives up all activity to have 
a good sleep! So, too, the desire for God removes all other desires from the mind. Thus a 
seeker becomes well-established on the spiritual path. 

It is at this point that the questions with which Kena Upanishad begins take on great 
relevance . . . 

 

 

***** 
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From:   A. Krishna Yajur Veda & B. Sama Veda  
 
 

INVOCATION PRAYERS 
 

 

 

A. GENERAL  INVOCATION: from Krishna Yajur Veda 
 

 

Á xÉWû lÉÉuÉuÉiÉÑ | xÉWû lÉÉæ pÉÑlÉ£Ñü |  

xÉWû uÉÏrÉïÇ MüUuÉÉuÉWæû |  

iÉåeÉÎxuÉ lÉÉuÉkÉÏiÉqÉxiÉÑ |  

qÉÉ ÌuÉÌ²wÉÉuÉWæû ||  

|| Á zÉÉÎliÉÈ  zÉÉÎliÉÈ zÉÉÎliÉÈ! || 
 

 

µ° saha n¡vavatu | saha nau bhunaktu |  

saha v§rya¯ karav¡vahai |  

t£jasvi n¡vadh§tamastu |  

m¡ vidvi½¡vahai ||  

|| µ° ¾¡nti¦  ¾¡nti¦ ¾¡nti¦! || 
 

 

1 om.    saha nau avatu; May He protect us both together. 

2 saha nau bhunaktu; May He protect us both. 

3 saha veeryam karavaavahai; May we attain vigour together. 

4 tejaswi nau adheetam  astu; Let what we study be invigorating. 

5 maa vidvishaavahai. May we not cavil at each other. 

6 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 the ambience encourages these three to come to the 
fore. Teacher and student cannot exist without each other. 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 be no ill-will or disrespect between them. 

 

 

***** 
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B. PEACE INVOCATION:  from the Sama Veda  
 
 

Á AÉmrÉÉrÉliÉÑ qÉqÉÉ…¡ûÉÌlÉ  |  

uÉÉYmÉëÉhÉ¶É¤ÉÑÈ´ÉÉå§ÉqÉç- 

   AjÉÉå oÉsÉÍqÉÎlSìrÉÉÍhÉ cÉ xÉuÉÉïÍhÉ | 

xÉuÉïÇ oÉë¼ÉæmÉÌlÉwÉSÇ  |  

   qÉÉÅWÇû oÉë¼ ÌlÉUÉMÑürÉÉïÇ  | 

   qÉÉ qÉÉ oÉë¼ ÌlÉUÉMüUÉåSè | 

AÌlÉUÉMüUhÉqÉxiuÉÌlÉUÉMüUhÉÇ qÉåÅxiÉÑ | 

   iÉSÉiqÉÌlÉ ÌlÉUiÉå | 

rÉ EmÉÌlÉwÉixÉÑ kÉqÉÉïÈ 

   iÉå qÉÌrÉ xÉliÉÑ | iÉå qÉÌrÉ xÉliÉÑ |  

   Á zÉÉÎliÉÈ zÉÉÎliÉÈ zÉÉÎliÉÈ || 
 

 

µ° ¡py¡yantu mam¡±g¡ni  

   v¡kpr¡³a¾cak½u¦ ¾rµtram  

   athµ balamindriy¡³i ca sarv¡³i | 

sarva¯ brahmaupani½ada¯  

   m¡:'ha¯ brahma nir¡kury¡¯  

   m¡ m¡ brahma nir¡karµd |  

anir¡kara³amastvanir¡kara³a¯ m£:'stu | 

   tad¡tmani nirat£ |  

ya upani½atsu dharm¡h 

   t£ mayi santu t£ mayi santu | 

    µ° ¾¡nti¦ ¾¡nti¦ ¾¡nti¦ || 
 

 

1 om.  aapyaayantu mama angaani, 
   vaak praanah chakshuh shrotram, 
  athah balam indriyaani cha sarvaani. 

i) Vigorous may my limbs grow; so, too, my  
   speech, Prana (vital air), eye, ear,  
   and the strength of all my senses! 

2 sarvam brahma upanishadam, 
   maa aham brahma niraakuryaan 
   maa maa brahma niraakarod- 

ii) All is Brahman of the Upanishads.  
   May I never deny Brahman;  

   may Brahman never spurn me. 

3 aniraakaranam astu, 
   aniraakaranam me astu; 
   tad  aatmani nirate; 

iii) May there be no denial of Brahman;  
   may there be no spurning by Brahman;  
   may I take delight in that Atman; 

4 ya upanishatsu dharmaah, 
   te mayi santu, te mayi santu. 
   om shaantih shaantih shaantih! 

iv) The virtues recited in the Upanishads – 
   may they repose in me; may they repose in 

me!    Om Peace, Peace, Peace!  
 

The Peace Invocation gives an auspicious start to the study. It invokes ‘Peace’ 
without which the mind is not in a fit state to be enlightened. A mind in turmoil cannot have 
grasping power to understand the subtle truths. Every Upanishad is preceded by a Peace 
Invocation. 

A healthy body is a pre-requisite for the ideal life that is promoted by the 
Upanishads. Hence, the seers always invoked strength in the body, Pranas and the mind at 
the start of their study. This shows that the philosophy taught did not clash with holding a 
healthy attitude of respect towards the body and its functions. Vedanta is not an ‘other-
worldly’ pursuit. 

In the words Te Mayi Santu, the student says, “Please let this be with me”, at least 
now while I am studying. The student realizes that his imperfections are present and, 
therefore, prays to be free from their grip on him at least for these few hours. This method 
is recognized as very effective in removing one’s defects. 

 

 

***** 
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Chapter 1,   8 Verses 
 
 

The Nature of BRAHMAN 
 

 

 

THE DISCIPLE QUESTIONS THE GURU 

 

Verse 1.1: The Disciple’s Questions 
 
 

Á MåülÉåÌwÉiÉÇ mÉiÉÌiÉ mÉëåÌwÉiÉÇ qÉlÉÈ 

    MåülÉ mÉëÉhÉÈ mÉëjÉqÉÈ mÉëæÌiÉ rÉÑ£üÈ | 

MåülÉåÌwÉiÉÉÇ uÉÉcÉÍqÉqÉÉÇ uÉSÎliÉ 

    cÉ¤ÉÑÈ ´ÉÉå§ÉÇ Mü E SåuÉÉå rÉÑlÉÌ£ü  

|| 1.1 || 
 

 

µ° k£n£½ita¯ patati pr£½ita¯ mana¦ 

    k£na pr¡³a¦ prathama¦ praiti yukta¦ | 

k£n£½it¡¯ v¡camim¡¯ vadanti 

    cak½u¦ ¾rµtra¯ ka u d£vµ yunakti  

|| 1.1 || 
    

 

  The Disciple Asks: 

1 kena ishitam patati  

   preshitam manah, 

By whom willed and directed  

   does the mind alight upon its objects? 

2 kena praanah prathamah  
   praiti yuktah; 

Commanded by whom does the main vital air 
proceed to function? 

3 kena ishitaam  
   vaacham imaam vadanti, 

By whose will and direction  
   do men utter speech? 

4 chakshuh shrotram  
   kah u devah yunakti. 

The eyes and the ears – (towards their objects) 
   what intelligence directs them? 

 

Within this verse are found the clues which tell us who is the eligible seeker on this 
spiritual path. From the questions we can deduce the background of the questioner. We 
also deduce what he is wanting in life. There is a vacuum in him that seeks to be filled with 
something more lasting than what the world can offer.  

1 The questioner (disciple) has clearly passed the stage of wanting a superficial 
solution to life’s problems. He is in search of a deeper solution, a more lasting solution. He is 
not interested in the objects of perception, but in that source which motivates his mind to 
desire them. 

2 He is also not interested in a mere explanation of the functions of the forces of life, 
but wants to know who their Supreme Commander is.  

3-4 He is not interested in the physical organs of action and their various functions. 
By speech we are expected to assume that all other organs of actions are included. Similarly, 
by eyes and ears, all the organs of knowledge are included. He is also not interested in 
knowing all the details about all these ten sense organs of knowledge and action, but in that 
which enables them to know. 
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It is clear from these questions, that something deeper than the superficial is the 
subject matter that is sought. Not the science of biology, not physics or chemistry, nor 
psychology or psychiatry is the subject that is to be explored, but it is the science of the 
Spirit of man that is being sought. 

 

Points Raised in the Shankara Bhashya: 

1. Is Mind a Controller or is it Controlled? An objector poses the possibility that the 
mind need not have anything to control it, as it can well be its own controller. The Bhashya’s 
reply to this is why would the mind then want to think of things that are harmful to it? If it 
controlled itself, it would not entertain anything harmful to itself, but it is everyone’s 
experience that it does. That shows that there is something else (Vasanas) influencing or 
instigating it and something else (Chetana or Consciousness) that is enlivening or illumining 
it. 

 When the same reasoning is applied to all the other questions raised, it makes it 
clear that the questions are more fundamental than they appear. They are actually asking 
“Who am I?”, the ‘I’ being the controller.  Are we these Upadhis (the conglomerate of body, 
mind and intellect) or are we the Consciousness that enlivens them? This question seeks to 
know the truth about ‘I’. 

 

2. Is Mind Dependent? Another possibility is raised by an objector: Is there 
something in whose mere presence, the mind, etc, starts functioning? Underlying this 
objection is the belief that Consciousness cannot have its own will. So it is posited that It can 
‘permit’ the Upadhis to function by its very presence, like a King in whose presence the 
other ministers and subjects do their functions. Thus, although the student is asking by 
whose will or direction the Upadhis are functioning, it really means “In whose Presence?” 

 

In this manner, Sri Shankaracharya raises the level of these questions. He probes and 
positions, as it were, their depth in our mind. The ultimate implication of these questions is: 
“If there is such a Controller, then I want to realize it – how do I go about doing that?” That 
is what seems to be at the back of these apparently innocent looking questions. Seen from 
the spiritual context, it is a deeply probing question. 

The Teacher is being called upon to give a fitting answer to it. If the Teacher also sees 
the question in the depth suggested by Sri Shankaracharya, then we can expect a really 
enlightening answer. The Teacher has to enlighten the student, not push him further into 
bondage. The Kena Upanishad is the enlightened Rishi’s reply to an enlightenment-seeking 
student. The first verse thus launches the text towards this Unknown Target, and every 
student, with his attention fully rivetted to the Rishi’s lips, prepares himself for a deeply 
absorbing intellectual journey into the Unknown.  

In the very next verse, we have a perfect lift-off . . .  
 

 

***** 
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 Verse 1.2: The Guru Introduces the Idea of Self 
 

 

´ÉÉå§ÉxrÉ ´ÉÉå§ÉÇ qÉlÉxÉÉå qÉlÉÉå rÉSè 

    uÉÉcÉÉå Wû uÉÉcÉÇ xÉ E mÉëÉhÉxrÉ mÉëÉhÉÈ | 

cÉ¤ÉÑwÉ¶É¤ÉÑUÌiÉqÉÑcrÉ kÉÏUÉÈ 

    mÉëåirÉÉxqÉÉssÉÉåMüÉSqÉ×iÉÉ pÉuÉÎliÉ     

|| 1.2 || 
 

 

¾rµtrasya ¾rµtra¯ manasµ manµ yad 

    v¡cµ ha v¡ca¯ sa u pr¡³asya pr¡³a¦ | 

cak½u½a¾cak½uratimucya dh§r¡¦ 

    pr£ty¡sm¡llµk¡dam»t¡ bhavanti   

|| 1.2 || 
    

 

  The Guru answers: 

1 shrotasya shrotram,  
   manasah manah yad, 

It is the Ear of the ear,  
   the Mind of the Mind; 

2 vaachah ha vaacham,  
   sa u praanasya praanah,  

It is the Tongue of the tongue,  
   and also the Life of life; 

3 chakshushah chakshuh; 
atimuchya dheeraah, 

It is the Eye of the eye.  
   The brave and wise, having transcended “I-ness”, 

4 pretya asmaat lokaat  
   amritaah bhavanti. 

rise above the world of sensual life, 
   and become Immortal. 

 

The answer at first glance appears to be a play of words – meaningless, evasive and 
taking the questions at surface level. But the Teacher has good reason to reply in this 
manner. The Self is not something that has its own agenda which it has to execute through 
an individual by directing his thinking, feeling and acting processes, as a puppeteer.  

Nevertheless, the Teacher has to get across a very difficult point about the Self, 
which is hard to grasp by the intellect. He has a real difficulty to explain It to the student as 
it is not an object that can be easily described like any other object. The Self is the essence 
of all beings. How is the Teacher going to bring out this fact, except by beginning in this 
apparently vague and intriguing manner? 

 

Self – An Object or Subject? 

1-3a The initial standpoint of the student is sure to be that Brahman is an ‘object’. 
How does the Teacher achieve to shift this standpoint? The teacher uses an ingeniuos 
grammatical device. He interweaves the 2nd case (Accusative form) with the 1st case 
(Nominative form). The former is used for external objects like Shrotram (Ear) and Vaacham 
(Speech); whereas the latter is used for internal subjects such as Manah and Praanah. By 
interweaving these two cases, the teacher sets up a debate in the student’s mind as to what 
Brahman could be – is He an object or a subject? 

Thus, by building into the very grammar itself, a vibrant alternating movement from 
object to subject, over the first two lines, the Teacher holds the student in doubt on 
whether Brahman is an object or a subject. The student is made to consider the strong 
possibility that Brahman could well be of a subjective nature. Why should he be thinking of 
Him only as an object? Why is he restricting his intellect in this preconceived manner?  

This is an amazingly skillful and rare usage of grammar to brace the intellect of the 
student for a very tricky analysis. So much for the first difficulty of the Teacher. 
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Self – Dictatorial or Democratic? 

There is another difficulty faced by the Teacher. The Self’s role is not strictly as the 
supreme Director or Controller. That is not what the Teacher wants to get across. He also 
wants to bring out the fact that the “self-will” in each individual is a co-director in the 
operations of the mind and senses. In a sense, the individual soul does have freedom, and is 
not just a puppet in the hands of Brahman. How does the Teacher get this point across? 

An attempt is made in the second half of the verse to reflect the true situation that 
pertains to controllership of one’s mind. It may be true that the very Presence of the Self 
makes everything happen, but that certainly is not intended to imply that the individual will 
is null and void, or that the individual soul (Jeeva) goes ‘scot-free’ of any blame. As long as 
the Jeeva is under the delusion that it is independent of the Self, so long it has to take the 
full Karmic responsibility for all the actions done in that state of ignorance.  

 

The Ego (Jeeva) and the Self 

3b-4 It is only when the individual raises his sense of “I” beyond the reach of the Ego, 
that he experiences the Self as the “Supreme Controller”. Once he identifies with this higher 
Self then he is declared to be Immortal, meaning ‘ever in control’. Until then, as the Ego, he 
thinks he is in control until death rudely snatches away that control from him. 

In effect, the verse draws our attention to the important relationship between the 
Self, the true Controller, and the Ego, the pseudo-controller. The Teacher gets the idea 
across that only if this latter sense of “I-ness” and the sensual life surrounding it are 
transcended will the Truth really be known and identified with, not otherwise. 

For the time being, Guruji asked us to keep in mind that “the Ear of the ear” and the 
“Mind of the mind”, etc, is really the Atman, which is our very own Self, and that when we 
recognize that fact, then, yes, certainly we shall become Immortal. The verse thus indicates 
that there is something in the ego-sense and the life of sensuality which prevents us from 
seeing our essential Immortality. For the time being that defect has to be acknowledged. 

Thus, although the charge of vagueness may be there, it is justified at this early 
stage. The student has to be taken step by step from his standpoint towards that of Truth. 
 

 

Verse 1.3a : Beyond the Senses and Mind 
 

 

lÉ iÉ§É cÉ¤ÉÑaÉïcNûÌiÉ lÉ uÉÉaaÉcNûÌiÉ lÉÉå qÉlÉÈ | 

lÉ ÌuÉ©Éå lÉ ÌuÉeÉÉlÉÏqÉÉå rÉjÉæiÉSlÉÑÍzÉwrÉÉiÉç    || 1.3.1 || 
 

 

na tatra cak½urgacchati na v¡ggacchati nµ mana¦ | 

na vidmµ na vij¡n§mµ yathaitadanu¾i½y¡t   || 1.3.1 || 
 

 

1 na tatra chakshuh gacchhati, The eye does not go there; 

2 na vaag gacchhati na manah; Nor speech; nor the mind; 

3 na vidyah  

     na vijaaneemah, 

We have no overall knowledge (of That), 

    nor know It in all its details; 

4 yathaa etad anushishyaat. How can we give instructions about it? 
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Brahman Cannot Be Known Through the Senses 

1-2 These Padas distinguish Brahman from the realm of the senses or mind. It tells us 
that the Self (Brahman) is not an object which can be reached by our sense organs. There 
can be no Pratyaksha Pramana (sensory means) of knowing It. This is the problem in trying 
to explain it with words.  

The student may feel at this point, “Then what is the point in enquiring about a 
Brahman who does not exist and cannot be known?” This is ruled out by the Teacher’s tone 
of the certainty that Brahman exists. Just because the senses cannot pick it up does not 
mean that it is not there.  

 

The Teacher Has No Words to Explain Brahman 

3-4 The Teacher is telling the student honestly, “Look, you have to be patient in 
getting the answer. This is not something that is easily taught like any other subject such as 
chemistry or mathematics. I cannot explain it to you in terms of atoms and molecules. [Here 
Guruji made a joke of this and said there is no such thing as ‘Atman Sulphate’ to make you 
understand it chemically!] It is not going to be easy to put across to you an understandable 
explanation. You also need to realise my difficulty.” 

So, does the student decide to go to another teacher? Guruji again quipped that he 
may do so, just as people go to another doctor for a second opinion. Guruji said there was a 
man who asked his doctor if he could get a second opinion. The doctor said, “Yes, all right, 
come back at 4.00 pm.” 

Sri Shankaracharyaji emphatically states that “Brahman is to be known only through 
such a traditional instruction from the preceptors and not through argumentation, study, 
intelligence, great learning, austerity and sacrifices, etc. 
 

 

Verse 1.3b : Beyond the Known and Unknown 
 

 

AlrÉSåuÉ iÉÌ²ÌSiÉÉSjÉÉå AÌuÉÌSiÉÉSÍkÉ | 

CÌiÉ zÉÑ´ÉÑqÉ mÉÔuÉåïwÉÉÇ rÉå lÉxiÉSèurÉÉcÉcÉÍ¤ÉUå    || 1.3.2 || 
 

anyad£va tadvidit¡dathµ avidit¡dadhi | 

iti ¾u¾ruma pÀrv£½¡¯ y£ nastadvy¡cacak½ir£  || 1.3.2 || 
 

 

5 anyad eva tad vijitaat  That is surely distinct from the known; 

6 atho aviditaat adhi; And again, from the unknown, It is above. 

7 iti shushruma poorveshaam, Thus have we heard from the Preceptors of  

8 ye nah tad vyaacha-chakshire. the past who taught That to us. 
 

Brahman is Neither Known Nor Unknown 

5 The Teacher’s “beyond the known” really means that he does not know it as an 
object in the ordinary sense in which things are normally known; it cannot be explained. 

6 His “beyond the unknown”, means that Brahman is beyond those things which in 
ordinary life are considered to be ‘unknown’ or ‘unseen’, such as the thoughts in another’s 
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mind or invisible phenomena like electromagnetic waves. The Teacher is certain of Its 
existence but he cannot describe It in terms of common knowledge. 

 

The Place of FAITH in Spiritual Life 

7-8 For this reason, the Teacher now asks the student to resort to what he himself 
had resorted to when he was a disciple. He accepted the words of his Guru on Faith. 
Following the teaching with faith, he arrived at the direct experience of the Truth. This 
indicates that his faith was justified as it helped him to get started and eventually it grew 
into a firm conviction of the Truth. The Teacher is indirectly asking the disciple to have the 
same faith that he himself once had. 

 This is not a blind faith. The Teacher’s own realization gives him the confidence to 
suggest the same path to his disciple: “You will have to take recourse in Faith; I assure you 
that you will not be dissappointed.” 

However, the Teacher finds a way to explain Brahman in a negative way, by telling 
him what Brahman is not. This is done poetically in the next five verses. 
 

 

BRAHMAN – “NOT WHAT PEOPLE WORSHIP HERE” 

 

WE NOW HAVE FIVE meditational verses on the Self within. They are all pointers to 
Brahman, which is always beyond the reach of any of our physical or mental equipment. 

Each of these five verses ends on the note that Brahman is “not that which people worship 
here.” This line refers to the Karma Kanda and Upasana Kanda forms of worship which are 
practised to attain certain desired goals through legitimate means. 

The Bhashya says that these verses were prompted by an objection from a  
Poorvapakshi. The Poorvapakshi is a person who holds a view that is contradictory to the 
Vedantic view. His objection has the aim of drawing out an explanation to clarify the 
Vedantic view.  

The Poorvapakshi asks: “How can the Self be Brahman? Is not the Self the entity 
which we know to undertake Karma and Upasana practices in order to get higher births in 
better worlds? The Self is subject to birth and death, and seeks the Grace of the Gods such 
as Vishnu, Shiva, Indra or Hiranyagarbha, any of whom could well be Brahman, but not the 
limited Self. It is reasonable to say that the worshipper is different from the worshipped, the 
all-mighty Gods (Brahman).” 

The Poorvapakshi believes his limited personality – that which is termed the Jeeva in 
Vedanta – to be the Self. He puts forward the case that the Jeeva cannot be Brahman by any 
stretch of the imagination. 

In this connection, an important point is noted by Pujya Gurudev: These verses are 
not intended to raise a controversy with those who are engaged in Karma and Upasanas on 
some symbolic form of Brahman. Scriptures are our loving Mother, and guide us beyond 
form into the Formless. They direct our mind from a lower Sadhana to a higher Sadhana, 
which is fully consistent with the spirit of the Vedas. However, when the existence of 
Brahman is questioned, then in defence the Truth has to be forcefully put forward. In the 
process, it becomes necessary to differentiate Vedantic Sadhana from all other Sadhanas. 
This is not intended to disturb those who still feel the need to do the other Sadhanas. 
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Verse 1.4: Brahman – Illuminator of Speech  
 

 

rÉ²ÉcÉÉÅlÉprÉÑÌSiÉÇ rÉålÉ uÉÉaÉprÉÑ±iÉå | 

iÉSåuÉ oÉë¼ iuÉÇ ÌuÉÎ® lÉåSÇ rÉÌSSqÉÑmÉÉxÉiÉå    || 1.4 || 
 

yadv¡c¡:'nabhyudita¯ y£na v¡gabhyudyat£ | 

tad£va brahma tva¯ viddhi n£da¯ yadidamup¡sat£ || 1.4 || 
 

 

1 yad vaachaa anabhyuditam, What speech cannot reveal, 

2 yena vaak abhudyate; But what reveals speech; 

3 tad eva brahma twam viddhi, Know That alone as Brahman, 

4 na idam yat idam upaasate. And not this which people worship here. 

 

Verse 1.5: Brahman – Illuminator of Mind 

 
 

rÉlqÉlÉxÉÉ lÉ qÉlÉÑiÉå rÉålÉÉWÒûqÉïlÉÉå qÉiÉqÉç | 

iÉSåuÉ oÉë¼ iuÉÇ ÌuÉÎ® lÉåSÇ rÉÌSSqÉÑmÉÉxÉiÉå    || 1.5 || 
 

yanmanas¡ na manut£ y£n¡hurmanµ matam | 

tad£va brahma tva¯ viddhi n£da¯ yadidamup¡sat£ || 1.5 || 
 

 

5 yat manasaa na manute, What one cannot feel with the mind; 

6 yena aahuh manah matam; But because of which they say the mind feels; 

7 tad eva brahma twam viddhi, Know That alone as Brahman, 

8 na idam yat idam upaasate. And not this which people worship here. 

 

Verse 1.6: Brahman – Illuminator of the Eye 

 
 

rÉŠ¤ÉÑwÉÉ lÉ mÉzrÉÌiÉ rÉålÉ cÉ¤ÉÔðÌwÉ mÉzrÉÌiÉ | 

iÉSåuÉ oÉë¼ iuÉÇ ÌuÉÎ® lÉåSÇ rÉÌSSqÉÑmÉÉxÉiÉå    || 1.6 || 
 

yaccak½u½¡ na pa¾yati y£na cak½À°½i pa¾yati | 

tad£va brahma tva¯ viddhi n£da¯ yadidamup¡sat£ || 1.6 || 
 

 

9 yat chakshushaa na pashyati; What cannot be seen by the eye; 

10 yena chakshoo-gmshi pashyati; But by which the eyes are able to see; 

11 tad eva brahma twam viddhi, Know That alone as Brahman, 

12 na idam yat idam upaasate. And not this which people worship here. 

 



14 

 

Verse 1.7: Brahman – Illuminator of the Ear 

 
 

rÉcNíûÉå§ÉåhÉ lÉ zÉ×hÉÉåÌiÉ rÉålÉ ´ÉÉå§ÉÍqÉSÇ ´ÉÑiÉqÉç | 

iÉSåuÉ oÉë¼ iuÉÇ ÌuÉÎ® lÉåSÇ rÉÌSSqÉÑmÉÉxÉiÉå    || 1.7 || 
 

yacchrµtr£³a na ¾»³µti y£na ¾rµtramida¯ ¾rutam | 

tad£va brahma tva¯ viddhi n£da¯ yadidamup¡sat£ || 1.7 || 
 

 

13 yat shrotrena na shrinoti; What cannot be heard by the ear; 

14 yena shrotram idam shrutam; But by which the ears are able to hear; 

15 tad eva brahma twam viddhi, Know That alone as Brahman, 

16 na idam yat idam upaasate. And not this which people worship here. 

 

Verse 1.8: Brahman – Illuminator of the Prana 

 
 

rÉimÉëÉhÉålÉ lÉ mÉëÉÍhÉÌiÉ rÉålÉ mÉëÉhÉÈ mÉëhÉÏrÉiÉå | 

iÉSåuÉ oÉë¼ iuÉÇ ÌuÉÎ® lÉåSÇ rÉÌSSqÉÑmÉÉxÉiÉå    || 1.8 || 
 

yatpr¡³£na na pr¡³iti y£na pr¡³a¦ pra³§yat£ | 

tad£va brahma tva¯ viddhi n£da¯ yadidamup¡sat£ || 1.8 || 
 

 

17 yat praanena na praaniti; That which one breathes not with his breath; 

18 yena praanah praneeyate; But by which breath is breathed; 

19 tad eva brahma twam viddhi, Know That alone as Brahman, 

20 na idam yat idam upaasate. And not this which people worship here. 
 

1-2 The first two lines of each verse have the same significance. 

3-4 Similarly, the last two lines are repeated in each verse for emphasis, to show the 
Truth beyond all forms of worship, as already explained at the start. 

Speech includes many factors such as tongue, throat, breath, sounds, letters, words 
and sentences – none of which are Brahman. The main point being put across here is that 
Brahman is not the manifestation but the support of all that is manifested. This remark 
applies to all the five verses. 

A villager went to a city and saw all the dazzling lights there. He was puzzled as to 
what caused the lights. Was it the bulb? – No. Was it the filament in the bulb? – No. It was 
the electricity that flowed through the filament. Similarly, we have to go past the externals, 
even the idols, to get to the Source behind the whole world spectacle. 

A saint was once asked: “How is it that people get visions of idols?” 

The saint gave a very thought-provoking reply: “On such occasions it is not the Lord 
who becomes conscious in the inert stone idol; it is the devotee who becomes fully 
awakened and gives up his unconcious state to see Consciousness in the idol!” 
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The Mind: A special point here is that the mind is capable of projecting anything but 
not Brahman. Even the word ‘Brahman’ is not Brahman. Brahman is the Pure Consciousness 
which supports the mind and makes it function. 

Ramdas Swami had said, “Think of the Unthinkable without becoming a thinker.” By 
this is meant that we should become thought-free. Whatever can be thought of is not 
Brahman. Hence, the mind, whose objects are thoughts, cannot know Brahman; it is 
because of Brahman that the mind thinks.  

We are struck by one thing in these verses: the Teacher never gives up trying to 
enlighten the disciple. If one way of explaining does not succeed, he tries another . . . and 
another, until he gets the Truth through to the disciple. 

 

Thus ends the First Chapter in which the probing questions asked by the student 
have been answered by indicating Brahman as being the inner Self of man, beyond the 
senses and mind, neither the known nor the unknown, and all-pervading. 

In the next Chapter the Guru checks out what his disciple has understood so far. 

 
 

|| CÌiÉ MåülÉÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS mÉëjÉqÉÈ ZÉhQûÈ || 

|| iti k£nµpani½adi prathama¦ kha³¢a¦ || 

Thus Ends the First Chapter of the Kena Upanishad 

 

 

 

***** 
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Chapter 2,   5 Verses 
 
 

Subtlety of “KNOWING” Brahman 
 

 

 

Verse 2.1: Did the Student Understand? 
 

 

rÉÌS qÉlrÉxÉå xÉÑuÉåSåÌiÉ SWûUqÉåuÉÉÌmÉ 

    lÉÔlÉÇ iuÉÇ uÉåijÉ oÉë¼hÉÉå ÃmÉqÉç | 

rÉSxrÉ iuÉÇ rÉSxrÉ SåuÉåwuÉjÉ lÉÑ 

    qÉÏqÉÉðxrÉåqÉåuÉ iÉå qÉlrÉå ÌuÉÌSiÉqÉç   

|| 2.1 || 
 

 

yadi manyas£ suv£d£ti daharam£v¡pi 

    nÀna¯ tva¯ v£ttha brahma³µ rÀpam | 

yadasya tva¯ yadasya d£v£½vatha nu 

    m§m¡°sy£m£va t£ many£ viditam   

 || 2.1 || 
    

 

0  The Preceptor says:  

1 yadi manyase suveda iti,  If you think, “I know That well enough,” –  

2 daharam eva api noonam twam 
vettha brahmanah roopam; 

it is only a little expression that you 
understand as being the form of Brahman; 

3 yat asya twam, 
   yat asya deveshu; 

the little expression of your body, 
   or of that seen in the Gods.  

4 atha nu, 
     meemaamsyam eva te  

It means that the real Brahman  
   is still to be ascertained by you. 

5 manye viditam. Disciple: “I think I do know Brahman!” 
 

Prior to this verse, the Teacher must have put out a feeler to find out how much his 
students have understood of the lesson he has just taught. One of them, we may deduce, 
said, “Oh, I know Brahman well enough.” Guruji compares this response to our usual 
greeting formalities – someone asks, “How are you?” and the other person automatically 
says “Fine, thank you!” without even thinking. 

The Teacher knows the danger of a theoretical understanding being taken as the 
final realisation! Students can become over-confident of their knowledge. The Bhashya 
elaborates greatly on this point, but the essence of it is to curb the tendency to mistake 
theory for direct experience. 

1 The wise Teacher, suspecting that this is what has happened in the student 
concerned, warns him of this danger. Brahman is his own Self. If he really understood, he 
would have said, “Yes, indeed, I now understand who I am!” He would not have used the 
third person (That), as though Brahman were an object outside him! 

2-3 Hence, the Preceptor is justified in curtailing the student’s over-confidence. He 
tells him he has only understood the limited expression of Brahman which is this body; or, at 
most, he has only understood the greater but still limited expression of Brahman as seen in 
the Devatas. The Deities are still a limitation in comparison to the Infinite Being that is 
Brahman. 4 The student is therefore asked to go and do more reflection. 
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Objection: Are There Many Forms of Brahman? 

When the two limited expressions of Brahman are mentioned, the Poorvapakshi 
brings up his expected objection. The Bhashya answers this by saying that Brahman in 
association with the Upadhis is also Brahman but in a limited way. In man the limitation is 
his body, mind and senses. In the Devatas, the limitation may be less but it is nevertheless 
still there. The Gods worshipped by devotees are limited expressions of Brahman, seen 
through the eyes of man. 

5 And so the student is sent back to his seat of meditation, to reflect more on the 
Truth. When he returns after due reflection and contemplation (Manana and Nididhyasana), 
he gives his experience in the same words as before, “I think I do know Brahman.” 

The Teacher smiles at him. He can now see that the theory has been converted into 
practical experience, although the words used are the same. Actual realisation has dawned 
and the illumined student comes with a glow on his face with even greater confidence than 
earlier. None could be more pleased than the Teacher! 

The student explains himself in the next verse…  
 

 

Verse 2.2: The Student Proclaims the Truth 
 

 

lÉÉWÇû qÉlrÉå xÉÑuÉåSåÌiÉ lÉÉå lÉ uÉåSåÌiÉ uÉåS cÉ | 

rÉÉå lÉxiÉ²åS iÉ²åS lÉÉå lÉ uÉåSåÌiÉ uÉåS cÉ    || 2.2 || 
 

n¡ha¯ many£ suv£d£ti nµ na v£d£ti v£da ca | 

yµ nastadv£da tadv£da nµ na v£d£ti v£da ca  || 2.2 || 
 

 

0  The Disciple continues: 

1 na aham manye suveda iti, I do not think that I know It well enough; 

2 nah na veda iti veda cha; Not that I do not know; I know, and I do not know. 

3 yah nah tat veda tad veda, He amongst us who knows It, knows It only as such: 

4 nah na veda iti veda cha. Not that I do not know; I know, and I do not know. 
 

Guruji’s opinion of this Mantra was full of compliments for it. He said it was not just 
the most beautiful in the Kena Upanishad, but in the whole of Upanishadic literature! The 
poetic excellence and simplicity of the verse itself qualifies it perfectly for Guruji’s award!  

The verse brings out many of the finer points of Indian spiritual tradition: 

i) the glory of the open relationship between the Guru and disciple; 
ii) the determination of the student to succeed through obedience to his Master; 
iii) the honesty of the disciple in his self-assessment; 
iv) the strong fellow feeling and respect among the students themselves; and 
v) the universal validity of spiritual experience. 

The Bhashya further praises the boldness of the student’s declaration, the strength 
he derives from following the traditional system of receiving knowledge from his Guru, and 
the strength he derives from reasoning and personal realization. It also acclaims his 
originality of expressing in his own words the same idea told to him by his Guru. 
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What is the student proclaiming in such mystifying language? 

1 Firstly, the student is very humble and honest about his experience. It is very 
different from anything he has known so far, i.e. knowledge of objects. Hence, his first 
reaction is to say he does not know it ‘well’. 

2 But then, to say that belies his experience of the Truth. He has to ‘confess’ that he 
knows the Truth. The only thing he does not know is how to express that experience in 
words. So he says “I know, and I do not know.” 

The fluctuations express his inability to put into words the inexpressible. 

3 It is clear from this line that he has discussed his experience with the other 
students, and obtained a consensus on what he would report to the Teacher. They all agree 
that their experience, too, is the same as his. 

Here we see the closeness between the disciples, how freely they discuss the Truth 
among themselves and thereby strengthen their understanding. 

4 The repetition of line 2 is to indicate the same experience of all the other students. 

Now, the Teacher himself confirms the same attitude expressed by the student, in 
the following verse . . .  
 

 

Verse 2.3: The Teacher Confirms It  
 

 

rÉxrÉÉqÉiÉÇ iÉxrÉ qÉiÉÇ qÉiÉÇ rÉxrÉ lÉ uÉåS xÉÈ | 

AÌuÉ¥ÉÉiÉÇ ÌuÉeÉÉlÉiÉÉÇ ÌuÉ¥ÉÉiÉqÉÌuÉeÉÉlÉiÉÉqÉç    || 2.3 || 
 

yasy¡mata¯ tasya mata¯ mata¯ yasya na v£da sa¦ | 

avij²¡ta¯ vij¡nat¡¯ vij²¡tamavij¡nat¡m   || 2.3 || 
 

 

0  The Guru Confirms: 

1 yasya amatam tasya matam, He understands It who feels he knows It not; 

2 matam yasya na veda sah; And he understands It not who feels he knows It; 

3 avijnaatam vijaanataam, It is unknown to the master scholar; 

4 vijnaatam avijaanataam. But known to the one who admits he does not know. 
 

1-2 As one matures, one begins to acknowledge that he does not know everything. It 
is the junior student who generally feels he knows everything. Guruji gave the example of 
the father who called his son to discuss something with him. The son said, “Yes, father, what 
is it you would like to know?” 

3-4 These two attitudes are being described in this apparently contradictory verse. 
The one who merely has a scholastic approach to this subject, is very hasty in declaring that 
he knows the Truth, but in reality he does not understand it at all. The one who truly 
understands is too modest to declare that he knows the Truth.  
 

 

***** 
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Verse 2.4: The Truth is Explained 
 

 

mÉëÌiÉoÉÉåkÉÌuÉÌSiÉÇ qÉiÉqÉqÉ×iÉiuÉÇ ÌWû ÌuÉlSiÉå | 

AÉiqÉlÉÉ ÌuÉlSiÉå uÉÏrÉïÇ ÌuÉ±rÉÉ ÌuÉlSiÉåÅqÉ×iÉqÉç    || 2.4 || 
 

pratibµdhavidita¯ matamam»tatva¯ hi vindat£ | 

¡tman¡ vindat£ v§rya¯ vidyay¡ vindat£:'m»tam || 2.4 || 
 

 

1 pratibodha-viditam matam, He who intuits It in every modification of the mind, 

2 amritatwam hi vindate; Indeed, he attains Immortality. 

3 aatmanaa vindate veeryam, Through the Atman he obtains real strength, 

4 vidyayaa vindate amritam. And through knowledge, he attains Immortality. 
 

The Bhashya brings out the obvious objection that the previous verse is bound to 
generate: “If the wise person also is said not to know Brahman, then what is the difference 
between him and the totally ignorant person?” To explain this we have this verse. 

In this verse, that by which we can differentiate a knower of Brahman from a totally 
ignorant person is given. The differentiating factors are: 

i) Seeing the Self in all thoughts;  
ii) inner Atmic strength;  
iii) divine knowledge; and 
iv) immortality.  

These are all deep, inner qualities. Externally, such a sage will appear to be no 
different from the ignorant one. 

1 Regarding the Self’s presence in all thoughts, this is best explained by the following 
quote from the Bhashya: 

“The Self that encompasses all ideas as Its objects, is known in relation to 
all these ideas. Being the witness of all cognitions, and by nature nothing but the 
power of Consciousness, the Self is indicated by the cognitions themselves, in the 
midst of cognitions, as pervading them all. There is no other door to Its 
awareness. 

“Therefore, when Brahman is known as the innermost Self of cognitions 
then It is known, i.e. It is realized. Only by accepting Brahman as the witness of 
all cognitions can it be established that It is by nature a witness that is not 
subject to all the modifications of mind; that It is eternal, pure in essence, the 
Self, and unconditioned; that It is one in all beings.” 

 

Through every thought the Self is known. The equation in Physics is: 
 

PERCEPTION  =  OBJECT  +  LIGHT 
 

Similarly, the equation in Metaphysics, the thought world, is: 
 

THOUGHT  =  OBJECT OF THOUGHT  +  PURE CONSCIOUSNESS 
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In every thought, the constant component is Consciousness, and the changing 
component is the object of thought. It is the nature of the mind to be drawn always to the 
changing component, towards anything that moves. The constant part is taken for granted 
and goes unnoticed. Yet, it is the latter which makes things known to us. In the absence of 
light we cannot see any object. So too, in the absence of Consciousness we cannot think. 

The verse tells us that when we are able to fully give our attention to the constant, 
ever-present Consciousness, then we also become constant and ever-present, i.e. we attain 
immortality, for we are that Consciousness. 

 

1. Seeing the Self in Thoughts: Guruji gave us another example from the writings of 
Swami Vidyaranya: Clouds gather in space; the space does not gain anything thereby. Then, 
the clouds release their water as rain; again the space does not lose anything thereby. In the 
same way, Consciousness, like space, is unaffected by what the content of the thought is. It 
simply enlivens the thought and enables it to manifest. 

The transference of our attention from the changing to the unchanging is the heart 
of spiritual enlightenment. This shift is a giant leap: from Plurality to Oneness; from 
mortality to immortality; from the limited finite to the unlimited Infinite; from the realm of 
fear to absolute fearlessness! 

Guruji then humorously gave as a simile his own example of baldness (quoted here 
with all due respects, and acknowledging his humility). He said: “Baldness is like Brahman; 
hair is like Maya. When Maya goes away, then Brahman shines forth in all Its glory!” 

“Once we know the Changeless, then we are comfortable with every change,” 
concluded Guruji. 

One elderly man once told Guruji, “Old age is the best age – because the foolishness 
of youth is not there!” 

 

4. Immortality: This Atman is Consciousness itself, not that it has Consciousness as 
its quality. That is the basis of the immortality we attain through realizing the Self. The 
immortality does not mean living for eternity. That would be an undesirable immortality. No 
one would want that! Immortality comes from one’s own Self. It is not created or gained. 

An interesting observation was made by Guruji in connection with immortality. 
However much we try to hold on to the world (in our foolish attempt to live forever), it will 
slip away from us. But with Brahman it is just the opposite – however much we try to escape 
from Him, He just will not let us go! 

Thus immortality is not a continuity in worldly existence, but being established in 
Brahmic Consciousness. When we drop the world, we become immortal. 

The verse may be summed up by the word Jivanmukti. It speaks of liberation while 
we are living. When we give up our attachment to possessions, we discover in ourselves the 
spring of Eternity – it lies in our own Self. In the deepest sense, we as Consciousness are the 
Subject and we as ‘worldliness’ (not world) are the Object. 

The verse may also be viewed as Videhamukti – liberation from the body. When the 
Self is attained, we are forever free from the body, free from all body-consciousness. That is 
true ‘Death’; it happens once and for all; it is the death of bondage forever. There is no 
more rebirth for such a liberated soul. 
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Verse 2.5: The Truth is Glorified 
 

 

CWû cÉåSuÉåSÏSjÉ xÉirÉqÉÎxiÉ 

    lÉ cÉåÌSWûÉuÉåSÏlqÉWûiÉÏ ÌuÉlÉÌ¹È | 

pÉÔiÉåwÉÑ pÉÔiÉåwÉÑ ÌuÉÍcÉirÉ kÉÏUÉÈ 

    mÉëåirÉÉxqÉÉssÉÉåMüÉSqÉ×iÉÉ pÉuÉÎliÉ   

|| 2.5 || 
 

 

iha c£dav£d§datha satyamasti 

    na c£dih¡v£d§nmahat§ vina½¿i¦ | 

bhÀt£½u bhÀt£½u vicitya dh§r¡¦ 

    pr£ty¡sm¡llµk¡dam»t¡ bhavanti   

 || 2.5 || 
    

 

1 iha ched avedeet  

   atha satyam asti, 

If one knows That here, in this world,  

   then the true purpose of life is gained; 

2 na chet iha avedeet  
   mahatee vinashtih; 

If one does not know (That) here,  
  then  very great is the destruction. 

3 bhooteshu bhooteshu  
   vichitya dheeraah, 

The one Atman in all beings – 
   seeing That, the wise ones 

4 pretya asmaat lokaat  
   amritaah bhavanti. 

rise above the world of sensual life, 
   and become Immortal. 

 

Continuing the theme we closed with in the previous verse, this verse expresses the 
urgency and importance of the spiritual life once more.  

1 The Teacher is moved to utter this inspiring verse which raises our consciousness 
from worldliness to divinity. He makes an earnest call to man to take seriously to the 
spiritual path. He makes us eager to acquire the precious spiritual knowledge by which we 
can raise ourselves out of suffering and attain the “true end” of human life – eternal 
happiness and freedom. 

2 The Rishi earnestly beckons mankind to heed his call – “Arise! Awake!” He is 
convinced that it is the only way to the complete fulfillment of life’s purpose. If it is not 
attained, then there is the grim prospect of endless suffering which he calls ‘Mahatee 
Vinashti’, meaning “very very great destruction”.  

 

Futility and Dangers of Worldly Life: 

3 The Dheerah is one who wisely spurns all temptations of this world and surrenders 
to the Lord. Guruji, who is to us students an exemplary Dheerah himself, was moved to 
speak to us in touching words, filled with great compassion for our own spiritual well-being.  

He spoke of the children today who are living in a virtual world of movies and 
computer games. Their lives are so distorted by such influences that they are in danger of 
losing even the little reality there is in this already ‘unreal’ world! Movies have become their 
world. It is adding unreality to unreality! There is so much to be done to help these children 
from such a fate. If spiritual knowledge is brought to them, it is the greatest service we can 
do for them. 

Guruji also spoke very strongly about the suffering of material existence. He said 
even going to Heaven is only another form of Duhkha or suffering. We have to come back to 
this world from there. Then what to speak of the miseries of Hell! It is best to escape from 
this cycle once and for all. That is the greatest of all human aspirations. 
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Living in false dreams, people begin to wonder why their dreams are shattered. They 
are making needless demands to secure themselves with comfort and pleasure. It is not 
possible in this world. Such dreams are bound to be shattered. They cannot persist in this 
world. Great, great destruction awaits those who do not turn to this Knowledge of the Self. 

4 The Teacher now fittingly concludes the Chapter by bringing us back to the same 
words that he expressed when he began to answer the disciple’s questions in verse 1.2. The 
whole subject is officially concluded by returning to the start.  

 
 

|| CÌiÉ MåülÉÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS Ì²iÉÏrÉÈ ZÉhQûÈ || 

|| iti k£nµpani½adi dvit§ya¦ kha³¢a¦ || 

Thus Ends the Second Chapter of the Kena Upanishad 
 

 

 

***** 
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Chapter 3,   12 Verses 
 
 

An Illustrative STORY 
 

 

 

THE HUMILIATION OF THE GODS 
 

THE STORY BELOW ILLUSTRATES how the sense of ‘Doership’ in us steals away our 

natural state of humility and fills us with a false pride. In the story, which is about a battle 
which the Gods won over the Demons (Devas vs Asuras), the strange thing is that it is the 
Gods who became filled with pride over their victory. They did not credit their victory to the 
Lord but ‘stole’ all the glory for themselves. 

To teach them a lesson, the Lord, who is the Supreme Controller of every thought 
and action of ours, brought about an incident which humiliated the Gods, killed their pride 
and restored them to their divine status. 

The Rishi writes it in very concise terms, which in its own way brings out the subtle 
humour of the events. Were it a Purana, the story would have run into 20-30 pages as every 
frown and feeling would have been included. Here, in the briefest manner, leaving much to 
be added by our own imagination, the Rishi presents his richly entertaining story. 
 

 

Verse 3.1: The Cause of All Pride 
 

 

 

oÉë¼ Wû SåuÉåprÉÉå ÌuÉÎeÉarÉå iÉxrÉ Wû oÉë¼hÉÉå ÌuÉeÉrÉå  

SåuÉÉ AqÉWûÏrÉliÉ , iÉ Lå¤ÉliÉ  

   AxqÉÉMüqÉåuÉÉrÉÇ ÌuÉeÉrÉÉå, ÅxqÉÉMüqÉåuÉÉrÉÇ qÉÌWûqÉåÌiÉ |         || 3.1 || 
 

brahma ha d£v£bhyµ vijigy£ tasya ha brahma³µ vijay£ 

d£v¡ amah§yanta, ta aik½anta 

    asm¡kam£v¡ya¯ vijayµ:'sm¡kam£v¡ya¯ mahim£ti |       || 3.1 || 
 

 

0  The Preceptor said: 

1 brahma ha devebhyah vijigye;  
   tasya ha brahmanah vijaye    

Brahman once won a victory for the Gods.  
   That victory certainly belonged to Brahman. 

2 devaah amaheeyanta, te aikshanta 
asmaakam eva ayam vijayah, 

   asmaakam eva ayam mahimaa iti. 

But the Gods became elated and thought:  
   “To us belongs this victory,  
   to us belongs all the glory and greatness.” 
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Verse 3.2: The Lord Appears as a “Spirit” 
 

 

iÉ®æwÉÉÇ ÌuÉeÉ¥ÉÉæ iÉåprÉÉå Wû mÉëÉSÒoÉïpÉÔuÉ  

iÉ³É urÉeÉÉlÉiÉ ÌMüÍqÉSÇ rÉ¤ÉÍqÉÌiÉ     || 3.2 || 
 

taddhai½¡¯ vijaj²au t£bhyµ ha pr¡durbabhÀva  

tanna vyaj¡nata kimida¯ yak½amiti    || 3.2 || 
 

 

3 tat eshaam vijajnau,  

   tebhyah ha praaduh babhoova; 

Brahman, knowing their vanity,  

   appeared before them. 

4 tat na vyajaanata,  
   kim idam yaksham iti. 

But they did not understand  
   who that Adorable Spirit was. 

 

AGNI GOES TO MEET BRAHMAN 
 

Verse 3.3: Agni is Sent on a Mission 
 

 

iÉåÅÎalÉqÉoÉëÑuÉgeÉÉiÉuÉåS  

LiÉÌ²eÉÉlÉÏÌWû ÌMüÍqÉSÇ rÉ¤ÉÍqÉÌiÉ iÉjÉåÌiÉ    || 3.3 || 
 

t£:'gnimabruva²j¡tav£da  

£tadvij¡n§hi kimida¯ yak½amiti tath£ti    || 3.3 || 
 

 

1 te agnim abruvan, jaataveda They said to Agni thus: “O All-knowing One! 

2 etad vijaaneehi kim etad  
   yaksham iti, tathaa iti. 

Find out for us who this  
   adorable Spirit is.”  Agni agreed. 

 

Verse 3.4: Agni Meets the “Spirit” 
 
 

iÉSprÉSìuÉ¨ÉqÉprÉuÉSiMüÉåÅxÉÏÌiÉ 

AÎalÉuÉÉï AWûqÉxqÉÏirÉoÉëuÉÏ‹ÉiÉuÉåSÉ uÉÉ AWûqÉxqÉÏÌiÉ        || 3.4 || 
 

 

tadabhyadravattamabhyavadatkµ:'s§ti 

agnirv¡ ahamasm§tyabrav§jj¡tav£d¡ v¡ ahamasm§ti         || 3.4 || 
 

 

3 tat abhyadravat,  
   tam abhyavadat, kah asi iti; 

Agni hastened to the Spirit.  
   The Spirit asked him, “Who are you?” 

4 agnih vaa aham asmi iti abraveet, 
jaatavedaa vaa aham asmi iti. 

Agni replied: “Don’t you know who I am?  
   I am verily the Omniscient.” 
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Verse 3.5: Agni Proudly Proclaims His Powers 

 
 

iÉÎxqÉÇxiuÉÌrÉ ÌMÇü uÉÏrÉïÍqÉÌiÉ- 

AmÉÏSÇ xÉuÉïÇ SWåûrÉÇ rÉÌSSÇ mÉ×ÍjÉurÉÉÍqÉÌiÉ    || 3.5 || 
 

tasminstvayi ki¯ v§ryamiti- 

ap§da¯ sarva¯ dah£ya¯ yadida¯ p»thivy¡miti  || 3.5 || 
 

 

5 tasmin twayi kim veeryam iti; The Spirit asked him, “What power resides in thee?” 

6 api idam sarvam daheyam, 
yat idam prithivyaam iti. 

Though (a Deity), Agni replied: “I can burn 
whatsoever there is here on Earth.” 

 

Verse 3.6: The Humiliation of Agni 

 
 

iÉxqÉæ iÉ×hÉÇ ÌlÉSkÉÉuÉåiÉ¬WåûÌiÉ | 

   iÉSÒmÉmÉëårÉÉrÉ xÉuÉïeÉuÉålÉ iÉ³É zÉzÉÉMü SakÉÑÇ  

xÉ iÉiÉ LuÉ ÌlÉuÉuÉ×iÉå  

   lÉæiÉSzÉMÇü ÌuÉ¥ÉÉiÉÑÇ rÉSåiÉ±¤ÉÍqÉÌiÉ              || 3.6 || 
 

tasmai t»³a¯ nidadh¡v£taddah£ti | 

     tadupapr£y¡ya sarvajav£na tanna ¾a¾¡ka dagdhu¯ |   

sa tata £va nivav»t£  

     naitada¾aka¯ vij²¡tu¯ yad£tadyak½amiti         || 3.6 || 
 

 

7 tasmai trinam nidadhau, 
     etad daha iti, 

Brahman placed a blade of grass before him,   
saying, “Burn it!” 

8 tat upapreyaaya sarva-javena,  

   tat na shashaaka dagdhum; 

Agni blew fire at it with all his power,  

   but found it impossible to burn it. 

9 sah tatah eva nivavrite, So he returned to the Gods and reported:  

10 na etat ashakam vijnaatum,  
   yat etat yaksham iti. 

“I simply failed to find out  
   who that adorable Spirit is.” 

 

VAYU GOES TO MEET BRAHMAN 
 

Verse 3.7: Vayu is Sent on a Mission 
 

 

AjÉ uÉÉrÉÑqÉoÉëÑuÉluÉÉrÉuÉç- 

LiÉÌ²eÉÉlÉÏÌWû ÌMüqÉåiÉ±¤ÉÍqÉÌiÉ iÉjÉåÌiÉ     || 3.7 || 
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atha v¡yumabruvanv¡yav- 

£tadvij¡n§hi kim£tadyak½amiti tath£ti    || 3.7 || 
 

 

1 atha vaayum abruvan, vaayo The Gods then said to Vayu: “O Lord of the Wind!  

2 etad vijaaneehi kim etad 
yaksham iti, tathaa iti. 

Find out for us who this  
   adorable Spirit is.” Vayu agreed. 

 

Verse 3.8: Vayu Meets the “Spirit” 
 

 

iÉSprÉSìuÉ¨ÉqÉprÉuÉSiMüÉåÅxÉÏÌiÉ  

uÉÉrÉÑuÉÉï AWûqÉxqÉÏirÉoÉëuÉÏlqÉÉiÉËUµÉÉ uÉÉ AWûqÉxqÉÏÌiÉ        || 3.8 || 
 

tadabhyadravattamabhyavadatkµ:'s§ti  

v¡yurv¡ ahamasm§tyabrav§nm¡tari¾v¡ v¡ ahamasm§ti     || 3.8 || 
 

 

3 tat abhyadravat;  
   tam abhyavadat, kah asi iti; 

Vayu hastened to the Spirit  
   The Spirit asked him, “Who are you?”. 

4 vaayuh vaa aham asmi iti abraveet, 
   maatarishvaa vaa aham asmi iti. 

Vayu replied, “Don’t you know who I am?  
   I am verily Matarishva, (Treader of the skies).” 

 

Verse 3.9: Vayu Proudly Proclaims His Powers 
 

 

iÉÎxqÉÆxiuÉÌrÉ ÌMÇü uÉÏrÉïÍqÉÌiÉ- 

AmÉÏSð xÉuÉïqÉÉSSÏrÉ rÉÌSSÇ mÉ×ÍjÉurÉÉÍqÉÌiÉ    || 3.9 || 
 

tasmi°stvayi ki¯ v§ryamiti- 

ap§da° sarvam¡dad§ya yadida¯ p»thivy¡miti  || 3.9 || 
 

 

5 tasmin tvayi kim veeryam iti; The Spirit asked him: “What power resides in thee?” 

6 api idam sarvam aadadeeya, 
   yat idam prithivyaam iti. 

Though (a Deity), Vayu replied: “I can blow away  
   everything whatsoever there is on Earth.” 

 

Verse 3.10: The Humiliation of Vayu 
 

 

iÉxqÉæ iÉ×hÉÇ ÌlÉSkÉÉuÉåiÉSÉSixuÉåÌiÉ 

   iÉSÒmÉmÉëårÉÉrÉ xÉuÉïeÉuÉålÉ iÉ³É zÉzÉÉMüÉSiÉÑÇ  

xÉ iÉiÉ LuÉ ÌlÉuÉuÉ×iÉå  

   lÉæiÉSzÉMÇü ÌuÉ¥ÉÉiÉÑÇ rÉSåiÉ±¤ÉÍqÉÌiÉ    || 3.10 || 
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tasmai t»³a¯ nidadh¡v£tad¡datsv£ti 

    tadupapr£y¡ya sarvajav£na tanna ¾a¾¡k¡datu¯  

sa tata £va nivav»t£  

    naitada¾aka¯ vij²¡tu¯ yad£tadyak½amiti  || 3.10 || 
 

 

7 tasmai trinam nidadhau,  
     etad aadatswa iti, 

Brahman placed a blade of grass before him, 
saying, “Blow this away!” 

8 tat upapreyaaya sarva-javena,  
   tat na shashaaka aadaatum; 

Vayu blew at it with all his power,  
   but he found it impossible to move it. 

9 Sah tatah eva nivavrite, So he returned to the Gods and reported: 

10 na etat ashakam vijnaatum,  
   yat etat yaksham iti. 

“I simply failed to find out  
   who that adorable Spirit is.” 

 

INDRA HIMSELF GOES TO MEET BRAHMAN 
 

Verse 3.11: Indra Himself is Sent  
 

 

AjÉålSìqÉoÉëÑuÉlqÉbÉuÉ³Éç- 

LiÉÌ²eÉÉlÉÏÌWû ÌMüqÉåiÉ±¤ÉÍqÉÌiÉ iÉjÉåÌiÉ                     || 3.11 || 
 

ath£ndramabruvan- 

maghavann£tadvij¡n§hi kim£tadyak½amiti tath£ti       || 3.11 || 
 

 

1 atha indram abruvan, maghavan The Gods then said to Indra: “O Chief of the Gods! 

2 etad vijaaneehi; kim etad 
yaksham iti, tathaa iti. 

Find out for us who this  
   adorable Spirit is.” Indra agreed. 

 

Verse 3.12: Indra’s Strange Meeting With Umadevi 

 
 

iÉSprÉSìuÉ¨ÉxqÉÉÌ¨ÉUÉåSkÉå  

xÉ iÉÎxqÉ³ÉåuÉÉMüÉzÉå Îx§ÉrÉqÉÉeÉaÉÉqÉ oÉWÒûzÉÉåpÉqÉÉlÉÉqÉÑqÉÉð 

WæûqÉuÉiÉÏÇ iÉÉðWûÉåuÉÉcÉ ÌMüqÉåiÉ±¤ÉÍqÉÌiÉ     || 3.12 || 
 

tadabhyadravattasm¡ttirµdadh£  

sa tasminn£v¡k¡¾£ striyam¡jag¡ma bahu¾µbham¡n¡mum¡° 

haimavat§¯ |  t¡°hµv¡ca kim£tadyak½amiti   || 3.12 || 
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3 tad abhyadravat,  
   tasmaat tirodadhe. 

Indra hastened towards the Spirit,  
   but the Spirit disappeared from his view. 

4 sah tasmin eva aakaashe striyam 
   aajagaama, bahu-shobhamaanaam 

umaam haimavateem 

In that very spot, a heavenly Goddess 
   did he behold, the extremely charming  
   Uma, daughter of the snowy Himavan. 

5 taam ha uvaacha, 
   kim etad yaksham iti. 

He asked Her,  
   “Who could this Adorable Spirit be?” 

 
 

|| CÌiÉ MåülÉÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS iÉ×iÉÏrÉÈ ZÉhQûÈ || 

|| iti k£nµpani½adi t»t§ya¦ kha³¢a¦ || 

Thus Ends the Third Chapter of the Kena Upanishad 
 

 

 

***** 
 

 



29 

 

 

 

Chapter 4,   9 Verses 
 
 

The Story Interpreted 
 

 

 

THUS ENDS THE ILLUSTRATIVE story. The moral of the story is that we should always 
acknowledge that we are only instruments in the hands of God. The moment we think that 
we are responsible for all the deeds we do, pride enters our hearts. “Pride goeth before a 
fall,” goes the proverb. The fall of man is due to his arrogance in not acknowledging that all 

glory belongs to the Lord. 

What we have seen in the story of the pride of the Gods, happens in our own case as 
the individual Jeevas. We also forget that it is God who is the Supreme Controller of  this 
body and mind. Every thought and act is due to Him. We should never claim ‘doership’ to 
ourselves. That is the working of our Ego and, if left unchecked, it builds up into arrogance. 
 

 

Verse 4.1: Umadevi Reveals the Truth 
 

 

xÉÉ oÉë¼åÌiÉ WûÉåuÉÉcÉ,  oÉë¼hÉÉå uÉÉ LiÉÌ²eÉrÉå qÉWûÏrÉkuÉÍqÉÌiÉ 

iÉiÉÉå WæûuÉ ÌuÉSÉgcÉMüÉU oÉë¼åÌiÉ                            || 4.1 || 
 

s¡ brahm£ti hµv¡ca ,   brahma³µ v¡ £tadvijay£ mah§yadhvamiti 

tatµ haiva vid¡²cak¡ra brahm£ti                                          || 4.1 || 
 

 

0  The Preceptor continues the above story: 

1 saa brahma iti ha uvaacha, 
brahmanah vai etad vijaye 
maheeyadvam iti; 

Uma exclaimed, “I am Brahman, indeed! Through 
Brahman’s victory alone,  

   have you gained this greatness!” 

2 tatah ha eva  

vidaanchakaara brahma iti. 

From that utterance alone did he (Indra)  

   learn that, “This Adorable Spirit is Brahman!” 
 

The Bhashya makes a special point of mentioning that this knowing of Brahman is 
not Aparoksha or the direct experience which is had by God-realised sages. It is the indirect 
knowledge obtained via conversation with Uma. Only when Uma uttered the fact of who 
She was, did it strike Indra who the “Adorable Spirit” really was. 

A second circumstance about this incident is that Uma did not enquire about Indra’s 
power as She had done in the case of Agni and Vayu. Perhaps She sensed that Indra did not 
come full of pride as the other two did, and so She was more amenable. She bestowed upon 
Indra Her beatific Divine Vision as the Divine Mother, and introduces Indra to Her Lord, the 
Pure Brahman Himself.  

At this point, the urge in us is aroused to know the mystic meaning of the Vision. 
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Verse 4.2: Source of the Devas’ Power 
 

 

iÉxqÉÉ²É LiÉå SåuÉÉ  

   AÌiÉiÉUÉÍqÉuÉÉlrÉÉlSåuÉÉlÉç- 

rÉSÎalÉuÉÉïrÉÑËUlSìxiÉå 

   ½ålÉ³ÉåÌS¸Ç mÉxmÉzÉÑïÈ 

iÉå ½ålÉimÉëjÉqÉÉå ÌuÉSÉgÉç 

   cÉMüÉU oÉë¼åÌiÉ  || 4.2 || 
 

 

tasm¡dv¡ £t£ d£v¡  

   atitar¡miv¡ny¡nd£v¡n 

yadagnirv¡yurindrast£ 

   hy£nann£di½¿ha¯ paspar¾uh 

t£ hy£natprathamµ vid¡² 

   cak¡ra brahm£ti            || 4.2 ||    

 

3 tasmaat vaa ete devaah, 
   atitaraam iva anyaan devaan; 

Therefore, verily these Gods  
  surpassed greatly (excelled) the other Gods;  

4 yat agnih vaayuh indrah te  
   hi enat nedishtham pasparshuh, 

For, they – Agni, Vayu and Indra – 
   indeed, approached nearest to the Spirit, 

5 te hi enat prathamaah  
vidaanchakaara brahma iti. 

and because they were the first to  
   learn that, “This adorable Spirit is Brahman!” 

 

Even though Agni and Vayu displayed some pride before the Adorable Spirit, 
nevertheless they had the good fortune to hold a conversation with the Spirit. That is reason 
enough to qualify them to surpass the other Gods in excellence. Indra is included in this 
grouping of those fortunate to have have had a conversation with the Divine Mother. 

Two encounters are glorified in this verse: 

i) The nearness to the Spirit is seen as a special good fortune. 

ii) Being among the first to recognise the Spirit is also considered as being a merit. 

Clearly there is a hierarchy that emerges through the verse. After Brahman comes 
Prakriti or Maya, the Divine Mother. The Deities follow thereafter. 
 

 

Verse 4.3: Source of Indra’s Power  
 

 

iÉxqÉÉ²É ClSìÉå- 

   ÅÌiÉiÉUÉÍqÉuÉÉlrÉÉlSåuÉÉlÉç- 

xÉ ½ålÉ³ÉåÌS¸Ç mÉxmÉzÉï  

   xÉ ½ålÉimÉëjÉqÉÉå ÌuÉSÉgÉç- 

   cÉMüÉU oÉë¼åÌiÉ  || 4.3 || 
 

 

tasm¡dv¡ indrµ: 

   'titar¡miv¡ny¡nd£v¡n 

sa hy£nann£di½¿ha¯ paspar¾a  

   sa hy£natprathamµ vid¡² 

   cak¡ra brahm£ti   || 4.3 || 
    

 

6 tasmaad vaa indrah, 
   atitaraam iva anyaan devaan; 

And therefore, indeed, Indra  
   excels the other Gods; 

7 sah hi enat nedishtham pasparsha, 

   sah hi enat prathamah vidaan- 
   chakaara brahma iti. 

For he approached nearest to the Spirit, 

   and he was the first to realise that,  
   “This adorable Spirit is Brahman!” 
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Indra, the Lord of the Heavenly worlds, is here specially marked out as the most 
outstanding among the Gods, as it was he that was granted the Divine Vision of the Mother. 
The others came to know of it through him, indirectly. 
 

 

The Upanishad now teaches us about the glory of Brahman with two illustrations. 
The first one is an example from the Macrocosm (the Samashti or cosmos), and the second 
is an example from the Microcosm (the Vyashti or individual): 

 

Verse 4.4: Macrocosm – The “Flash of Lighning”  
 

 

iÉxrÉæwÉ AÉSåzÉÉå ,       rÉSåiÉÌ²±ÑiÉÉå urÉ±ÑiÉSÉ 3* 

CiÉÏlÉç lrÉqÉÏÍqÉwÉSÉ 3 ,  CirÉÍkÉSæuÉiÉqÉç    || 4.4 || 
 

tasyai½a ¡d£¾µ |  yad£tadvidyutµ vyadyutad¡ 3* | 

it§n nyam§mi½ad¡ 3 |  ityadhidaivatam    || 4.4 || 
 

*Extra `A'kar is used in the sense of comparison 
 

7 tasya esha aadeshah; This is an illustration of Brahman: 

8 yad etad vidyutah  
   vyadyutada-aa-aa-aa (3); 

He is like the splendour of lightning,  
   which shines forth like a flash (elongated ‘aa’); 

9 iti innyameemishada-aa-aa-aa (3); Or, He appears within the twinkling of an eye; 

10 iti adhidaivatam. This is with reference to the Cosmic Powers. 
 

Lightning is, indeed, one of Nature’s wonders. It reminded Guruji of a little boy. 
Seeing a sudden flash of lightning, the boy called out to his father, “Look, Daddy, God has 
just taken our photograph!” 

 

One Simile or Two?  

7 The illustration taken from nature is from the macrocosmic aspect.  

Two similes are considered here, although some texts combine them and consider it 
as one simile. Since a flash of lightning happens in “the twinkling of an eye”, the two similes 
may be considered as one. It is unimportant whether they are taken separately or 
combined. Both similes convey the same message of the flashing appearance of Brahman. 
Both are also examples to be interpreted at the macrocosmic level. 

The Bhashya favours the two-simile interpretation. It cites the repetition of the 
extended ‘aa’ 3 times as indicating that the second is an independent simile.  

 

8 i) Vyadyutada-aa-aa-aa, This is the first simile, like a “flash of lightning”. The 
flashing appearance of the Supreme Brahman has to be meditated upon. It is there now, 
and not there a split second later – just as Brahman. We see only glimpses of the lightning 
flash; at most times it remains unmanifest to us. 

This beautifully illustrates the power and glory of Brahman. The extended ‘aa’ 3 
times, is a Vedic tradition used whenever Brahman is experienced. The aspect emphasized 
by the simile is the flashing appearance of Brahman before the Gods in the above story.  
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9 ii) Nyameemishada-aa-aa-aa, This is the second simile, like a “single wink of the 
eyelids”. Considered as a simile on its own, the winking of the eye carries a special message 
which the lightning does not. A wink can be a deliberate action to convey a message. When 
a person winks at another, an underlying secret message is conveyed. In this case, a wink 
from Brahman is perhaps hinting at the special mission He had of curbing the pride of the 
Gods, as if He were saying with a wink, “Now see, I’ll teach these Gods a good lesson!” 

Guruji used these similes as an example of the poetic heights reached by the Rishi 
who composed the Upanishad. Earlier, we have already seen what Guruji regards as the 
best verse (2.2) in the whole of Upanishadic literature. Guruji’s literary eye is indeed very 
acute to pick up such minute details which most of us are likely to pass by without notice. 
 

 

Verse 4.5: Microcosm – the “Flash of Thoughts” 
 

 

AjÉÉkrÉÉiqÉÇ rÉ¬åiÉªcNûiÉÏuÉ cÉ qÉlÉÉ 

ÅlÉålÉ cÉæiÉSÒmÉxqÉUirÉpÉÏ¤hÉð xÉƒ¡ûsmÉÈ     || 4.5 || 
 

ath¡dhy¡tma¯ yadd£tadgacchat§va ca manµ: 

'n£na caitadupasmaratyabh§k½³a° sa±kalpa¦  || 4.5 || 
 

 

11 atha adhyaatmam yat etad,  

   gacchhati iva cha manah; 

Now with reference to the individual, the Jeeva:  

i) The mind seems to want to go always to It; 

12 anena cha etad upasmarati, 
   abheekshnam sankalpah. 

ii) The mind repeatedly tries to remember It; 
iii) The thought of Brahman switches on-off rapidly. 

 

11a Adhyaatmam: “Jeeva”, at the individual level. This is the Microcosmic level. The 
mind itself is taken to resemble a lightning flash within the individual. There are three ways 
in which we see this happening in the mind: 

11b i) Restlessness is the nature of the mind. Due to that, the hidden urge in the 
mind is always to find rest in Brahman. That is the only place where it can have a rest. 

12a ii) There are two components to every thought, the Aham and the Idam Vrittis. 
The mind’s built-in urge to remember Brahman could be the operation of the Aham Vrittior 
“I”-thought, which is the fixed component of every thought, and which always accompanies 
the variable Idam Vritti, the thought of the object. 

12b iii) In the mind, our thoughts come and go like flashes of lightning. Every thought 
contains in it the stamp of Brahman as Consciousness, or the knowing principle. This 
happens moment to moment, unceasingly, in the normal course of the waking state.  

 

The Flashing Thought – A Case of Illumination? 

If thoughts can arise so rapidly, they can disappear just as rapidly. The disappearance 
of thought is necessary for illumination to occur. Thus illumination itself can be represented 
by the simile of the flashing of thought in the mind – it comes in a split second, as long as it 
takes for thought to flash out of one’s mind!  In meditation, the Brahmakara Vritti is the 
single thought by which we ‘think’ of Brahman. This is the closest that we can humanly 
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approach God with our mind. What happens thereafter is beautifully expressed by Guruji as 
follows: 

“We can do that much with human effort. Thereafter, we just have to turn towards 
God, face Him in total surrender, pray for His Grace – and patiently WAIT. He will then pull 
our mind and get it absorbed in Him! Although the mind cannot reach It, mind can make 
itself available to be ‘pulled’ by Brahman. The mind then dissolves or disappears. In other 
words, we have to make the effort to withdraw from the world and face Brahman; then by 
His gracious compassion He draws us to Him!” 

Guruji called this Adhyatma Upadesha. The Lord’s Grace brings the illumination. 

Even in ordinary life we experience something that resembles the above. When the 
mind thinks continuously of one thing, and then suddenly lets it go, we experience a 
blankness of the mind upon which we are forced to pay attention. In respect to God, the 
Adhyatma Upadesha is very similar, though the feeling accompanying the latter is intense 
longing for God, whilst in the former it could be any intense attachment. 
 

 

A DISCUSSION ON UPASANAS 
 

The Place of Upasanas in Kena Upanishad 

Verses 4.4 and 4.5 represent three Upasanas or methods of meditating on Brahman 
using similes. They are ways in which one can bring one’s mind to a focus. The Bhashya has 
something to say about the place of these Upasanas in this Upanishad: 

Question: Why are these Upasanas being given after Brahma Jnana, and not, as we 
would expect, before it? 

Answer: The reason given by Sri Shankaracharyaji is this: Yes, it is usual to first go 
through the Upasana stage and then, being prepared by it, take Brahma Jnana to move 
forward. However, there are all varieties of seekers. No fixed rule can be drafted for all 
cases. In the case of some seekers, when they are sitting with their Guru in the serene 
atmosphere of his Ashram, an intense longing arises in them for God. Of course, it may be 
temporary, but it is enough to enable the knowledge to flow in with little impediment from 
the mind. 

In such a case, the Brahma Jnana comes without the prior preparation. Some time 
later, such a seeker may find the need to do the Upasana to help keep intact the knowledge 
he has received. This is a possibility, and explains the situation we find in Kena Upanishad.  

Further to this Guruji adds: If Brahma Jnana has been given and the person finds it 
difficult to apply it to himself, then the Upasanas help him to practice it on “God’s Body”. 
That helps to take the seeker’s mind away from himself and to something outside his Ego. 

 

The Principle Behind Upasana 

Guruji took some time to explain the principle upon which the effectiveness of 
Upasana rests. Vedanta has always encouraged its students to practice Upasanas because it 
strengthens them (or raises their potential) to pursue Vedantic Sadhana with greater zeal. 
Upasanas have the ability to train the mental powers of the seeker so that he can do 
Vedantic Sadhana more efficiently. 

Upasana, i.e. worship of Brahman by superimposing Him upon a form, is based on a 
scientific principle. Just as fire can be known only as fire, so also knowledge of an object 
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should be known as that object only. If we wish to know about form, the Pramana or proper 
means is the eye. If we wish to know a Mantra, the means is the ear. The senses can bring 
the information immediately. Using this principle, the Upasaka (one who practises Upasana) 
superimposes the qualities of Brahman on the idol he is worshipping, and raises his mind 
through such superimposition. 

There are many known cases of devotees actually experiencing these qualities when 
engaged fervently in their devotions towards their idols. Guruji said that the scriptural rules 
regarding idols have to be followed rigidly to get the best results. There are codes in the 
Shastras of how idols should be made and then sanctified (Praana Pratishtha, “given life”). If 
followed correctly, idols can certainly have the necessary effect of cultivating the desired 
qualities in the Vedantic student. 

 

An Important Summary of the Upasanas  

To clarify the whole purpose of these verses, the Bhashya gives the following 
summary: 

“In the macrocosmic context, Brahman has the attribute of 
revealing Itself quickly like lighning and winking. In the microcosmic 
context, It has the attribute of manifesting Itself simultaneously with all 
the modifications of the mind (thoughts). This is the instruction about 
Brahman through these analogies.” 

Instead of using form as in idols, sound can be used as in the Name of the Lord. The 
following verse deals with using a Name to represent Brahman. It is another form of 
Upasana, the fourth one in Kena Upanishad. 
 

 

Verse 4.6: “Tadvanam” – the Adorable Brahman 
 

 

iÉ® iÉ²lÉÇ lÉÉqÉ | iÉ²lÉÍqÉirÉÑmÉÉÍxÉiÉurÉÇ | 

xÉ rÉ LiÉSåuÉÇ uÉåSÉÍpÉ WæûlÉÇ,  

   xÉuÉÉïÍhÉ pÉÔiÉÉÌlÉ xÉÇuÉÉgNûÎliÉ    || 4.6 || 
 

taddha tadvana¯ n¡ma tadvanamityup¡sitavya¯  

sa ya £tad£va¯ v£d¡bhi haina¯,  

   sarv¡³i bhÀt¡ni sa¯v¡²chanti             || 4.6 || 
 

 

1 tat ha tadvanam naama, That (Brahman) is well-known as ‘Tadvanam’; 

2 tadvanam iti upaasitavyam; the name ‘Tadvanam’ is to be worshipped; 

3 sah yah etad evam vedaabhi ha enam, “This is He” – knowing Him to be thus, 

4 sarvaani bhootaani sam-vaanchhanti. All human beings love Him extremely. 
 

1 Here is given one of the Upanishadic names for Brahman, for use in Upasana on 
Brahman. It is not so well-known in modern times. The name has an interesting origin. 
Vanam means “that which is most adorable”; Tad means “That”. What is it that is most 
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adorable to anyone? Surely it is one’s own Self. Since Brahman is the same as one’s Self, He 
is given the name Tadvanam. 

2-3 A person chanting this Name as an Upasana, as a form of worship, together with 
the meaning it carries, will develop great love for all beings. He will begin to see his own Self 
as the Self of all. When that happens, then naturally others will also begin to love him 
equally. 

4 That is the background of the last line. Through his love he endears himself to 
others. 

Guruji told us of a man who loved birds. The birds used to come and sit all over him. 
One day the man’s friend, who was a hunter, accompanied him. The birds did not approach 
him on that day. They could sense the violent feelings in the newcomer! 
 

 

Verse 4.7: The “Secret Knowledge” of the Upanishad 
 

 

EmÉÌlÉwÉSÇ pÉÉå oÉëÔWûÏirÉÑ£üÉ  

iÉ EmÉÌlÉwÉSèoÉëÉ¼ÏÇ uÉÉuÉ iÉ EmÉÌlÉwÉSqÉoÉëÔqÉåÌiÉ    || 4.7 || 
 

upani½ada¯ bhµ brÀh§tyukt¡  

ta upani½adbr¡hm§¯ v¡va ta upani½adamabrÀm£ti  || 4.7 || 
 

 

  The Disciple said: 

1 upanishadam bhoh bruhi iti uktaah, Sir, teach me the secret of the Upanishad. 

  The Preceptor replied: 

2 te upanishad braahmeem; To you, the secret knowledge, 

3 vaava te upanishadam, 
     abruma iti. 

Verily, that secret knowledge to you 
     we have just imparted! 

 

1-3 There are several ways in which this verse may be interpreted: 

i) The Superficial: The Upanishad is the last place one should be looking into for 
superficialities. Anyway, for completeness, the superficial meaning would be that the 
student wants the whole thing to be explained all over again! 

 Guruji made a joke of this. He said “Now we know why the Rishis built their Ashrams 
next to rivers! It was for two reasons: i) either they could throw such disciples into them, or 
ii) being fed up with such students coming to them, they might consider entering there 
themselves!” 

 

ii) Is There Anything More?  But Sri Shankaracharyaji, true to his abiding belief in the 
depth of the Upanishads, searches for more meaningful interpretations in his Bhashya. One 
of them is that, in the culture of those days, this was one way of asking the Teacher if that 
was the end of the text. Why would the student ask this question? 

The text has not given any details about the practical methods of attaining Brahman. 
True, the disciple’s questions asked in verse 1.1 have been answered. Brahman is that 
Master Director of the instruments of man. The direct means of attaining Brahman have 
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been given and some Upasanas have been given in this chapter. But as to details regarding 
facing difficulties along the way or even preparing oneself for this attainment nothing has 
been said. Hence, the student is justified in asking, “Is there anything more still to come?” 

 

iii) Independence of Brahma Vidya:  Yet another deeper meaning suggested by Sri 
Shankaracharyaji is that the student is asking the Teacher, “Is Brahma Vidya as you have 
explained independent of any other practice in taking us to the goal which is Brahman? Is it 
a theory which requires another practice or other practices to go with it? 

“Or, even if Brahma Vidya leads us to a result independently, is that result an end in 
itself, or is that only a stage towards a goal that is further than it? In other words, is there 
another stage after Brahma Vidya which will take us to the final goal?” 

Considered this way, the question takes on the complexion of the true enquiring 
spirit which the Upanishads are known for. The search for knowledge in the Upanishadic 
Rishis is relentless. They were spiritual scientists who probed very deeply into their 
respective fields. Brahma Vidya, being the knowledge that takes us to the ultimate 
achievement of man, is certainly worthy of such in-depth probing. 

Sri Shankaracharyaji thus teaches us that nothing in the Upanishads should be taken 
lightly. In order to extract the full meaning of terse verses such as these, a proper analysis 
has to be done to ascertain the parameters affected by the enquiry.  
 

 

Verse 4.8: The Edifice of Brahma Vidya 
 

 

iÉxrÉæ iÉmÉÉå SqÉÈ MüqÉåïÌiÉ mÉëÌiÉ¸É  

uÉåSÉÈ xÉuÉÉï…¡ûÉÌlÉ xÉirÉqÉÉrÉiÉlÉqÉç     || 4.8 || 
 

tasai tapµ dama¦ karm£ti prati½¿h¡ v£d¡¦ sarv¡±g¡ni 

satyam¡yatanam       || 4.8 || 
 

 

1 tasyai tapah damah  Of that (knowledge), austerity, self-restraint and  

2 karma iti pratishthaa; dedicated work – these are the foundations; 

3 vedaah sarvaangaani, the Vedas are Its limbs; 

4 satyam aayatanam. and Truth is Its abode. 
 

The Guru’s reply here justifies the deeper meanings of the previous verse. In 
accordance with the second of the above interpretations, the Guru answers that there are 
some practical aids to Brahma Vidya. 

The implication is that Brahman Vidya is indeed independent of any other means. 
Knowledge is the only factor that will eliminate Ignorance. However, what is being 
acknowledged here is that in practice, it is greatly aided by three other factors: 

 

i) Tapas-Dama-Karma – Foundation of Brahma Vidya: 

1-2 Tapas is austerity, Dama is self-restraint, and Karma stands for dedicated work or 
Karma Yoga. Upon these three acting as the foundation, the edifice of Brahma Vidya can 
rest firmly. These three represent all the Niyamas. They may not be part of Brahma Vidya, 
but Brahma Vidya cannot stand without them. 
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Austerity provides the strength and capacity to the seeker; Dama frees him from the 
external temptations of sense objects so that he can devote himself one-pointedly to the 
spiritual pursuit; and Karma Yoga frees him from the bonds of past Karma which has to be 
worked out, i.e. it stands for the purification process that clears all Karmic debts. 

 

ii) Vedas – Support to Brahma Vidya: 

3 The true relationship between the “secret knowledge” of the Upanishads and the 
larger body of knowledge, namely the Vedas, is indicated. The Vedas are to be seen as the 
limbs of the Upanishads, feeding the Upanishads, as it were. Guruji called it the “Publicity 
Wing” of the Upanishads. The vast majority of people will find lots of interest in the Karma 
and Upasana Kandas (portions) of the Vedas, but these portions are only to draw people 
towards the Upanishads, which is what the Rishis really want to teach to mankind. 

The Upanishads are the Brahma Vidya portion, whilst the rest of the Vedas are 
certainly accessories which lead people to Brahma Vidya in due course of time. 

 

iii) Truth – the Residence of Brahma Vidya:  

4 A sound foothold in morality is what Truth stands for. It includes all the Yamas, 
namely, Ahimsa, Satya, Asteya, Brahmacharya and Aparigraha. These mean non-violence, 
truthfulness, non-stealing, celibacy and absence of greed or hoarding. Again, although these 
are not considered as part of Brahma Vidya, the latter has no ‘home’ without them.  

Yet another way to view this verse is this: 
 

The SEED of Brahma Vidya needs the WARMTH of Tapas-Dama-Karma;  
found in the WOMB of Truth; and nourished by the MOTHER of the Vedas; 

to produce the CHILD of spiritual illumination! 

 

 

Verse 4.9: The Phala Stuti – the Fruits of Brahma Vidya 
 

 

rÉÉå uÉÉ LiÉÉqÉåuÉÇ uÉåSÉmÉWûirÉ mÉÉmqÉÉlÉqÉç 

AlÉliÉå xuÉaÉåï sÉÉåMåü erÉårÉå, mÉëÌiÉÌiÉ¸ÌiÉ mÉëÌiÉÌiÉ¸iÉÏÌiÉ   || 4.9 || 
 

yµ v¡ £t¡m£va¯ v£d¡pahatya p¡pm¡nam 

anant£ svarg£ lµk£ jy£y£ pratiti½¿hati pratiti½¿hateeti || 4.9 || 
 

 

1 yo vaa etaam evam veda, Verily, he who knows It thus, 

2 apahatya paapmaanam; all his sins are destroyed; 

3 anante swarge loke jyeye, And in the limitless, heavenly and highest realm,  

4 prati-tishthati,  
   prati-tishthateeti. 

Is he established – 
   yes, there he is certainly established! 

 

It is a formality in Upanishadic literature to always draw the attention of the reader 
to the fruits or benefits of what has been taught. This encourages the reader to begin the 
practice at once. It also serves as a tribute to the knowledge conveyed.  

1 The fruits of Brahma Vidya are: 
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i) The Destruction of Sin:  

2 Paapa is sin or demerit, caused by Ignorance. The process is:  

a. from Ignorance we get erroneous notions;  
b. from these notions arise false desires;  
c. desires cause us to do erroneous, selfish actions;  
d. such actions cause Paapa or sinful tendencies in us.  

This entire chain is broken up and destroyed by Knowledge. 
 

ii) Limitlessness or Immortality:  

3a Attaining immortality means being freed from the cycle of births and deaths, or 
this endless worldly existence. This can go on forever if we do not acquire knowledge and 
come out of it. Brahma Vidya ends this chain of births and deaths. 

 

iii) The Attainment of the Highest Realm: 

3b The state of being in union with Brahman, our true identity, instead of being in 
ego-consciousness, is a state described as Absolute Bliss. In brief, this is due to the absence 
of all duality in that state. It is an independent state of happiness. 

In the text the word Swarga is used. Usually that would be translated as “heaven”. 
However, that word is qualified by Ananta, meaning endless. Heaven is never endless; one 
always returns from there when merits are exhausted. Therefore, Ananta Swarga together 
can only be taken to mean Brahman. 

4 To be established in this state, in the limitless, infinite Brahman, is the true Goal of 
this human birth. It is the greatest fruit of spiritual life. 

Thus ends the Kena Upanishad, an Upanishad in which yet another aspect of Brahma 
Vidya is focused on – the aspect of attaining Brahman through beholding Him in every 
thought and object in the world. By focusing on the spiritual essence of all creation, one 
arrives at the Truth. This is the special message of Kena Upanishad. 

 

 

|| CÌiÉ MåülÉÉåmÉÌlÉwÉÌS cÉiÉÑjÉïÈ ZÉhQûÈ || 

|| iti k£nµpani½adi caturtha¦ kha³¢a¦ || 

Thus Ends the Fourth Chapter of the Kena Upanishad 

 
 

|| CÌiÉ MåülÉÉåmÉÌlÉwÉiÉç || 

|| iti k£nµpani½at || 

Thus Ends the Kena Upanishad 
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|| Á iÉiÉç xÉiÉç || 

Om Tat Sat! 

***** 

 


