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What exactly do we mean when we
use the word ‘spirituality’?
According to the dictionary, the

word ‘spirituality’ means something which is
opposed to materiality. Now a scientist will
say, there is nothing beyond matter;
everything is matter. But when you say
‘spirit’, when you use the word ‘spiritual’, you
are imagining that there is something which is
not matter but something different, some-
thing not very perceptible. You feel it is there,
though you cannot prove it.

In India, long ago, our people somehow
felt that the world we live in is all right. We
accept it. But behind this world of sense
experience, there is something which is not so
obvious, but which does exist and it is, in fact,
that world which controls what we consider
the material world, the phenomenal world,
the empirical world. According to
India, it is the pursuit of this spiritual world
which is the real purpose of life.

There are two kinds of attitudes. One
kind of attitude is when I say, well, here I am
living in a world which I can feel, I deal with,
I sort of experience it. Sometimes it gives me
happiness, sometimes it does not give happi-
ness; it disappoints me, it hurts me. Yet I ac-
cept all these experiences because I feel they
are all parts of life. There is no escape from
them. Naturally, if I accept happiness I have
to also accept unhappiness. Both are essential
components of life. Somehow I have to come
to terms with the situation. Maybe it is a
rather unhappy situation—unhappy in the
sense that I am not the master of my own
destiny. I find that it is rather some invisible

force which controls my destiny more than I
control it. There is something in this world
which I cannot explain, which perhaps I
cannot identify, which is a mystery to me,
but which is all the same always there using
me as a mere tool in its hands. I accept it
nevertheless.

It is no use complaining about it. The
world will always be what it is—a mixture of
joy and sorrow, good and bad. Sometimes it is
good, sometimes it is bad just like the cycle of
the seasons. Sometimes the season is hot,
sometimes it is cold. Well, I accept both. That
is one kind of attitude.

Another kind of attitude is: No, I am not
going to accept it. I want to understand how
is it that in spite of my best efforts I find that
the happiness which I desire eludes me. I try
my best to be happy. I want to be happy. In
fact that is something natural. Everyone of us
wants to be happy. But in spite of our best
efforts I find something goes wrong at the last
moment. The happiness which I thought al-
most within my grasp has eluded. It is not
there. I thought if I had money I would be
happy. I have money now, as much money as
I want. But I find I am not happy. What is it
that has deceived me in this way? I wanted a
son. I have one. But then also I am not happy.
Why is it so?

The Indian mind

The Indian mind has always been trying
to unravel the mystery behind this world, the
mystery that surrounds him; not only the
physical world which is a big mystery itself,
but he himself represents a kind of mystery
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which keeps puzzling him all through. Why
do things happen the way they happen? Why
should they happen, after all? How is it that
in spite of all my planning and all my efforts
and all the care that I have taken, things go
wrong? Friends betray me. Children on whom
I depended so much do not turn out the way I
thought they would be. Somehow things keep
going wrong all the time. Why should it be
that? And if things do go wrong, what am I to
do? What should I do so that I am not com-
pletely overwhelmed, that I can still survive
and struggle, I can still maintain my own
separate ‘my’ identity, I can still stand erect
with my head up, I can be my own self? You
can see that these have been questions that
have bothered the Indian mind right from the
beginning.

You might say that the Indian people
must be very funny. Instead of being con-
cerned about food, clothing, and housing, in
short, about the problems of physical exist-
ence, they have paid more attention to things
which are surely not as important as food,
clothing, and physical survival are. How come
that in India the first priority is to know—
what is Truth? Think of it! Everyone seems to
be asking himself—‘What is Truth?’ Now that
might seem to be rather an abstract question,
a question which is perhaps of some interest
to a person who has plenty of time, who has
been able to solve all the problems of his day-
to-day life, who is happy and very well placed
in life. But Indians are not so fortunate; how
come, they turn their minds to this kind of
question?

Indeed, there are people who say Indians
by temperament are world-denying. One of
the leading intellectuals of the 20th century,
Albert Schweitzer, a German scholar, a
savant, has described the Indian mind as being
life-denying, world-denying. He has good rea-
sons to apply this description because he has
noticed, as has anyone else, that the Indian
mind seeks to enjoy occupying itself with

philosophical thoughts and ideas rather than
questions that determine whether or not he is
going to survive in the face of a famine, in the
face of a disease, or in the face of a foreign
aggression.

Then, again many people wonder how
India has no history as such. What has
happened over the centuries in India is not
recorded. There is no connected and authentic
records of events that have shaped the Indian
destiny. However, the fact is that there is a
very reliable record of thought processes of the
Indian mind. Indian history is not a history of
kings and emperors, of great political person-
alities, of wars and foreign agressions, of inter-
nal disturbances or social changes. Indian his-
tory is the history of ideas. It is indeed amaz-
ing to discover how, starting from the earliest
Vedic times, thoughts have slowly taken shape
in India! At first perhaps they had begun in a
very nebulous form, but slowly they began to
crystallize. And finally they reached a point
when one could feel as if the human mind had
reached its greatest height in terms of philo-
sophical thinking. For instance, many people
say that when you come to the Upanishads
you feel you have reached the summit of
philosophical thinking.

It all started when Indian people thought
that the forces of Nature were all the gods and
goddesses who controlled their destiny. They
began to worship them. They offered sacri-
fices to them, offered oblations to them. That
was the starting-point. One would say that
was the primitive stage of Indian spiritual tra-
dition. But what is surprising is that while a
group of people were content with worship-
ping the forces of Nature—the sun, the
moon, the rains, the mountains—there were
also people who said: No, they are not su-
preme. There are other forces. We do not see
them, we do not know anything about them,
but they are there which control the forces of
Nature, which control the planets, which con-
trol the day and night, which control this phe-
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nomenal world. They were seers. At first they
looked outside for God—God outside in
Nature, in air, in water and so on. But soon
they began to feel that no, God is not outside.
God is inside. Slowly a group of people began
to say: Yes, these phenomena—the sun, the
moon—they surely are very powerful but they
are not supreme. It seems there is somebody
or some power which is controlling them.
They are not independent themselves and it
may be that the same power which controls
this phenomenal world also controls the hu-
man mind. But what is that power?

It is remarkable that the Indian mind
thought that it was more important that we
should find an answer to this question than
engage ourselves in efforts to conquer new ter-
ritories, to send our armies outside India, or
to consolidate our political power.

The first priority

It is also difficult to explain how in the
course of this evolution Indian thinking
people cared to recognize that there are four
things which are most important to an indi-
vidual. What are these four things? Dharma,
artha, kàma, and moksha. They are called
chaturvarga. Please note that the Indian spiri-
tual thinkers are not ruling out artha or kàma.
Artha, ie money, is necessary. Material pros-
perity is necessary. Then, kàma or desires. No
use pretending that I have no desires. Maybe
we have even some desires which are illegiti-
mate, which are bad, which may do us harm.
That is why we find that our first priority is
dharma or some moral laws that sustain soci-
ety. This dharma is also known as rita, Truth.
When they used the word dharma, they did
not mean religion. Dharma is that which sus-
tains you as an individual or as a people. If
you are an honest person people will respect
you and listen to you. They will say, here is a
man who means what he says and says what
he means. So they trust you. They are ready to
enter into some kind of agreement with you,

to deal with you, in business as well as in day-
to-day affairs of life. They will say, ‘Ah! here is
a person I can depend upon. I need not worry
about his bona fides’. That sustains you. You
are an object of respect, wherever you are, in
whatever situation you might be. You find
people trusting you, loving you, caring for
you. This is perhaps more true in the case of a
nation. A relation between one nation and an-
other develops and becomes firm and stable if
both are honest. So, long ago our people real-
ized that dharma alone holds together a family
or a society. Even between a husband and a
wife, between a father and a son there must be
dharma—mutual trust. If this trust is missing,
there can be no happy family relations. This
condition equally applies to the society as well
as international community. So dharma is the
first priority. You may say that Indians are
living in an ivory tower. You are free to say so.
Yet long ago the Indian mind realized that the
first priority in life is dharma.

Then they also realized that in order to
survive man has to have artha—material
wealth and prosperity. If you want to have a
happy and comfortable life, you have to have
money. Please do not think that when India
speaks of renunciation she is advocating pov-
erty. Renunciation is that which impels you to
reject a thing which you consider not very im-
portant and then try to achieve something
which to you is more important. If you re-
nounce money it means that you have in view
something which to you is more important
than money. It may be you are one who is
involved in some kind  of scholastic pursuit so
that money becomes secondary to you. Maybe
you are writing a book and you love to write
that book. You are so engrossed in it that you
do not mind if you have to make some finan-
cial sacrifices. Or, maybe you are a scientist.
You are doing some research in your labora-
tory. Somebody comes to you and says: ‘Look,
I need a good partner in business. Will you
come and join me? I think I will be able to
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give you a lot of money if you are with me
since you are a scientist.’ But you will perhaps
spurn the offer. You will say, ‘I do not care for
your money. Leave me alone. I am happy. I
would like to stay poor. I would like to con-
centrate on the research in which I am now
involved.’ This is renunciation. Renunciation
means trying to reach out to something
higher, something more satisfying to you than
what you have now.

Like artha, kàma is also recognized by the
Indian spiritual tradition. I am frank enough
to admit that I have desires. I want honour. I
want social recognition, a high position in so-
ciety. I also want political power. These de-
sires are considered natural. Religion does not
say you have to repress your natural and legiti-
mate desires. Surely you are at liberty to try to
enjoy life, but do it in keeping with the prin-
ciples of dharma. Take care of the ends and
means. I would like to be rich, but surely
not at the expense of other people, by cheat-
ing other people, by dishonest means. You
are a capable person. So what is wrong if
you say that you want to be the boss in
the office where you are working now? This is
legitimate. You do not have to say, ‘Oh I
don’t care!’

Please remember the argument Sri
Krishna puts forward when Arjuna says he
does not want to fight. Sri Krishna scolds him
and says: You have to fight. Why should you
not fight? You have every right to fight for
what is due to you. The kingship is due to
you. Since you have been deprived of it
wrongly, you have every right to recover it. So
fight. If you do not fight you are a coward.
And there is no greater sin than being a cow-
ard. Arjuna says: I would live by begging. I
would be a monk. I do not want to be a king.

Sri Krishna said: You are pretending to be
a man of renunciation. You are being, in fact,
a coward. And a coward is not a person who
commands respect in society. So kàma is also
fine. But then, there are people who are not

interested so much in worldly success. Some-
how they feel they have enjoyed life well; they
do not want to enjoy any further. Such a per-
son thinks, maybe there are other kinds of
joys, maybe there are higher pleasures, and he
will try to get them, Truly, there are some
pleasures which are gross, but there are plea-
sures which are more enduring. So there are
people who say that in order to get higher
pleasures, real joy and real happiness, they
have to have moksha. Material pleasures, they
argue, are after all very transient. Therefore
they want spiritual joy which is not transient.
Spiritual joy is something which people can-
not see and it cannot be exhibited to other
people. But if I have spiritual joy I f-e-e-l it. I
know I have spiritual joy and it is something
that is most important to me, that is what I
would like to achieve by all means.

So our people were idealistic no doubt,
but not life-denying as some people have
alleged. It is only a question of priority.
Money? Yes, I need some money. But how
much? I need money but I need other things
also. If I have only money I would not be
entirely happy. For that I also need love,
respect, and honour; I need some amount of
moral development, not just material
development. So in the whole history of
India you find that there are certain person-
alities who stand out as being the pillars of
society. Who are they? They are the
philosophers, who have shaped the destiny of
this country, who have shaped the courses of
our thought processes.

There is a very interesting story in the
Upanishads where you find the Brahmins, all
scholarly people, would sometimes go about
inviting fellow Brahmin scholars to debate.
Now a king called Janaka once said that he
would like to debate with them. The Brah-
mins thought it was their prerogative that they
should debate among themselves. They did
not want any non-Brahmin to debate with
them. But there was one Brahmin named
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Yàjnavalkya who felt that Janaka must be a
great scholar. ‘Maybe’, Yàjnavalkya reasoned,
‘he knows more than what we know; we have
no reason to back out just because he is a
Kshatriya.’ So Yàjnavalkya went to King
Janaka. And then they argued. Finally, he
found Janaka was indeed a great scholar and
he learnt from him. His argument was, it did
not matter whether Janaka is a Brahmin or
not; since he is a scholar, he would very gladly
sit at his feet and learn.

Great importance of knowledge

Please note, right from the beginning
India has attached great importance to knowl-
edge. India has always held in the highest es-
teem those who are scholarly people. How-
ever, scholarship did not mean book-learning
in those days. It was not book-learning that
impressed people. They were impressed by
character that was developed by the direct per-
ception of Truth. So, not just intellectual ac-
complishment, but character based on per-
sonal realization of Truth was of utmost im-
portance. The question of being a Brahmin or
non-Brahmin was immaterial. Therefore again
and again you will find King Janaka organiz-
ing public debates on issues of great spiritual
importance such as ‘What is Life?’ ‘What hap-
pens after death?’ etc. Upanishads try to an-
swer such questions. The Kathopanishad, for
instance, deals with such spiritual questions. It
contains a long, captivating conversation be-
tween a young boy named Nachiketà
and the god of death, Yama, against the back-
drop of a story.

The story says that once Nachiketà’s
father âruni Uddàlaka, a great scholarly sage,
performed a yajna (sacrifice) in which he took
a vow to give away all his possessions to other
people. But while giving away he was giving
only those things which were of no utility to
him. He had a herd of dying cattle. He started
giving them away to the Brahmins and others
who had assembled there. Nachiketà was

watching. He did not approve of it. He knew
his father was not doing the right thing. To
draw the attention of his father to this fault,
he approached him and asked—‘Father, to
whom shall you give me away?’ Nachiketà’s
father ignored him. Second time the son put
the same question. Still his father ignored.
Third time, when Nachiketà repeated his
question, his father got very upset and said:
‘To Yama.’ Nachiketà then started his journey
to Yama’s abode. His father tried by all means
to dissuade him from going to the house of
death because it meant death and nobody can
return to this earth. But Nachiketà was un-
daunted and said he had to fulfil his father’s
word and could not make it untrue.

Nachiketà reached Yama’s palace and
waited outside the gate for three days. When
Yama returned after three days and saw a
Brahmin boy waiting for him for three days
without receiving any hospitality, he atoned
for the lapse and gave him three boons.
Nachiketà then asked Yama: ‘What happens
after death?’ Yama was astonished to hear such
a deep question of wisdom from a young
mouth. He at first tried to dissuade him for
seeking an answer to such a vital question by
offering him wealth, fame, beauty, long life
and many such apparently tempting things.
But Nachiketà did not budge. Then, Yama,
pleased with his sincere single-minded devo-
tion to truth agreed to answer and thus began
the discourse of the Kathopanishad. This is
only a story, but a very significant story. It
points out the way the Indian mind worked.

Indeed, the Indian mind has always been
obsessed with such questions as: ‘What is
life?’, ‘What is the purpose of life?’, ‘What is
Real in this world?’ This phenomenal world,
this world of empirical senses, as a matter of
fact, is always changing. Everything is chang-
ing. I am changing, my body is changing. I
was young once. Now I am old and feeble. So
the question pops up again and again: Is there
something which is permanent?
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Similarly, what is the essence of existence?
This physical world? Is that all? Or, is there
something more to it? Is there something not
perceptible that holds together the universe?
So these questions have always bothered their
minds. Please note that nowhere else has man
raised such profound questions.

At first man began to worship Nature. He
thought if he could keep Nature in good
humour he would not die. But ultimately he
discovered that does not solve the problem. At
first he thought, there was some power, maybe
in Heaven, maybe outside somewhere, which is
supreme, which controls everything. But
gradually man discovered that the power which
controls everything is not an objective power.
The greatest discovery that man ever made is
that the objective world can be controlled. But
the power which is supreme, which controls
everything, is not in the objective world. It is in
the subjective world. It is in the mind. It is
inside, in me. In fact, the power which is
within me is the power which is also outside. If
I can control the power which is within me, I
can control also the power which is outside.
The power outside may hurt me but I will not
be upset, I will not be perturbed. I can ignore it
and it is possible for me to ignore it.

You see, the ancient Indian seers
declared in the Kaivalya Upanishad, ‘na
karmanà na prajayà dhanena tyàgena eke
amritattvamànashuh.’ ‘Not by money, not by
children, not even by all the sacrifices, only
by renunciation a few great souls achieved
immortality.’ What does this statement actu-
ally mean? Does it mean that money is not
required? No, it is needed. It can help you to
a certain extent, but not beyond that. Chil-
dren? Well, you need their support, but ulti-
mately they also will not help you. Sakàma
karma, ie work with desires, will also not
help. I say, ‘O Mother Kàli, I will present
you a gold crown, I will perform this and
that sacrifice, I will spend lots of money.’ All
these, however, will be of no avail. It is only

renunciation that will help. What is renun-
ciation? Renunciation is the ability to say,
‘No, I don’t care for your political power, for
your money, for even death. Money cannot
tempt me. Scholarship also cannot tempt me.
Nothing can tempt me. I am supreme.’ Re-
nunciation is this sort of defiant attitude.
Even we have to defy death because, by defy-
ing death, we achieve immortality. The body
is perishable. The body may be in pain, but I
am beyond the body, beyond the mind, be-
yond the intellect. I am the Spirit, ever free. I
am Supreme. It is this new concept which
makes man move on to realize something
which is the highest.

You begin as a slave, but slowly you begin
to discover the power that is lying
hidden within you. You will begin to
discover your supremacy over everything out-
side. Then you are your own master. Then you
are always your own Self irrespective of what
happens outside. This discovery of your true
nature is what is described as immortality in
the Upanishad which is the culmination of all
our spiritual and moral thinking. This is how
our spiritual tradition has evolved.

Truth is within

As I said earlier, our people were very
thoughtful. They found the world very
attractive; yet they kept on asking again and
again the question: Why things happen the
way they happen? Who, for instance, controls
the planet, the sun? How come, the sun rises
at a certain hour and then again sets at a cer-
tain hour! Who regulates it? It seems that
there is somebody controlling everything.
Who is that somebody? So they began ques-
tioning and somehow it dawned on them that
perhaps the answer could be found not out-
side, but within. What made them think in
this manner, no one knows, nonetheless they
thought if they meditated on the question
they might some day be able to find the an-
swer. So they meditated on this and many
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such questions. And finally they got the an-
swer that came from within.

Therefore, truth, according to Hindu phi-
losophy, is within. It reveals to yourself. Only
you have to look within with deep concentra-
tion and finally the answer suggests
itself to you. It comes out, as it were, if your
mind is at rest. If you are able to control your
mind you would discover the truth. It is those
truths which they put together as a set of
knowledge or the Vedas. ‘Veda’ means knowl-
edge which is derived from the root ‘vid’,
meaning to know. Veda is nothing but a mass
of knowledge—a mass of knowledge which
the rishis had acquired from within, not from
outside. How? The Katha Upanishad says, by
being àvritta chakshu—closing your eyes.
That means you shut out this phenomenal
world which is very attractive in itself.

In the Katha Upanishad (2.1.1.) you find
the statement—‘parànchi khàni / vyatrinat
svyambhuh’. It means God has cursed our
sense organs. How has He cursed them? By
making them outgoing. Therefore, in order to
meditate not only you have to close your eyes,
you have also to close your ears and all other
sense organs. That is how you have to with-
draw yourself from the outside world. And
then the truth reveals to you. Incidentally, in
this manner, our seers discovered many things
which you find people discovering today with
the help of instruments. The seers did not
have external instruments. They just medi-
tated with the help of their purified mind.
Through meditation, for instance, they dis-
covered the age of our planet earth.

One very well-known scientist said in one
of his lectures that, we, of this age, know how
old this earth is. There are many ways of cal-
culating the age of the earth. We calculate the
age of the earth with the help of many instru-
ments that we have. But surprisingly long,
long ago Indian seers had discovered the age
of the earth and had come almost to the same
conclusion that we have arrived at. Maybe

there is a little, marginal difference, but we are
not sure if they are wrong or we are. So that is
what modern science has to say.

 So long ago our seers discovered the
truth about this universe through meditation;
they discovered this universe so to say. It is,
however, wrong to think that somebody has
created this universe. Our seers dismissed the
idea of creation. They say, there is no such
thing as ‘creation’. There is only manifestation.
There is one single entity and that has mani-
fested itself.

A simile is used in the Mundaka
Upanishad to explain this fascinating process
of manifestation. It is the simile of a spider
(urnanàbhi) and its web. There is the spider in
one corner of your room. You are watching it.
Soon you find it brings forth a web, quite a
large web. What is the web for? To catch flies
and insects. It preys on them, eats them, and
then slowly withdraws the web. The web is
gone but the spider is there.

Imagine what a wonderful thing they dis-
covered! They said, the same thing is the ma-
terial cause as well as the efficient cause of this
universe. One single entity is there. That en-
tity is the material cause. Again, that entity is
the efficient cause. We know what is the ma-
terial cause of a thing. Take, for instance, a
wooden table. We know there is an efficient
cause. That is, somebody created it to give the
table its form. I needed a table. I placed an
order and so the carpenter made it. That is the
efficient cause. The material cause is the
wood. Two things are separate—the material
cause and the efficient cause. The carpenter
and the table are two separate entities here.
But long ago our people discovered that they
are the same, the efficient cause and the mate-
rial cause of the universe. They said in the
Taittiria Upanishad (2.6), ‘tat srishtvà
tadevànupràvishat.’ If there is a creator, if
somebody created the table, then that creator
entered into the table, this creation. The
creator and creation are the same and not two
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distinct entities.
They say, you see so many things around.

What a wonderful diversity of objects! They
argue, however, that it is the same material
that has become all these objects. They will
say, suppose you are a rich person. You are
using all kinds of jewellery made of gold. You
have a necklace made of gold. You have rings
made of gold. But it is the same material—
gold. Only you have changed its form. And
having changed the form you have also given
it a new name. That is all. Similarly, there
exist diverse objects around you. You see men
and women, animals, plants and so on. You
see water, fire, space, the sun, the moon, the
stars. Some are big and some small. But they
say they are all one and made of the same
material. In the Shvetàshvatara Upanishad
(3.20) they say, ‘anoraniyàn mahato mahiyàn
àtmà guhàyàm nihito’sya jantoh’. That is, the
Self, which is smaller that the smallest and
bigger than the biggest, resides in the hearts of
all beings. So they say the same Reality is ev-
erywhere. It is the same Reality manifesting
Itself everywhere.

Finally they come up with the simile of a
banyan tree. The seers ask: Where did the tree
come from? From the seed, they answer. The
whole huge bunyan tree complete with all its
outspread branches, leaves, roots, shoots,
trunks and fruits, was inside that small seed
and out of that seed manifested itself. It was
not creation but self-manifestation. It is just
like a duckling coming out of an egg. Would
you say, it is a creation? Would you say the
egg has created the duckling? The egg has be-
come the duckling.

The concept of oneness

Similarly, Brahmànda, this whole universe
was in a potential form in a seminal stage. It
was the cause. The cause has become the ef-
fect. The seed has become the tree. The egg
has become the bird. It is nothing but manifes-

tation. Just as the egg has become the bird,
similarly the bird goes and it leaves behind
egg. Thus you go back and forth, from cause
to effect and from effect to cause. In other
words, the cause becomes the effect and the
effect becomes the cause. And that is how it is
going on all the time. We use the word ‘cre-
ation’ and ‘destruction’. But creation and de-
struction are nothing but change of form.
Something new you see and say it has been
created. No. It was lying there earlier in some
other form which you did not see or know.
Only it has changed its form and you say it is a
new thing. Take a table for instance. Some day
it would disintegrate, but wood would be
there and that wood may assume another
shape. You would then say, ‘Oh! here is a
chair’ or another kind of furniture. But the
material is the same. They call this unchanging
material Brahman, which is always there, al-
ways present. Only the name and form, nàma
and rupa, are different. Men and women are
made of the same matter but we have different
forms. You have one kind of body, I have
another. You are tall and fair; I am short and
dark. Well, that is all the apparent difference,
but we are all made up of the same stuff. Thus
from diversity, somehow the concept of one-
ness, the concept of the unity of existence has
emerged. And this truth the seers realized in
meditation. One truth after another revealed
themselves to them through meditation. And
they put the truths together and named it
transcendental knowledge. It is not the kind of
knowledge which we acquire by reading books
with the help of our sense organs. I see you
with the help of my eyes. That is also a
kind of knowledge. But they called their
experience darshana, which actually means re-
alization or direct, personal, immediate
experience. It is not just seeing with the help
of a pair of eyes.

Our seers said, if you depend upon your
sense organs you are not sure that they are not
betraying you. Maybe they are deceiving you.



INDIA’S SPIRITUAL TRADITION: THE UPANISHADS

2010 189Bulletin of the Ramakrishna Mission Institute of Culture

Maybe when you see something red, it may
not be red at all but yellow. To you it appears
to be red because your vision is
defective. I am short of hearing. I hear some
sound. As I am short of hearing, I am able to
hear a sort of sound but not able to hear
exactly what you are saying. So you cannot
trust your sense organs. When you have some
experience through your sense organs you can-
not be sure that, that experience is valid, infal-
lible. For example, what a child sees, hears, or
experiences cannot be fully reliable as he is
immature. But the saying of an old, wise per-
son will be more trustworthy as he speaks
from matured experiences. But that too may
not be faultless. So truth has to be transcen-
dental, darshana. And it is possible to have
experiences independent of the sense organs.
It is called super-sensuous or transcendental
experience. Our seers say such experiences
come sometimes in a flash. You find an idea
coming to you all of a sudden. You have been
trying to sort out a problem for some time,
perhaps without finding a way out. But all of
a sudden the solution comes into view al-
though you were not thinking of the problem
at that moment.

Swami Vivekananda says, if the knowl-
edge is in the books, the books must be great
scholars. But, no, they are not. The real
knowledge is within. So our ancient seers say
that the Vedas are transcendental knowledge
which cannot be cancelled like other worldly
knowledge. A scientist, for example, makes
certain statements and writes a book. But after
a few years he retracts the statements made
earlier and says he made a mistake. So that is
the predicament of worldly knowledge.

Knowledge, according to our seers, is true al-
ways. It was true in the past, true at present
and will remain so in future. It is independent
of time and space. Why? Because knowledge is
Brahman and Brahman is knowledge—
jnànam anantam. To them, knowledge is not
illusion. They give the example of a snake-
rope, that is, a rope appearing to be a snake in
the dark. But when light is brought in, one
finds that what was thought to be a snake
earlier is an illusion. It is actually a rope.

By contrast, transcendental knowledge is
part and parcel of yourself. You get totally
transformed when you discover that knowl-
edge hidden within you. That is what our
Upanishads claim. That is also what we want.
Now I have money, still I am unhappy. I have
good health, still I am unhappy. I have good
reputation in society, but I am unhappy. No
one is happy. No one is abhaya—without fear.
Everyone has fear and is haunted by it. They
say, suppose you are a scholar. You fear lest
you come across another scholar
superior to you. You are rich. But you think
maybe there are people around you who are
conspiring to rob you of your money. You
worry out of your own imagination about such
things and feel unhappy.

How then can one be happy? How can
one overcome fear, become abhaya? The an-
swer is, by attaining transcendental knowl-
edge. That is our birthright, declare the
Upanishads. And knowingly or unknowingly,
all of us want to go to that state where we
shall have no fear at all, where we will feel we
are immortal. According to our Upanishadic
spiritual tradition, that is achieved through
Self-realization.        

* This article is based on Srimat Swami Lokeswaranandaji’s two lectures delivered at the Institute on
25 and 27 November 1989.


