
Introduction to the Bhagavadgita

I salute the lineage of teachers, beginning with Siva, the Lord, (linked
by) Saikaracdrya in the middle, and extending down to my own
teacher.

Thus, when you salute the teacher, your salutation goes to the Lord in whom the
lineage has its beginning. To point out one of the links, Sarikaracdrya is mentioned as
being in the middle, meaning somewhere in the flow between the Lord and one's present
teacher. The word 'middle' having been used, there must also be an end. If the beginning
is Lord Siva meaning the Lord, one who is all fullness, all knowledge, and the middle is
Sahkaracdrya, then who is the end? - my teacher, asmaddcarya.

Because I am here today, I know there has been no break in the flow between the
first father and myself. Similarly, since this knowledge is coming to me right now, I
know it has been kept alive by one teacher giving it to another and, thus, there has been
no break between my teacher and the Lord. I salute this guru-parampard.

HOW TO CHOOSE A GURU

To choose a guru can also be a problem. Do you find the teacher with the longest
or the whitest beard? So much is said by so many, everyone claiming to know the truth.
Given all this confusion, first and foremost, I would say that the best teacher is one who
looks at the whole human problem as an error.

If someone says you have a problem, then that person is going to manipulate you.
If, however, the person says that the problem that you seem to have is an error, then he
or she is objective. And, if the problem is real, no one will be able to resolve it.

If the situation is factually real, how can it be changed? If I am really an
inadequate and limited person, then there is no way of my solving the problem of
inadequacy, with or without help. The limited is always limited. But, here, there is no
need to say, 'if I am a fraction of the whole, I will always be a fraction of the whole.' If I
am the whole, the conclusion that I am a fraction is an error and the way out is to see
myself in the proper light. Thus, the one who says the problem is an error and that it is a
universal error, not your own personal error, may be a guru.

In order to know that I am the whole and therefore acceptable to myself, it is said,
'May one go to a teacher, gurum abhigacchet.' What kind of a teacher? The Veda itself
says that, the teacher should be one who is well informed in this teaching and who is
well rooted in this knowledge - one who is a Srotriya and a brahma-nistha.' But how
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do I know whether someone is well informed or not? If I want to study higher

mathematics and do research in topology, I need only find someone who has studied

higher mathematics and specialised in topology. If I find a person who has published

numerous credible papers on topology, I can assume that he or she knows the subject

matter. I can then decide to study with this person until he or she proves otherwise.

In guru-seeking, however, there is a problem because this knowledge, being

spiritual knowledge, is different. How do you know the person has this knowledge and

has undergone the discipline of learning unless you already know something of it

yourself?

The society should be informed enough for one to be able to find out whether a

person knows or only pretends to know. The person could also be deluded, not

pretending to know, but thinking he or she knows. Such people do not know what they

do not know.

Previously, in Indian society, this was not a problem because everyone is supposed

to become a sanny si eventually. One did not start another life after retirement. But

nowadays, people plan their retirements early. Still, the best retirement plan to be ever

conceived is sannylisa, which was meant to be the last stage of one's life. Having been

married and so on, the time comes when you just walk out - not because of a quarrel or

because you want to marry another person. Walking out is considered a part of married

life and is appreciated by both husband and wife as its ultimate aim. At this stage, they

have matured and are independent enough for a life of sannydsa.

This kind of retirement plan requires no social security, only the maturity to walk

out as a renunciate. Since the Indian society respects the sannyisa stage of life and the

Veda enjoins it, naturally the basic needs of a sannydsi are taken care of by the society.

Although some people postpone this stage of life, every one is expected to become a

sannyasi in the end.

THE GURU AS A RENUNCIATE

To be a sannyisi means that one already has the knowledge or is seeking it. Even

as a householder, one is supposed to study in order to gain self-knowledge. Once a

person becomes a sannyasi, he or she has no daily duties, except studying and teaching.

Thus, in every village, you will find a few sannyasis coming and going, or permanently

staying there, so that the society knows who knows what, just as we know who is a

professor of mathematics and who is not. To do research in mathematics or electronics,

we have no doubts about whom we should go to and which institution we should attend.

For gaining that knowledge, may one properly approach a teacher who is a Srotriya and a

brahmanistha.
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There is, therefore, no problem in choosing a teacher for such knowledge in such a
society.

If you know exactly what you are seeking and whether or not the person is
recognised as having the knowledge, to that extent, you can know whether the person
knows or not. However, if people do not know these things, then they are totally gullible,
in spite of their expertise in other fields. For such people, anyone can pass as a guru.

A person who has undergone this discipline of knowledge is a scholarly person
and is called a hrotriya. Therefore a guru is a scholar, whereas a scholar need not be a
guru. To be a guru, a committed pursuit is also necessary. One who is committed to this
knowledge is called a brahma-nistha. This is an important point to understand.

If the knowledge is used to gain security, the person is insecure. Moreover,
because the knowledge is 'I am secure,' the person does not really know anything about
it and is therefore not qualified to teach it. Such a person is self-seeking and has no
knowledge to give you. All that he or she can give is a collection of words, for which
you do not require a teacher. You need only a book and a dictionary!

The teacher you require is one who employs these words and makes them
meaningful. To do this, a teacher must necessarily be free from being insecure so that he
or she is not seeking recognition or security. The proof of a teacher's knowledge is in the
teaching methodology, in the person's communicative ability and the content of what he
or she communicates. Thus, you go to a teacher who is well informed in this teaching
and one who is committed to it, one who has no other pursuit.

And how should you go to a teacher? With an attitude that indicates you are ready
to serve the teacher, meaning you are ready to do what is to be done in order to gain this
knowledge because of your love for it. Nothing is too much and no distance is too far.
This attitude is not damaging to you because you have chosen the right teacher. Hence
there is no question of the person exploiting you if he or she is a guru - true to the
definition of the word guru. A guru exploits no one. Thus, whatever you can do, you
will do. That is your attitude. Only then can the teaching begin.

THE GITA AS A DIALOGUE

The entire Gita is a dialogue. In fact, all the teaching is in the form of a dialogue,
although the methodology of the teaching does not necessitate the presentation of
characters and the dialogues between them. After all, we are not interested in knowing
the names of the teacher or the taught. We are only interested in the teaching itself. But,
then, the characters involved in the dialogue are presented in the form of a story, an
akhyayika, in order to tell us something about ourselves.

We find the same approach in the Upanisads where many names of people are
cited. If tat tvam asi - that thou art, is the message, why not just talk about that
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message? Why are all these stories brought in? Only to reveal the method of teaching,
the sampraddya, how we have to learn, and what type of knowledge it is.

THE FOUR TYPES OF DIALOGUES

There are different types of dialogues. One is a discussion involving two or more

people who are interested in finding out the facts about a certain subject matter. They are
all exploring. In this type of discussion, there is no teacher-student relationship. Each

person is equally placed, even though one person may know a little more than the others

about the subject matter. They are all interested in understanding. This kind of discussion

among equals, any collective study among students, for example, is called vZda and is

naturally healthy and is traditionally an important component of study. It is said that a

student gains a quarter of his knowledge by such discussion.1

There are also two unhealthy types of dialogue that we should be aware of. One is

the dialogue that takes place between two people who are already committed to different

beliefs. Such a discussion, called jalpa, is governed purely by each person's wit. Any
discussion between two fanatics falls into this category. Each of them is convinced that

the other person is totally wrong and tries to win the other over to his or her particular

belief, although there is no basis for the discussion.

Suppose you have a belief and I have another belief. Your belief may be right and

mine may be wrong. On the other hand, my belief may be right and yours may be wrong.

Or both of us may be wrong! Both of us may be right also! How, then, can either of us

insist that 'I alone am right'? The difference between a believer and a fanatic becomes
obvious here.

THE IMPORTANCE OF AN OPEN, INQUIRING MIND

The difference between a scientist and a believer is also worthy of notice. One

may adhere to a belief, but everyone must necessarily have a mind, which is open to

i With reference to gaining any empirical discipline of knowledge, there is a verse that

says:
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acaryat padamadatte padam gisyah svamedhay5

padam sabrahmacdribhyah padam kdlakramena ca

A student obtains one quarter from the teacher, one quarter by one's own intelligence, one

quarter from the fellow students, and one quarter in time.

The third quarter refers to vada.
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explore and know. That open, inquiring mind, the mind of a scientist, is ah entirely
different mind from that of a believer.

We can and must respect the beliefs of others, but we cannot have a discussion
based on such beliefs. Both of us may be wrong. A discussion between two people, both
of whom are committed to certain beliefs, is purely a dialogue between two missionaries.
It is better to respect the other person's belief and have a simple human relationship.
Discussions are useless. All you can do is ask, 'What is your belief?' Some people are
curious. If you are curious, you can ask, but I myself would not ask because the other
person is acceptable to me, along with his or her beliefs. I need not know what they are.
This is a healthy attitude to have towards a person. But any discussion,jalpa, based on
beliefs, is useless. No one wins and no one loses. Each person always comes back with
better arguments. Jalpa-discussions, therefore, are useless; they have no value.

There is another type of discussion called vitanda, wherein one person makes a
statement with which the other person always disagrees. Why? Merely because the other
person said it. Due to jealousy or some other reason, one person always tries to prove the
other wrong. Such a discussion is also useless.

A fourth type of discussion, one that concerns us here, is called samnwda, a
discussion between a teacher and a student, guru-9isya-samvada. In the teacher-student
relationship, the student has already accepted the other person as a teacher and therefore
looks up to him or her. Although there is a dialogue between them, the attitude is entirely
different, the discussion being based on the student's acceptance that 'I am a student and
this person is my teacher.' This attitude prevails until or unless the person thought to be a
teacher proves to be otherwise.

The moment you discover the person has nothing to teach, you can become
friends. However, when you have to learn from someone, you look up to that person. If
you do not understand what the teacher is saying, you give the benefit of the doubt to the
teacher, even though he or she may sometimes appear to be contradictory, seeming to
have said something previously that is not in harmony with what is being said now, as
we will see in the Gitd.

DIALOGUE BETWEEN TEACHER AND STUDENT

In a guru-sisya-samvdda, the subject matter can be anything. Here, in the Gita,
the subject matter is brahma-vidyd and yoga-iastra - in one word, Vedanta. The guru
is Bhagavan Krsna, referred to as Vasudeva's son, and the student is Arjuna, called
Partha here because he is Prtha's son. He is also called Kaunteya, the son of Kuntl.
Arjuna has a number of other names - Dhanahijaya, Savyasac, GudakeSa, and so on,
but Arjuna is his popular name.

B.G. Vol.I- 3
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Between Arjuna, the student, and Lord Krsna, the teacher, there is a discussion
and Gitd is the body of knowledge being taught. Therefore, the Gita is called a
samvada.

GIVING THE TEACHER THE BENEFIT OF THE DOUBT

If it looks as though the teacher is being contradictory, the student gives the
benefit of the doubt to the teacher. This is what is expected of a student. As a student,
one need not take the blame upon oneself.

The teacher can be asked a question - 'Previously such and such was said and
now this is being said. Why is this difference?' You said Brahman is without qualities,
nirguna and now you say it is with qualities, saguna. How can Brahman be saguna?
You say it is beyond the mind, and that it is not available as an object for the mind. At
the same time, you say, one sees oneself, the atma with the mind (manasa pamyati).
How can one see the atm• with the mind? And how is one going to know that one is
seeing the atma? It looks as though the hruti herself is contradictory. To say that
Brahman cannot be objectified by the mind but has to be recognised by the mind seems
to be a contradiction. But it is not a contradiction; it is perfect. If it looks like a
contradiction to the student, then he or she can ask a question, a praina and when the
student waits for the right time to ask a question, it is called a paripraina, based on his
or her faith, Sraddha, in the teacher.

As a teacher, one cannot contradict oneself. A teacher who contradicts himself or
herself does not know the subject matter. Nor can a teacher simply learn along with a
student and teach, since this creates situations wherein both the teacher and the student
may suddenly discover a new fact never known to either of them before, a fact that
contradicts everything they knew thus far. This is not why one goes to a teacher.
Teaching is not meant to be exploratory. Therefore the teacher should know exactly what
he or she is talking about and not be contradictory.

The attitude implied by the term guru-disya-samvada is especially relevant here.
Since the entire teaching is itself a means of knowledge, it is not a philosophical
speculation. Moreover we are not attracted to this kind of learning out of a simple
academic interest. The teaching has a value and the value is myself alone. The teaching
is about myself. I have a value for freedom and this value makes me want to know. As a
person, I want to be free and I want to learn for no other purpose than to be free. Since
there is a value there, and the teaching itself is a means of knowledge, there must
necessarily be a certain attitude on my part towards this teaching and the teacher.

That the teaching has to come from a teacher in the form of a dialogue is because
it is something to be understood - something to be followed, not swallowed. In a belief,
there is nothing to follow, only something to swallow, something to accept totally,
without question. Any questioning that may take place is meant only to establish what
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the belief is, which is not really questioning at all. This is why there are so many
attempts to establish historical proofs that a certain person existed. Whether someone
existed or not is not the issue. The teaching is the issue.

Therefore, if you look into the teaching, if you are interested in what is being
taught, your whole attitude and approach will be different. Here, a dialogue implies a
teaching that is received from a teacher, meaning that this knowledge has to be received
from a teacher and the subject matter has to be understood.

TWO TYPES OF SUBJECT MATTER

There are two types of subject matter, sddhya-visaya and siddha-visaya. Sadhya
is that which is yet to be accomplished and is accomplished by doing something - by an
action. If you want to know how to go to heaven, for example, first you have to know
what heaven is and then you have to decide to buy a ticket. You are told that pu~nya, the
ticket for heaven can be gained by doing good deeds. You must also hold on to the
puinya you have earned, which means that you must not do any improper actions, papa,
while you are earning your ticket to heaven. Only then will you go to heaven after death.
All this is very straightforward for a person who has Sraddha in the Veda being a
pramana and is not something that can be logically arrived at.

Any question related to sadhya is only to understand how to do something, like
cooking, for example. An Indian woman who wants to know how to make pizza will ask
certain questions. The situation is very simple - you just tell her how to do it a few
times until she knows how and the topic is over. It is just a matter of whether she has
understood what you have said. There is an order governing how everything is to be
done. Certain elements are involved and, therefore, must be understood. What has to be
done is also to be understood. And that's the end of it. One may do it or not do it. By
practice, one eventually acquires the knack of it. If a person keeps on making pizza,
hopefully with some sympathetic people around, he or she will certainly master the art of
pizza making.

This is sadhya, then. There is no questioning here. When the subject matter is
something you have to accomplish later, when it is dealing with means and ends
(sadhana and sadhya), proper questioning is not a part of the whole approach. This is
true even if the subject matter is a Vedic ritual.

Again, when it comes to actions there are many choices available. You can do it
this way or that way; you need not do it at all; or you can do something else entirely and
achieve the same result.'
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karma - karturm akyam, akartum sakyam, anyathi va kartum sakyam.
Action - may be done, may not be done or may be done differently.
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There is more than one way to go to heaven. There are a hundred different ways,
one of which one can choose. Why anyone would want to go is another matter. Thus,
when a sddhya-visaya is involved, there can be choice. But this is not so with a siddha-
visaya.

NO CHOICE IN KNOWLEDGE

There is no choice involved, however, when what is to be accomplished is already
accomplished, siddha, but not understood. Unlike action, knowledge is not open to
choice; it is always true to its object. For example, knowledge of an apple is always true
to the object - apple, even if I will it to be otherwise. Nor do I have a choice in
knowledge, once the means of knowledge and the object of knowledge are aligned. If my
eyes are open, and if they are not defective, and if the mind is not elsewhere, I will
necessarily see what is in front of me. What choice do I have?

To know an already accomplished fact requires proper questioning in order to
remove whatever that may be blocking the knowledge from taking place. Why should
you be denied the knowledge of yourself once it is unfolded? What exactly is the
obstruction? Is it that you do not follow what is being said? Once the obstructions have
been identified, they have to be removed, one by one, because you are Brahman. The
whole pursuit, then, is one of removing all doubts.

Because this is the knowledge of an already accomplished fact, the knowledge has
to be immediate; it cannot be indirect. If it does not happen in spite of the teaching, then
there is some obstruction, which is in the form of error, vagueness, or doubt. The
obstructions are removed in the dialogue between the teacher and the student.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF QUESTIONING

Where there is understanding involved, questioning is imperative. This does not
mean that you should question all the time. What is meant is that a questioning mind is
necessary because, without questioning, you can never gain clarity. Therefore, the
teaching itself consists of a number of questions. As teachers, we ourselves raise
questions and keep answering them. If the student still has questions, he or she should
ask those questions ih order to know, since we are not dealing with simple belief here.
And if we find that something is a belief, we can say, 'This is a belief,' thereby ending
the matter.

We do not try to establish a belief, beyond establishing that it is a belief. For
example, the statement, 'This is my mother,' is a belief because there is no way of
proving it. How do you know two babies were not switched? There may be a lot of
corroborative evidence, but still it is a belief. It is not direct perception. There are many
beliefs and there is nothing wrong with beliefs - as long as we understand them as
beliefs. However, there are also many things we have to know, and where we have to
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know questions are very important and are allowed. The Gitd was presented as a
dialogue between a teacher and a student to emphasise that the subject matter is one for
understanding, not for believing.

COMMENTARIES ON THE GITA

Saikaira says that he is writing this commentary on the Gltd so that people could
analyse and understand what the true meaning of the gitd-9stra is, although it had
already been so elaborately commented upon by others. These earlier commentaries, no
matter how definitive they were, sometimes differed from one another, and, in some
cases, were even opposed to each other. Since these various works were confusing to
those who did not have a clear understanding of the aistra, Sahkara decided to
undertake this work in order to clarify what the Gita is actually saying.

Since Saakara's time, there have been numerous commentaries and translations in
various languages with varying degrees of clarity. None has matched Sahkara's analysis
of the Gitd. His commentary is extremely cogent and consistent from the beginning to
the end. For instance, whenever the topic of bhakti comes up, he discusses it, in its
proper context. Wherever Isvara is mentioned, even though Lord Krsnia uses the first
person singular, ahikara makes it very clear that, what was meant was the Lord,
I�vara, paramrdtm .

When the Gltd is analysed properly, the analysis must be rational. It should not go
against reason. A commentary on the Glta should be in keeping with the words that are
there. It should honour all the rules of grammar and syntax. What was said before and
what is said later should also be taken into account.

THE NEED FOR INQUIRY

Since the Glta is a book that contains only what is said in the Upanisads, this is
all the more reason for any commentary on it to be reasonable. Nothing should contradict
the source book. Our understanding of the Gltd should definitely be in keeping with all
these various factors. Only then can there be real understanding. Whether the Gitd says
this or that is something that must be understood. We are not trying to make the Gitd say
what we want to say. We are trying to understand what it says and, for this, we need to
inquire and be objective.

This is why before approaching the Gltd, a few verses called the Gita-dhydnam
are sung in praise of it, whereby we invoke the Mother Gita to reveal the truth contained
in the gitd-9dstra. These verses are a prayer to the Gita herself, to the Gitd as the mother
Sruti and to the Gltd as Bhagavan, the Lord. It is only after we have invoked the Gitd in
this way, do we try to extract the exact meaning of what the Gltd has to say.
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The Gita is like a mirror, just as the Upanisads are a mirror of words wherein we
can see ourselves very clearly. If the world is not separate from me and if !9vara also is
not separate from me, then I should be able to see this truth in the words of the Glta. The
prayer is for the sake of understanding the Gita properly, which is understanding myself.

In the brief discussion of the Gita-dhyana-verses that follow, you will come
across sentences requiring further elucidation and more clarity in order for you to enjoy
their meaning completely. This clarity will come as the G1ta is unfolded.


