Guru – Importance and Necessity

Prostrations to each and every one.

Since there was a small discussion on the importance and necessity of Guru with some friends, thought of coming up with a separate article on the same so that it would be useful for the larger society as a whole. Whatever is being put forth in this article are not “my” own views but the views of the scriptures and the various acharyas on the topic. It is necessary to remember that scriptures are the ultimate authority on any topic because they have been tested again and again in the past. Even the acharyas are recognized from the scriptures alone. Hence we have to always seek the scriptures regarding any view in spirituality.

Before entering into the topic, let us try to find out what are scriptures?
Scriptures are the sacred text called Upanishads (which are the knowledge portion of the Vedas), Smritis (various statements of realized beings), Puranas and Itihaasas. The various works of acharyas like Sankara, Anandagiri etc. are also scriptures because they are directly based on the Upanishads & these acharyas don’t have any view of their own but put forth what the Upanishads want to prove and show to the normal people.

Thus the scriptures would be Upanishads and the Gita. Gone are those days when only in traditional gurukulas, these scriptures were being taught & that too in Sanskrit alone & when all works of acharyas elucidating scriptures would be in Sanskrit (like Sankara’s bhashya and the tikas of Anandagiri). These days we have good and true-to-the-original translations of the scriptures in various languages brought out by various ashrams like Ramakrishna Ashram, Chinmaya Mission, Arsha Vidhya Gurukulam among others. Hence the normal public does have access to the scriptures and have the full opportunity to learn the scriptures either alone or under the guidance of a Guru. There are many saints who are ready enough to clear the doubts of the seeker and to teach them the scriptures. If an individual doesn’t seek them and still claims that he doesn’t know the scriptures, it is faulty on the seeker’s part & he will be rewarded aptly (( pardon the negative usage of the word “rewarded”) for the same (by being diverted from the ultimate reality of Brahman or Self).

Let’s first see how Guru is being defined. This topic of Guru is being dealt deeply in the Guru Gita which forms a part of Brahma Samhita portion of Skanda Purana. Guru Gita is a discussion between Lord Siva and Parvathi. It is in the form of Siva explaining to Parvathi the importance of a Guru and the various definitions of a Guru.

The most apt definition of Guru which comes in the Guru Gita is:

Gukaarascha andhakaaro rukaarasthan nirodhakrit

Ajnaana graasakam brahma gurureva na samshayah

Guru consists of the two syllables of GU and RU. The syllable GU means darkness of ignorance. RU means removal of ignorance. Thus remover of ignorance is GURU which is none other than BRAHMAN – there is no doubt regarding this.
Ignorance is removed only through knowledge and realization of the ultimate reality of Brahman – knowing which everything else is known. This ignorance can be clearly known through its effects of sorrow-suffering in the world. Once Brahman is realized as one’s own very nature of Self, then sorrow-suffering vanishes. This has been clearly stated in the following two Upanishadic statements:

Ishavasya Upanishad says in the 7th sloka

Yasmin sarvaani bhootaani atmaiva bhoot vijaanathah
Tatra ko mohah kah shokah ekasmin anupashyathah

When a person realizes the ultimate reality of Self which has become (seemingly become) all the beings in the world – then what sorrow and delusion can be there for him as he sees only ONENESS everywhere (sorrow and delusion occurs because of likes and dislikes caused out of dual perception in the world).

Mundaka Upanishad says in 3rd mundaka 2nd chapter 8th sloka

Sa yo ha vai tat paramam brahma veda brahmaiva bhavathi

Tarathi shokam tarathi paapmaanam guhaa grandhibhyo vimuktho amritho bhavathi

He who realizes the ultimate reality of Brahman verily becomes Brahman. Thereby he overcomes sorrow and the sins because the knots of the heart are broken and he attains immortality (the three knots are the knot of ignorance which is called RUDRA GRANTHI situated between the eyebrows, knot of desire which is called VISHNU GRANTHI situated in the heart and the knot of action which is called BRAHMA GRANTHI situated in the personal part of the body).

Thus BRAHMAN is remover of IGNORANCE – this is very clearly stated in the Upanishads. Since Guru is the person who removes the ignorance of the disciple and shows him the ultimate reality of Self or Brahman through the dictum TAT TVAM ASI or THAT THOU ART, it is but obvious that Guru has to be Brahman only (as Brahman alone can remove ignorance as all other things are creations of ignorance alone – anything born out of ignorance cannot remove ignorance even as the pot created out of mud cannot remove mud but only destroy itself and merge into its cause of mud).

The scriptures are the words of great saints called rishis who realized the ultimate reality of BRAHMAN and wanted to help out others to realize what they had realized. The scriptures are so compassionate enough that they explain the ultimate reality from the view point of the seeker. Thus there are statements for each level of seeker in the scriptures.

Since the seeker is progressing towards the ultimate reality of Brahman, there is the path of realization in which different seekers might be at different levels emphasizing on different modes of the path which include Bhakthi, Jnaana (here jnaana means the study of scripture and intellectual knowledge alone and not the brahma-atma aikya jnaana propounded by Sankara which is not the path but the goal of Brahman), Karma etc. 

Thus when analyzing any topic in spirituality, a seeker has to make his vision broader by trying to view from the various levels of seeker’s path and then come to a conclusion about the topic.

Any topic that seems to be controversial is so only because of the narrow vision from which it is viewed. Since it is viewed only from a single aspect, it seems controversial. Once the topic is viewed completely or entirely from different aspects (as the scriptures do), the word “controversial” drops out from the word “topic”. The topic then becomes crystal clear even as a person sees the object of pot kept in front of him clearly.
But we have to remember here that instead of giving importance to “individual views”, importance has to be given to the “scriptural view” of the topic under discussion. Then alone can the seeker really benefit out of the discussion because individual views are based only on the intellectual knowledge and not out of experience. “I” might know about milk through various studies but still if “I” haven’t experienced the taste of milk, then my statement or view could be false & could lead another in the wrong path. This becomes more important in the case of the topic of GURU or BRAHMAN which is beyond words and thoughts.

“Making the vision broader” can be understood with the Jain concept of the reality. The Jains proclaim that the reality is multi-faceted and hence it is possible that a seeker might have seen just one face of the reality. It is explained by the Jains in the form an example. Some blind people went to find out what is an “elephant”. One person touched its feet and thought that is elephant & that elephant is thick and extends to some length (like a rectangle). Another person touched the ear and thought that elephant has soft skin which is flexible. Yet another person touched the tail and thought that elephant is filled with hairs!!!

All of these people were correct in a narrow view but in the totality view of the elephant, they were wrong. Similarly a person has to view things in totality or broader aspect so that he gets a complete picture of the topic under discussion. And also a person has to delve deep into the topic, analyze more into the topic through reading of various acharyas words on the topic, various saints words etc. so that he gets a clear concept of the topic. Unless the topic is known without any “controversial” issues, he cannot get the maximum or required benefit out of the topic under discussion.

That unless the topic is known clearly a seeker cannot benefit out of it has been brought out by Prof. Balakrishnan Nair through the example of some people doing research on coconut (people from north and not from south ( as people from south know what coconut is). One person took the coconut from the tree and came to the conclusion that it is something very heavy and little hard (he did not even bother to cut open the outer covering). Another person tore open the outer covering and came to the conclusion that coconut is brown in color and is very heavy (he did not go deep to find out that there is water inside). Another person (who seemed to have the maximum open-mindedness) opened the coconut and drank the sweet water out it. The first two people refused to accept the third person’s view because they had limited vision of coconut. Therefore they were not benefited fully out of the coconut.
Hence a seeker should fully delve into a topic and view it from different aspects so that he benefits out of the topic completely. The topic of GURU is very important for a seeker & hence it is more essential to delve deep into it through analysis of what the scriptures and the acharyas proclaim about the Guru.

We have seen that GURU is a person who shows us the ultimate reality of Brahman through pointing out that YOU ARE THAT. The Guru accomplishes this through removal of the obstacles which obstruct the experience of the ever-present Self which is the very nature of the seeker. This is mostly done through guiding the seeker through various stages to the ultimate reality of Brahman or Self and also by clearing the various doubts of the seeker in all these doubts.

Since GURU is not a physical form but that which helps a person to remove the obstacles, clear the doubts and show the path, hence it is not essential for a seeker to have a GURU in physical form (please read the bolded words a number of times because if the words are not understood properly it will again lead to confusion and arguments only ().

There are mainly three levels a seeker can be at during his progress towards the ultimate reality of Self which is beyond all these three levels (these three levels have been brought out beautifully by Swami Chinmayananda in his works).

BODY level – here the seeker is very much identified with the body and is in the stage of overcoming the identification with the body. Here since the seeker is in the body level, he requires the GURU in the physical form to give support in spirituality. This is the level in which Uddhava was there when he went to Sri Krishna (when Sri Krishna was about to depart from the Earth) and cried that the Lord might not leave the Earth. Sri Krishna in turn gave him the ultimate knowledge that whatever is being seen is LORD only in the form of the beautiful UDDHAVA GITA.

MIND level – here the seeker is at the mental state, in thoughts. He is finding out ways to control the mind and still the thoughts. The seeker in this state requires GURU in mental form and not in physical form. The GURU which helps him out in this state is the various mantras, contemplation in the form of the GURU etc (here contemplation is by the mind & hence physical form need not be present near the disciple or seeker).

INTELLECT level – here the seeker is at the intellectual level trying to analyze the words of the scriptures through logic and pro-cons. The seeker here doesn’t require either the physical form of the Guru or the mantras but requires knowledge in the form of intellectual teachings. The GURU here can be either the words of a GURU or the various scriptures and works of acharyas.

Thus since there are different levels of a seeker, it is impossible to just state whether GURU is essential in physical form or not. It all depends on the disciple. The disciple of Bhrigu in Taittiriya Upanishad got the teaching from the GURU (his father) and after that he reflected on the teachings and realized the Self (the physical presence was not required and reflection lead to realization).

Thus the necessity of GURU is beyond doubt required. But what is the definition of “GURU” solely depends on the level of the seeker. Different acharyas have propounded different theories and different advises or paths to different disciples. Sankara has used logic thoroughly in his Brahma Sutra Bhashya whereas in Siva Maanasa Puja he has advocated meditation or contemplation on the form of Siva. In his prasthaana traya bhashyaas (these include Gita, Upanishads and the Brahma Sutra), Sankara stresses on KNOWLEDGE (of Brahman-Self equality) whereas in Sadhana Pachakam he stresses on various other things also.
Sri Vallabhacharya who propounded the Pusti Marga advocated most of his disciples to contemplate on the child-form of Krishna and the “raasa-leela” (the aspect where Krishna played with the Gopis) form to very few disciples alone. Thus various acharyas have advocated or advised disciples at different levels with different statements (which would seem contradictory to one another and would lead to the wrong conclusion that the acharya himself is confused over which path to advocate ( this is wrong conclusion because the acharya very well knows the reality but shows the path which is well suited for the particular disciple to follow).

If a person has read Ramana Maharshi’s advises and answers to various seekers, then this concept is very clearly understood. It is found at many places in the most famous book “Talks with Ramana Maharshi” that Ramana replies with no answers when a person questions about GOD and devotion whereas to saints from Ramakrishna Mission he explains in detail about GOD and the path of devotion (the question being the same, the answer differs based on the questioner’s attitude – the first case is a case of trying to test the jnaani’s knowledge whereas the second case is a genuine case where the seeker wants to really progress in the path of realization).

Thus it can be concluded by the various things explained and discussed in the previous sections that “GURU and his existence (either physical or mental) solely depends on the level of the seeker & thereby the physical form is not necessary”.

The avadhutha in Uddhava Gita explains that he has 24 Gurus – the various things in the world. Some things told him what should be done to realize the reality and some things told him what should not be done (which if done would lead to sorrow and sufferings only).

Another thing to be remembered here is that when a person reads the work of Sankara, Sankara in turn becomes the Guru for the person. Guru works through his physical form as well in the form of his words. The physical form of Guru is not permanent (as even Sri Krishna’s form was not eternal) but the words of a Guru are eternal. This is the reason why the Bhagavad Gita is still under usage as well as Sankara’s works which were written almost 1200 years before are still being used and has proved useful to seekers whereas the physical form is not present currently.

There will be hardly any seeker who hasn’t read any works or words of Mahatmas. Thereby we can say that there is hardly any seeker who doesn’t have a Guru. If there are no physical Gurus, then there are the two global GURUS (( pardon the humorous usage of global here) of Sri Krishna (who is the jagad guru) and Lord Dakshinamurthy. As if this was not enough the entire guru parampara starting from Vishnu and reaching till the acharya Sankara, his disciples and still continuing through the various acharyas in the mutts established by Sankara are there.

If a seeker says that “I don’t have a Guru and hence will not learn scriptures”, it is utter ignorance as there are many Gurus in the various avatars and jeevan muktas present today. If a seeker doesn’t accept any of them or seek them physically or follow their teachings, it is his mistake and not the mistake of the GURU who is ever present to help out the disciple.

Who is a disciple?

There are various qualifications for a seeker which acharyas propound. The simple and most important qualification of a seeker to become a disciple of a GURU is only when he follows or tries to follow the teachings of the Guru. Following here doesn’t mean mere preaching but it means complete practice in practical life. Preaching is not what is required in life but practicing is what is required. A preacher will not be able to withstand the tough times of life (as his preaching is about what he himself doesn’t practice and is done at his good times) when sorrows and sufferings come (at that time he will succumb to those and cry like a normal worldly person). At those hard times in life, mere intellectual knowledge will not help but only practice of that intellectual knowledge will help. Practice here doesn’t mean just going to temples or saying the name of GOD twice a day – it is nothing but constant remembrance of the ultimate reality of Brahman and knowing clearly that everything other than Brahman is only an illusion & “I am Brahman only, not different from it”.
Thus this limited individual called Hariram can claim to be a disciple of AMMA only if he practices what AMMA says and not by just preaching or daily posting a mail or writing articles on various topics! 

AMMA starts her discourse these days with the wordings that “Advaita is the ultimate reality – people should read scriptures from other people who know the reality and discuss about Gita and other scriptures with people – a seeker should not spend a day without reading 5 or 10 pages of a scripture”.

This is very similar to what Sankara says in the very first words of Sadhana Panchakam “Vedo Nityam adeeyathaam” – One should read and learn the scriptures daily or regularly (nityam can also mean constantly remembering what has been learnt in 2 hours – this means 2 hour learning and remembering those 2 hours of learning during the rest of the hours in the day ( except the 8 hours sleep – please take the words after the smiley in humor and lighter sense).

We have almost covered the topic but there still requires one important aspect of Guru to be dealt here as without that aspect, the entire discussion will be incomplete and futile.

The ultimate reality beyond the Body, Mind and Intellect
As explained earlier there are three levels where a seeker might be situated or concentrated during his progress to the ultimate reality of Self or Lord (which are Body, Mind and Intellect – short formed as BMI).

But the ultimate reality is beyond the three levels and the level which is termed as SELF or Turiyaavastha (the state beyond any definition or description). Once a person reaches the goal (it is not really reaching but only realizing that one is at that goal), the path itself vanishes. This means the path which is followed itself is an illusion which helps to remove the illusion of the world & the notion that “I am the bound jeeva or individual Self). Vedantic acharyas give the example of dream to put forth this view. A person is dreaming and suddenly he wakes up. After waking up he realizes that there was no dream at all. While dreaming, he sees a lion (dream lion) and out of fear wakes up. Thus the dream lion which itself is an illusion only helps to remove the illusion of dream. Similarly the Guru who is the illusory lion in the illusory world shows the illusory path and thereby makes the disciple wake up from the illusion of the waking world. Once the disciple wakes up, there remains neither the path nor the Guru which both are only illusions in the illusory world. These illusions rather than making one remain in the illusion helps the seeker to come out of the illusion even as the dream lion helps to wake up from the illusion of dream.

Once a seeker wakes up from the dream of waking world (waking here means realization of the ultimate reality that there is nothing but the Self alone and I am that Self), there is neither the disciple nor the Guru, there is neither the seeker nor the path – but whatever remains is the ultimate reality of Brahman or Self alone, one without a second.

A seeker should always remember this ultimate reality while following the path as well as following a Guru. He should remember that the path as well as the Guru is also an illusion which helps him to come out of the illusion. If this reality is not known, there will lot of confusion as to which path is greater; whose Guru is greater etc. It is because of this limited mindedness and not knowing this ultimate reality that a person gets attached to HIS Guru’s statement alone whereas not trying to relate it to the scriptures which are the basis for the Guru’s statement or very existence itself.

Swami Paramarthananda of Chennai (who is a disciple of Swami Dayananda Saraswathi of Arsha Vidhya Gurukulam) has the following to speak about the teaching of a Guru to his disciple (views of Swamiji is important because he comes from the traditional parampara of Tapovan Maharaj who is considered as a person who knew the scriptures very well during his times – Swamiji has been teaching Vedanta for nearly 24 years through taking classes – not discourses but classes where the topic is dealt systematically – on the scriptures and the works of various acharyas):

A disciple is initially unable to directly access the scriptures which are very crypt and tough to apprehend (the inner meanings and import being tough to assimilate). Hence the Guru teaches him how to interpret and access the scriptures. The Guru is thus a pipeline for the disciple to access the scriptures. The Guru not only teaches the import of the scriptures to the disciple but shows it through practicing in life. Once the disciple is able to directly interpret the scriptures and their import, then the Guru tells the disciple to directly access the scriptures (the scriptures and the commentaries on them are so vast and huge that it will take many lifes to learn them completely – for eg: the commentaries and sub-commentaries on Sankara’s Brahma Sutra Bhashya are huge in number that reading them itself will take a life time and hence what to speak about learning them?). The Guru also tells the disciple that if there is some contradiction between his (Guru’s) statement and the scriptures, he should take the scriptures as the correct statement. 
It is good if the bolded statement above is read a couple of times or more and assimilated completely in the mind (even by-hearting will do enough good().

Do the acharyas and the scripture proclaim that there will be no Guru when the disciple realizes the ultimate reality of Brahman?

Yes, they do.

The Mundaka Upanishad statement which we dealt initially says that “Brahma Vid Brahmaiva Bhavathi” – a person who knows Brahman verily becomes Brahman.
What is this Brahman mentioned here?

The Upanishad itself says in a prior place:

Brahmaivedam amritam purasthaat brahma paschaath

Brahma dakshinatascha uttarena

Adhascha urdhvam cha prasritam Brahmaiva idam

Visham idam varishtam

Brahman which is immortal and eternal is what is present in the front, in the back, on the left, on the right, on top and on bottom – Brahman itself is this world which is being sought out dearly by everyone.

The Chandogya speaks about the ultimate reality of Brahman as “EKAM EVA ADVITEEYAM” which means “one without a second” or devoid of any differences of internal (in the form of parts as tree has different parts of branches, leaves etc.), external in the form of similar objects (a tree is different from another tree) and external in the form of dissimilar objects (a tree is different from a stone).

Thus, if Brahman is without any duality then when the seeker realizes Brahman and knows that he is Brahman, where can there be any duality? If there is no duality where can the various distinctions of Guru-disciple be present?

Thus there is no distinction as Guru and disciple from the ultimate view point. What is seen as difference currently is also an illusion which helps the seeker to remove the illusion of ignorance and world itself.

Let’s now see what acharyas speak about the same. Adi Sankara mentions in two of his works that there is no distinction (really or from the ultimate perspective) between Guru and Shishya (in nirvana shatkam and Dakshinamurthy astakam)

He says in Nirvana Shatkam

Na bandhur na mitram gurur naiva shishya

Chidananda roopah sivoham sivoham

There is neither relatives for me nor friends, there is neither Guru nor the disciple (nor am I the Guru or the shishya). I am the Self of the nature of Consciousness and Bliss.

He says in Dakshinamurthy Astakam

Viswam pashyathi karya kaaranatayaa sva swami sambhandhatah

Shishya acharyatayaa tathaiva pitra putraadhyaatmanaa bhedhatah

Swapne jagare va ya esha purusho maaya paribhraamithah

Tasmai sree gurumurthaye nama idam sree dakshinamurthaye

I offer prostrations to the ultimate reality of Self in the form of the Guru of Lord Dakshinamurthy who himself is in the illusion of waking and dreaming (seems to be in the illusion as ultimately he realizes that there never was an illusion to be present in the illusion) where he sees the world in the form of relations (differences) of cause and effect, owner and owned objects, Guru and disciple and similarly son and father.

In the above two statements, Sankara clearly mentions that Guru and disciple is also an illusion and not ultimately real.

Lakshmidhara Kavi says in Advaita Makaranda

Upashaantha jagad jeeva shishya acharyaa ishwara bhramam

Swatah siddham anaadhyantham paripoornam aham mahah

When the illusion of world is overcome (through knowledge of the ultimate reality of Brahman or Self which is the substratum of the illusion), the illusion of jeeva, ishwara, Guru and shishya vanish. Thereby the realization dawns that I am the Self which is self-proven or self-luminous (doesn’t require any other light for its existence) and beyond beginning and end, beyond limitations of space-time-causation and the ever present light of Consciousness.

Thus, the acharyas have propounded very clearly that once realization dawns, then there is neither the Guru nor the shishya but only the Self or Brahman, which is one without a second, exists. At that time, all distinctions vanish and there remains nothing but ONE alone, without any duality.

But until the seeker realizes this ultimate reality of Brahman, he requires the Guru in one or the other form (either physical, mental or intellectual). It is also very essential to not get carried off by the limited knowledge gained by the intellect because it is easy to get carried off by the EGO which makes a person think that he has realized whereas in fact he would not have yet realized the ultimate reality of Brahman. Such a person, driven by the EGO, would preach the scriptures and the truth in the scriptures as though he has realized it. There would be no humility in such a person but he would always want to preach the scriptures wherein he would get fame and a follower group!!! A realized saint will always have humility. He will not seem to be a realized saint itself. It is said that once the great Advaitin-grammarian Bhattoji Dikshitar went to learn from the great saint Appayya Dikshitar (saint here means one who has realized the reality and not a sanyaasin). He saw a person wearing old clothes and looking after the garden. Bhattoji asked the person to call Appayya Dikshitar. The person who was gardening went inside and then came Appayya Dikshitar in well dressed clothes. At that time, Bhattoji realized that the same person who was gardening was Appayya Dikshitar!!!

As Swami Ranganathananda, the former President of Ramakrishna Mission (who recently attained Samadhi) used to tell that there are some people who will seem to be very extraordinary but will be nothing but ordinary only. And there are yet others who will seem to be ordinary but will be extraordinary. Examples of this are Sri Ramakrishna and Ramana Maharshi both of who were avatars but for a normal person, they would seem to be like normal beings.

Thus until a person realizes the ultimate reality of Brahman – when he doesn’t recognize any duality or differences in the world & the thought of GOD, peace, happiness don’t vanish from his mind even for a single second – he needs to be in constant touch with spiritual people and saints. It is very important to surrender to a man of wisdom when a seeker finds one. This helps the seeker in clarifying his doubts & showing him the path to the reality as well keeps a check to his EGO. 

Let us conclude this topic of GURU by once again repeating what the scriptures say that GURU is essential for a seeker but the way in which the GURU is required (BMI) depends on the seeker alone.

Let me finally offer my prostrations to my GURU, Sadguru Mata Amritanandamayi Devi, who is the very embodiment of the scriptures (and Brahman) and whose grace is ever falling on the innumerous living beings in the world. 

Prostrations to the various Gurus who have come to Earth just for the sake of lifting up the seekers from the ocean of samsaara and make them cross it over & thereby making the seekers realize the ultimate reality of Brahman.

September 25, 2005 - Nanganallur, Chennai.








 
