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Introduction

The very aim of human life or for that matter life of any being is eternal bliss – happiness that is everlasting and permanent. It is towards this goal that everybody is working in one or the other way. Few people seek happiness through power. Others seek through money. Yet others seek through fame. Lust, desire, music etc. are some of the ways through which people seek happiness. We (humans in general) consider that these entities of money or fame etc. can give us eternal bliss. But we fail to understand that these entities which are related to the world are temporary. The world which is ever changing is temporary and hence the happiness gained either from the world or from entities in the world will also be temporary only. Thus since a person doesn’t get happiness from these entities, his search continues. It is but a truth that this search continues for births – thus we are born again and again dying after being not satisfied fully with life as we haven’t yet achieved the ultimate goal of eternal bliss. This vicious circle of birth and death is filled with sorrows and sufferings alone in the long run though the sensual pleasures seem to give temporary happiness in the beginning. A seeker cannot come out of this vicious circle unless he gets eternal bliss. Eternal bliss is termed in Vedanta as moksha or liberation from the vicious circle of birth and death. This is in short moksha though the way to achieve it has lot of terms and explanations in it (we will see this later in the work). Thus moksha alone can guarantee us complete cessation of sorrow and eternal bliss. This moksha, knowingly or unknowingly, is the goal of all beings. Some like Vedantic seekers knowingly seek this moksha whereas other worldly people unknowingly seek it in the external temporary world. 
This article in general will point out the direct way to moksha which is the ultimate goal of human beings. In doing this, the article will as well throw light on the difference between knowledge or jnaana and action or karma which is vital for moksha.

The analysis here is going to be based on Vedanta – that philosophy which is based on the prasthaana traya of Upanishads (dasha Upanishads in general), Bhagavad Gita and Brahma Sutras. The interpretation of the prasthaana traya is based on Sankaracharya’s Advaita Vedanta propagated through his bhashyas (commentaries) on the same as well as through Sankaracharya’s independent works on Vedanta. 
Though the title of the work may not make much sense now but as we progress with the work it will become clear. Those who have learnt or read through Sankara’s chathusutri bhashya (commentary on the first four sutras of Brahma Sutras) will very easily be able to guess the main goal of this work as well as understand and appreciate Sankara’s subtle thoughts on the same. 

At the outset of this work itself, let me offer this at the lotus feet of Sadguru Mata Amritanandamayi Devi (my Guru) without whom there is no presence for me in this world (physically, mentally, intellectually and spiritually). I offer my prostrations at the lotus feet of Prof. Balakrishnan Nair whose discourses have helped me since I was 10 years old to strengthen the intellect on the subtle truth of Upanishads and Sankara’s deeply profound Brahma Sutra Bhashya. Last but not the least, offering this flower of knowledge at the feet of all ardent seekers of Vedanta.
16-Jan-2007

Plainsboro, New Jersey, USA.

Jnaana - Sole path to moksha
The scriptures are unanimous in that knowledge is the only path to moksha or eternal bliss. 
Tameva Vidvaan amritha iha bhavathi

Na anyah pantha vidhyathe ayanaaya

The knower of the reality alone attains immortality (immortality is eternal bliss).

There is no path other than this to immortality.

Tameva viditvaa atimrityum ethi
Na anyah panthaa vimukthaye

The knower of the reality overcomes death (in the form of sorrows and sufferings).

There is no other path to liberation than this. 

Yadaa charmavad aakaasham vestayishyanthi maanavaah
Thathaa devam avijnaaya dukhasya anthyo bhavishyathi

As a person will be able to fold space into a mat, similarly will a person be able to put an end to sorrow without knowing the reality of Brahman (even as the latter action of folding space is impossible, similarly putting an end to sorrows is not possible without knowing the reality of Brahman).

Before we enter into deeper analysis and explanation of jnaana, it is important now to delve into the obstruction to moksha and removal of the same.
AJNAANA – obstruction to moksha
We all experience three states in a day. The first is the waking state wherein we see the waking world outside us – we are part of this world. We interact with the world thereby becoming happy and sad depending on the environment and mental conditions. The second is the dream state where we are into a dream world. In the dream state, we have a different world from the waking world – we are in total control of the world and the world is in fact in us alone. Once we wake up from the dream, we realize that the dream was/is not at all there but was only an illusion in the dreamer (us). The third is the dreamless deep sleep state – this is the state in which we are sleeping but without any dreams. We have only two experiences in this state which we recollect once we wake up from sleep – one is that I slept happily and the second is that I didn’t know anything. Thus we have happiness and ignorance in the dreamless deep sleep state. The happiness in this state is not like the happiness in waking or dream state which is very temporary even in that particular state. The happiness in this state is unconditional and lasting for the entire span of the state. The Upanishads proclaim that the happiness in this state is similar to eternal bliss or moksha. Eternal bliss or moksha is mentioned as the very nature of Brahman or the ultimate reality or Lord propounded in the scriptures. Brahman is infinite, unlimited, non-dual, eternal and of the nature of Existence-Consciousness-Bliss absolute. In the dreamless deep sleep state, we experience a part of this eternal bliss of Brahman. This experience cannot be of something different from ourselves because we don’t experience or recall any person/thing other than ourselves in that state. Thus eternal bliss has to be part of our very nature for us to experience in that state and recollect it after getting up. But this eternal bliss in that particular state is associated with ignorance (in the form of I didn’t know anything) which veils experience of the bliss in that state and causes us to wake up and experience the waking/dream states. 
This ignorance is termed in Vedanta as ignorance of one’s own nature of eternal bliss which we experience in the deep sleep state. Thus we are none other than the ultimate reality of Brahman. This seems to be contradictory to our experience in the waking state where we feel ourselves as limited to the body-mind-intellect complex and suffering (which is contrary to the unlimited and blissful Brahman). This ignorance of our nature of Brahman and considering ourselves as the limited body-mind-intellect complex is the cause of all sorrows and sufferings. If we could get rid of this ignorance and realize our very nature of Brahman, that is moksha or experience of eternal bliss at all times. Thus moksha is removal of ignorance of our very nature of Brahman. 
Since ignorance of our very nature of Brahman is the obstruction to moksha, the way to moksha is removal of ignorance. Removal of ajnaana is possible only through jnaana or knowledge – the knowledge and experience that “I am Brahman”. 

Therefore jnaana which removes ajnaana is knowing oneself as the unlimited, infinite and non-dual Brahman – removing the wrong notions of oneself as the limited body-mind-intellect complex. Brahman is said to be non-dual because there is nothing really apart from Brahman. Consciousness alone exists because everything else that seems to exist derives its existence (in the form of light) from it. Thus everything that we see depends on Consciousness – dependent entity is only an illusion in the independent entity even as a variable is only an illusion in the independent constant.  Thus Consciousness or Brahman alone exists – everything else is only an illusion of names and forms in the reality of Brahman. Therefore Brahman is non-dual or adviteeya. 
Adviteeya Brahman is of the nature of Consciousness (Upanishads proclaim prajnaanam brahma – Consciousness is Brahman). Consciousness cannot be multiple and hence the Consciousness in each one of us which pulsates as “I-exist, I-exist” has to be one with Brahman. Thus we all are by essence Brahman only – the “I” which is of the nature of Consciousness is Brahman. It is ignorance which makes the “I” forget its very nature of Consciousness and deludes into thinking itself as the body-mind-intellect complex (ego of “I”). This is what Vedanta terms as adhyaasa or superimposition of the not-Self things on the Self. There is really nothing apart from the Self or Brahman but due to ignorance things seem to be there & these things which are different from Brahman are superimposed on Brahman. 
Since we all are by essence Brahman only, knowledge of our very nature of Brahman is the way to eternal bliss. Rather than telling that knowledge is the way to eternal bliss, Vedanta says that knowledge alone is the way to eternal bliss.
What is knowledge or jnaana that is the sole path to eternal bliss???

Knowledge can be split into two – jnaana and vijnaana. Jnaana is intellectual knowledge whereas vijnaana is intuitive-direct experience of the intellectual knowledge. In Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa’s beautiful words, jnaana is knowing about milk whereas vijnaana is having the taste of milk.

Jnaana is in the form of scriptural study through sravana and manana. Sravana is the process of listening to the scriptures knowing all scriptural statements to have the ultimate import of Brahman alone. Once a person has listened about Brahman, he has to use his intellect to dispel all current and future doubts (future doubts are those which can arise in the seeker’s mind). This process of dispelling doubts is termed as manana wherein a seeker uses logic to analyze whatever has been heard (through sravana) and tries to find out if there are any faults in the theory. Sravana and Manana together give the seeker the intellectual conviction that there is nothing here but Brahman alone, ekam eva adviteeyam. Intellectually knowing is not enough because in such a case, the knowledge will not be present always. The seeker will still fall into normal worldly habits when tough situations arise. Therefore the seeker has to always contemplate on the reality which directly would lead the thought that “I am Brahman” to become natural in the seeker. This process of constant contemplation of the mahavakya that “I am Brahman” is called nidhidhyaasana. Nidhidhyaasana when continuously practiced leads to vijnaana or experience. Brahman cannot be an object of experience (as it is the non-dual Subject of “I”); hence here experience means being ever established in the knowledge that “I am Brahman”. This is the state wherein the seeker always resides in the knowledge; not for a single moment he gets diverted from this knowledge. Though he might be doing worldly activities (in the eyes of the ignorant person), his mind will ever be immersed in the knowledge and conviction that “I am Brahman”.
Since ajnaana is the obstruction to moksha, jnaana alone is the way to moksha. Vedanta is quite clear on this that jnaana is the sole way to moksha because ajnaana is removed only through jnaana even as darkness is removed only through light and no other means.

Karma – ajnaana janyam (born out of ajnaana)

Action is any activity at the physical, mental and intellectual plane. Thus a thought is also an action at the mental plane. Action is propelled by desire to achieve something. If a person doesn’t have any desire to be fulfilled, then he will be inactive like a stone or like Jada Bharatha of Srimad Bhagavatham. The action of working in office is because of the desire to get money at the month end. Without this desire of earning, we cannot do the action of working in office. Thus all actions are propelled by a desire. Man desires in order to become perfect in something or the other. A person working in office desires to become rich thereby ever happy. This desire to become perfect in terms of money (which equates to becoming rich) is what propels the action of working in office. Desires are created when there is imperfection in man. Only that person who is imperfect in terms of money will work – those who are rich will not work because they are perfect in terms of money. Thus desire is propelled by imperfection and is a strive for perfection. 
We consider ourselves as imperfect in terms of one thing or the other. All desires are for worldly entities and pleasure. But we forget that the source or seed of all desires is the desire for eternal bliss (happiness that is ever-lasting). 

As we saw earlier, our very nature is eternal bliss as experienced in the state of deep sleep. Thus the ignorance of our very nature of eternal bliss causes us to think that we are imperfect. This thought of imperfection leads us to seek perfection in the form of desires which propels action. Thus action is caused out of desire which in turn is caused out of ignorance. To sum it up, action is born out of ignorance.

Since action is born out of ignorance, it cannot get rid of ignorance (itself being a product of ignorance). Thus action cannot remove ignorance or ajnaana which is the obstruction to moksha. Thereby moksha is not possible through karma or action.
Can’t moksha be possible through good karmas like japa, dhyaana etc.?

No, any action whether it is worldly action, religious action or spiritual action cannot destroy ignorance and thereby cannot lead to moksha.

The Lord mentions in Gita

Sarvam karma akhilam paartha jnaane pari samaapyathe

O Arjuna! All actions end in knowledge.

Yatha edhaamsih samiddhognih bhasmasaat kuruthe arjuna

Jnaanaagnih sarva karmaani bhasmasaat kuruthe tathaa

As fire burns firewood into ashes, similarly all actions are burnt in the fire of knowledge O Arjuna.

Thus all actions including japa, dhyaana, attending discourses, giving discourses etc. cannot lead to moksha. Moksha can be achieved only through knowledge and knowledge alone. This knowledge is realization of one’s own very nature of Sat Chit Ananda roopa atman. 

Path of Jnaana

Vedanta speaks about the path of jnaana consisting of three steps of sravana, manana and nidhidhyaasana.

Sravana is listening to the scriptures along with the import of all scriptures as the ultimate reality of adviteeya Brahman. If we listen to scriptures just for the sake of listening and the explanation is at the worldly level forgetting to mention about the adviteeya Brahman, then it is not sravana. Sravana is only those listening wherein the import of non-dual Brahman is made clear. The main import of the scriptures has been condensed into half a sloka by Sankara as “Brahma Satyam jagan mithyaa jeevo brahmaiva na parah” Brahman alone is real, the world is unreal & the jeeva (individual Self) is Brahman alone/not different. Any listening which doesn’t involve hearing about this truth is not sravana. Thus most of the discourses that we hear today, even the bhagavatha sapthaaham, are not sravana because they all concentrate on the illusory stories instead of the reality of non-dual Brahman. Mentioning about the reality of Brahman is tough as that would lead to many of the listeners not understanding; thus there would be very few listeners for such discourses wherein the reality of Brahman alone is mentioned. Since most of the speakers of today are thoughtful about the number of listeners turning up (due to not having realized the non-dual reality but merely speaking out of intellectual learning), therefore they end up speaking about everything except Brahman. 

It is very important to remember that sravana is listening of the scriptures with emphasis on the non-dual reality of Brahman. Only sravana will lead a person to moksha and all other listening will only lead the mind to wander more into the ocean of samsaara. 

Katha Upanishad portrays this beautifully in a couple of slokas thus:

Yasthu avijnaanavaan bhavathi ayukthena manasaa sadaa

Na sa tad padam aapnothi samsaaram cha adhigacchathi

He who doesn’t have his intellect properly guided (channeled) and whose mind is not steadfast in the reality, he doesn’t attain the ultimate state and instead falls into the ocean of samsaara (avidhyaa kaama karma roopa – of the nature of ignorance desire action). 
Yasthu vijnaanavaan bhavathi yukthena manasaa sadaa

Sa tu tad padam aapnothi yasmaad bhooyo na jaayathe

He whose intellect is properly guided and whose mind is steadfast in the reality, he will attain that state attaining which there is no return again (to this ocean of samsaara).
A vijnaanavaan or properly strengthened intellectual person is one who knows that the ultimate reality of Brahman alone is real & everything else is only an illusion in Brahman. Without the intellect being convinced about this truth, the seeker is going to fall into the ocean of samsaara (samsaaram adhigacchathi) again and again until he is convinced about Brahman & thereby realizes Brahman. 
Thus it is important for a seeker to remember that sravana is not mere listening to the discourse of a scripture but listening to explanation of the scripture with Brahman as the main import. Leave Brahman out and the listening ceases to be sravana. 


Mere sravana alone is not enough to get intellectual conviction. Once we hear about something, we would still have some doubts in the mind – these have to be removed through the second step of manana or reflecting on whatever has been listened. Manana is using the proper logic (as propounded in the scriptures) in order to ascertain Brahman that has been learnt through listening. While listening to a Mahatma saying that “everything is Brahman”, it might seem to be clear. But once we reach our house and start engaging in activities, the knowledge will simply vanish. We will start succumbing to desires, thoughts etc. which all are distractions from Brahman – we just forget the import of the teaching and do everything else other than remembering the import. Thus it is essential for a seeker to spend some time reflecting on whatever has been learnt. This will ensure if the seeker is sure about Brahman, doesn’t have any doubts and is able to contemplate easily on Brahman. 
It is only in the case of rare advanced seekers that the step of manana is not required. There are very few who can contemplate on Brahman without undergoing the process of clearing doubts through reflection. When worldly situations become tough, the knowledge would be forgotten. Thus we can say that it is inevitable for a seeker to contemplate on Brahman without going through the process of manana. 
Once a seeker has undergone sravana and manana, he then follows the step of nidhidhyaasana or constant contemplation of the reality. He remains always with the thought that there is nothing here but Brahman alone & that “I am the non-dual Brahman”.

Nidhidhyaasana is often mentioned as anusandhaanam or constantly contemplating. The time required to intuitively experience one’s nature of Brahman will depend on the nidhidhyaasana performed and the clarity about the reality through the process of sravana and manana. For a seeker who is intellectually clear about the reality that there is only Brahman here, it will hardly take any time realizing the reality. 
We have to remember that intuitively experiencing one’s nature of Brahman is nothing but always remaining in the thought that “I am Brahman”. We generally tend to think this moksha avastha as an objective experience to which we are used to. But this is not so; Brahman is the Subject that illumines all objects. Hence Brahman can never be subjected to an experience. Therefore always being with the thought of Brahman and being established in Brahman or Self is moksha. There is only thus a very thin fine line between intellectual knowledge and intuitive experience. If a seeker has intellectual knowledge and doesn’t always remain as the Self (established in the thought that I am Brahman), then he doesn’t get experience of the Self. It is such people who have heard about Brahman from discourses but unable to experience it as they are constantly deluded into other thoughts about the world who complain that they haven’t realized Brahman though have been following the path for years. 
Moksha – definition
It is good to analyze and make ourselves clear about what moksha is; this is important lest we are constantly thinking about moksha as some objective experience thereby not getting it at any point of time. Moksha is best described as ananda or bliss. If a person is able to always be blissful (always mean at all times even while sleeping), then that is moksha. It may not be possible to control ourselves while sleeping but as long as we are established in Brahman while awake, that would get carried over in sleep as well. Thus a person who is ever blissful is a jeevan muktha. Such a jeevan muktha is very easy to find as the bliss in him is like the fragrance of a flower or the honey in a flower which will attract bees wherever they are. Ramana Maharshi was always staying in tiruvannamali never moving out of the place; but still many seekers from western countries reached him even as bees reach the flowers for honey. 
The Lord speaks about such a jeevan muktha in the 5th chapter of Gita thus:

Abhitho brahma nirvaanam varthathe vidhita aatmanaam 
Around a person who has realized the Self, bliss will dance.

Here dancing means that whoever is in the vicinity or in contact with such a person will be able to get bliss. It is for this reason that many people seek Mahatmas like AMMA and others though they cannot accept these Mahatmas as either avatars or jeevan mukthas. These people just say that “don’t know what power she has; but I get peace and happiness from her”. There are further utterly ignorant and egoistic people who claim “there is something in her; some power”. These are people who are unable to shed their ego and accept that these Mahatmas are knowers of Brahman and givers of Bliss!!!

Thus moksha is nothing but bliss. A person who is ever blissful and whom bliss surrounds is a jeevan muktha.

Is this bliss the same as intellectual knowledge?

As explained earlier, there is only a very thin line between intellectual knowledge and bliss. Though different people might say and claim that there is huge gap between both; that is not what Vedanta propounds. Even though the Upanishads proclaim that the Self is not known through the intellect but still it can be known only through the intellect. An intellect which is very clear about Brahman and is always contemplating on Brahman is in bliss or moksha. 

Thus it only matters as to whether we are living in the intellectual knowledge about Brahman. It is also fine if we are remembering the reality in the intellect but still succumbing to desires as well. So long as we are contemplating on the reality, we are in the right direction. 

Is getting attached to people or doing prohibited actions though intellectual knowledge an obstacle to moksha?

No, as long as the seeker is doing such prohibited actions remembering or contemplating on the reality it is not an obstacle.

(The above are not my words which may not (will not) be accepted by people (mainly friends who know me to be very attached and habituated person(). The Lord proclaims this in two places in Gita:

Api chet suduraachaaro bhajathe maam ananyabhaak

Sadhureva sah mantavyah samyak vyavasitho hi sah

Though a person might be doing the worse action but remembering me, he is to be considered a saint as he is ever established in me.

Api chedasi sarvebhyah paapebhyah paapakrittamah

Sarvam jnaanaplavenaivam vrajinam santharishyasi

If a person does the worse of all actions but still he crosses over all those sins (as ocean) through the log of knowledge (as he is established in the knowledge even while doing those actions).

How is this true??? This is true because a person with intellectual knowledge about Brahman will consider himself as a saakshi or witness of all activities. He considers the Ego as the karthaa and not himself or “I” as the kartha. This leads us to the conclusion that intellectual knowledge is not just considering oneself as Brahman or everything as Brahman but knowing that the illusory activities in the world is performed by the Ego whereas I am the saakshi (Kutastha or Brahman).
Any person who remembers this intellectual knowledge while doing activities will soon be lead to moksha or liberation depending on the fervor with which he remembers the reality.

Karma and Jnaana

Since we have concluded that knowledge (both intellectual and intuitive experience) is moksha and moksha is not attained through karma (which is born out of ignorance), let us now in brief try to see why karma will not lead to moksha.

Sankara gives two beautiful, short yet deep words for defining karma and jnaana. Karma is KARTHU TANTRAM whereas jnaana is VASTHU TANTRAM.

Karma always depends on the doer. Karma in general is composed of three components (though Gita speaks about five components here we will deal with the basic three components alone) – the kartha or doer, the phala or fruit which is aimed at and karma or the action itself. All actions are dependent on the doer. The doer is the final decider in case of any action. Though AMMA might say to me to do dhyaana, it is finally up to me to decide whether to do dhyaana or not. 

Karthu tantram means – karthum akarthum anyathaa va karthum shakyah. Karma can be performed or not performed or performed in a different way. The Kartha or doer has three options regarding an action:

1. Karthum – he does the action (in the prescribed way)

2. Akarthum – he doesn’t do the action

3. Anyathaa karthum – he does the action but in a different way than prescribed

Taking the simplest example of preparing coffee using the coffee maker, the doer has following options:

1. He prepares the coffee using the coffee maker

2. He doesn’t prepare coffee & skips the action itself

3. He prepares coffee not using a coffee maker but using bru instant coffee powder

Thus karma is dependent on the kartha or doer whereas jnaana is dependent on the vasthu or the object that is being known.

The simplest jnaana is perception of sense objects. Let’s take the case of perceiving the computer monitor in front. As long as the monitor is in front and the seeker is seeing it, the seeker has no choice of whether to perceive it or not. If he makes contact with the monitor, then he sees it (unlike karma where he has the option). Thus jnaana depends solely on the object. We can say that there are some limitations and conditions like the eyes should be proper, lighting should be there etc but considering that all these are there (these conditions are not essential or important ones), the seeker doesn’t have any option in the case of jnaana.
Brahman is a VASTHU – Vasthu is that which exists. This definition might apply to worldly objects as well. But in reality, vasthu is that which always exists (never ceases to exist). Such a definition of vasthu as that which always exists will apply only to Brahman or CHIT or Consciousness (as everything else is dependent on the Chit for existence whereas CHIT is always there). Therefore moksha or knowing Brahman is VASTHU TANTRA and not KARTHU TANTRA. VASTHU TANTRA is through jnaana and not karma. Therefore moksha is possible only through jnaana and not any other means.
CONCLUSION

Through this article, we discussed the nature of karma and jnaana. We also discussed and concluded that moksha is bliss and is achieved through jnaana alone. Any karma whether it is spiritual or worldly will not lead to moksha because karma is born out of ignorance; since moksha is jnaana which is against ignorance, karma will only create more obstacles to moksha. 
Thus a seeker should follow the jnaana marga if he wishes to get moksha which is realization of one’s own nature of non-dual Brahman. 

We also saw that moksha is nothing but bliss – this isn’t different from intellectual knowledge except that this requires a person to do constant contemplation of the reality while doing any activity in the world. 

The jnaana marga consists of sravana, manana and nidhidhyaasana. Once the seeker goes through these steps, he then does constant contemplation of the reality in the intellect – always thinking that “there is nothing here but Brahman and I am Brahman; the actions that are performed in the world are done by the illusory Ego whereas I am the saakshi or witness of all activities”. Through constant contemplation, the seeker will increase the time in which he rejoices in the eternal bliss inherent in the Self. Once the seeker is always established in Brahman and ever blissful, he is a realized saint or jeevan muktha. Such a jeevan muktha can be easily identified by the bliss emanating from him at all times – any seeker can experience this bliss while in contact with the jeevan muktha.

The aim of human life is to become a jeevan muktha, ever rejoicing in the bliss which is our very nature but forgotten. This can be achieved only through jnaana (knowing that I am Brahman and constantly being established in Brahman) and jnaana alone; karma will only bind a person more and more in the ocean of ignorance. 
Let us all as true seekers of moksha or ananda thereby seek the ultimate reality of Brahman through sravana-manana-nidhidhyaasana and be ever blissful whatever be the situation or surroundings or environment.

May the ultimate reality of Brahman in the form of Sadguru Mata Amritanandamayi Devi and Prof. Balakrishnan Nair guide us to realize Brahman through the path of jnaana.

HARI AUM

24-Feb-2007
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