AUM NAMAH SHIVAYA
SARVAM BRAHMA MAYAM


HARI AUM
Humble Salutations to all.

All irrespective of caste, creed, religion etc. are searching for one single goal which is ETERNAL BLISS – happiness that is ever lasting and untouched by sorrow. It is towards this goal that all actions in the world are directed. If a person knows that he will not get happiness in something, he will not go behind that object. Therefore nobody touches fire, nobody goes and hugs a snake because all of these are known to take the happiness (whatever little is present in us) from us. 

All thinkers, worldly, religious and spiritual have tried to make our life happy in the world. But it is only the spiritual masters (the ancient seers) who have knowingly tried to seek eternal bliss instead of temporary happiness that current day scientists and social reformers are trying to achieve. Thereby we have a number of philosophies which take us progressively from the world of sorrow to a world of bliss. But out of these philosophies, it is only Vedanta which leads us successfully to eternal bliss. Thereby it becomes our primary duty and goal to learn and tread the path put by Vedanta so that we may fulfill the goal of lives once and for all.

Vedanta emphasizes on a single ultimate non-dual reality of Brahman. Brahman is of the nature of Existence, Consciousness and Bliss (Sat, Chit and Ananda resp.). This Brahman is our very nature of Consciousness – the pure “I” which is unassociated with the body-mind-intellect complex. Realization of our nature of Brahman and that everything apart from Brahman is a mere illusion of names and forms is the direct path to eternal bliss. Vedanta thus says that Brahman alone is real, everything else apart from Brahman is unreal and we all (the “I” in all) is Brahman only. Brahman is “I” the Subject and hence can never be objectified. Thus whatever can be objectified in the world in the form of “sight”, “hearing”, “touching” etc. are an illusion in Brahman. Remembering this reality of Brahman, a seeker has to always contemplate that “I am Brahman” and do activities in the world. Slowly the mind of the seeker will be purified & it will be residing always in Brahman. Finally mind itself will cease to exist & there will be experience of Brahman alone as one’s nature of Consciousness (which alone exists).

Anything that we read or write or learn or do forgetting this reality of Brahman will only lead us to sorrow. On the contrary, anything that we do remembering the reality of Brahman will lead us towards Brahman & thus give us bliss (even if that activity is considered sinful in the world).

It is not easy to apprehend this reality that Brahman alone is real and everything is an illusion in Brahman. Hence the seers have put forth this idea through many ways. One of the simplest way to do so is by learning stories about people, analyzing the stories and learning from the stories all the while contemplating and keeping our focus fixed on the ultimate reality of Brahman. 

Though there have been a couple of documents (to be precise) about the life and events of the individual named Hariram (to be specific “my”) but still thought it appropriate to put down a few words about “myself” and the people around me. This may seem to be a bit egoistic but we are not going to be looking at individuals or their virtues instead are trying to learn from the lives/incidents. 
It is traditional to start any work by offering prostration to Ganapathi. For a person who has found a Guru, a jeevan muktha, an avatar, there is nothing apart from the Guru who is the living embodiment of Brahman. Thus at the outset, I offer my prostrations at the lotus feet of Sadguru Mata Amritanandamayi Devi who has been the light through my whole life guiding me and my family in the worldly/spiritual path and without whom “I” would cease to exist. Let me offer this small article about me, the people around me and few incidents in my life to all the ardent seekers of the reality of Brahman believing that at least one person will be benefitted by going through this article. 
Hariram

3rd Feb, 2007

New Jersey  
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Birth and Childhood
I was born into a spiritual family in 1981 in the month of Chittirai (English month of April) astami in Krishna paksha (English date of 25). My father and mother were from pious and religious tamil brahmin (iyer to be specific) family. I still remember my father telling that his grandfather (my great grandfather) was a Sharma and learned in the scriptures. As was in the old times, my parents were from average (rather below middleclass) families and a large family. My father was one of the 12 children of his parents whereas my mother was one of the 7 children of her parents. Though both my parents had to face lot of hardships in their pre-marital life (and during the few years after marriage as well), we (me and my sister) haven’t faced any such hardships till date. 
My parents were more spiritual than religious. I remember them telling me that when I was young, people used to come to our house to learn Soundarya Lahari, Bhagavad Gita etc. (as songs) from my father. I just remember only one thing about my childhood which was that I used to sleep listening to a couple of tapes. Without those tapes, I would not sleep at all. Those are still my favorites (the same tapes are still there and fine except for a few places). The couple of tapes were Kanda Shasti Kavacham-Kanda Guru Kavacham sung by Soolamangalam sisters and Sanksrit chants (rudram, chamakam and various sukthas) by Sharma brothers. It was to my surprise and happiness that I found those tapes online in Music India’s site a few months ago. 
That which the current generation lacks and the future generations will be lacking is developing devotion and good spiritual habits from an early age. Vedanta is not something that is to be learned once our tooth is gone, hair has become white and nothing much is left in the body or mind. We will then not even be able to chant the slokas properly let alone grasp the subtle meaning of the same!!! It is escapism to say that “Vedanta is only for sanyaasins or for old people”. In vedic times, everybody used to undergo scriptural study in gurukula and then alone enter into grihastha ashrama. We find the Lord himself following the same when he learnt in the gurukula of Sandeepany Maharshi. Vedanta is the science which teaches us how to live a happy and blissful life all the while giving happiness to others as well. Real vedantin is one whose very presence gives bliss to others in the world. Such true Vedantins are scarce these days unlike the times of Sankara and other saints. Those were the times when everyone was learnt in the scriptures. We even find it mentioned in the life-history of Vachaspathi Mishra (who wrote the famous commentary titled Bhamathi on Sankara’s brahma sutra bhashya – who lived almost the same time of Sankara) that during marriages, there used to be scriptural debates. It is a pity that these days we find only paradooshanam (mutual fault-finding) in marriages. Though devotional music will be played in the background, the sound of people discussing/debating will be more than that. 
The change has to happen at an individual level. Change is very tough once a person builds his nature and habit. Thus it is essential that we develop devotion and spiritual habits in the childhood itself. It is the responsibility of current generation parents and youngsters to ensure that they help their children (future children as well) to grow with strong devotional and spiritual background. 

I have an elder sister (elder to me by around a year and half) who is currently undergoing the Vedanta course at Chinmaya Mission under the tutelage of Swami Tejomayananda (the current head of Chinmaya Mission and a disciple of Swami Chinmayananda) on the way to becoming a sanyaasin. As Sankara mentions in his introductory commentary on Bhagavad Gita following the Ishavasya Upanishad that there are two paths prescribed by the scriptures to attain the ultimate goal of Brahman – one being the Nivritti marga or the path of renunciation and the other being the Pravritti marga or the path of selfless action. The path of nivritti is possible only for very few and it’s a tough path for those who still have attachment and craving for sensual pleasures in them. Hence many few are prescribed and allowed to take the path of nivritti which is nothing but taking sanyaas. 
We generally think about sanyaas as taking renunciation, going to a forest & doing meditation. This is a wrong notion that has been built in the mind of majority of people. The greatest of all sanyaasins and the one who formulated the dasha naami sanyaasa system (that is prevalent today – the names of sanyaasins end with one of these names which includes saraswathi, teertha, bharathi, puri etc.) was himself a sanyaasin though he has done actions to the max for the benefit of normal people (this is none other than Adi Sankaracharya who though being a sanyaasin did actions of going around India, spreading knowledge, creating mutts, formulating the way knowledge should be spread etc. etc contrary to our normal belief of sanyaasins indulging only in dhyaana). 

The reason of taking sanyaas is defined as “atmano rakshaartham jagat hitaaya cha” – to realize one’s Self (to protect one’s Self by realization) and to do welfare for the world. The mere presence of a sanyaasin is enough to get rid of many of the external and internal problems of people. This is the reason why India is safe and strong though it has all the problems that can come to the mind of a person. 
Sanyaasa is a tough path to tread because it is a one-way path (wherein one is not supposed to return back to grihastha) and a person has to always depend on nothing but the ultimate reality of Brahman alone. This is possible only if the person has complete faith on the words of the Lord in Gita that “Renounce everything and take refuge in me alone; I will take care of you”. Easier said than done!!! (more on the comparison between sanyaasa and grihastha in a separate article).
We (my sister and me) were thus born in a devotional and spiritual way. Though children don’t know about the why of things but they follow whatever their parents do. It is easy to make the child’s mind fixed unto something very easily. AMMA in most of her lectures says that our mind has to go back to a child’s state because only child is able to have innocence and grow by accepting things. If a child is made to stick its mind unto the Lord, then it becomes so strong that even at the age of 60 the person will remember the Lord without fail. This is beautifully understood by Chinmaya’s (pardon the usage of Chinmaya inside of the respectful way of mentioning him as either Swami Chinmayananda-ji or Gurudev as he is known in the mission – respect is always required in the mind only and not outside) description of how he got so devoted to Lord Siva. 

Chinmaya was (as we can guess) born in a pious and traditional family wherein there used to daily pujas. During those pujas, Chinmaya (as he was a kid) was not interested in anything. But he was made to stay there though he had nothing to do. He (as the intellectual and creative mind which is acclaimed by the entire world) found a way to spend (or rather kill() time during the pujas. There used to a Siva’s picture in the puja room. He made it a point to bring the image to his mind to all the details. By constant practice (and the time that he had due to daily pujas), he was able to create the image of Siva in his mind to perfection (in sync with the picture in the puja room). The image got captured in his mind so much that even when he was 60, he was able to bring the picture the moment he closed his eyes.

So much is the effort of getting things fixed in the mind during one’s childhood. Whatever small or big impressions are created in the mind during childhood remains till one dies. Thus it is essential that children are brought up in a devotional and spiritual atmosphere. As Chinmaya himself mentions current day children are logical and intellectual. When the mother says the child that you have to go to the temple, the child will ask “isn’t God everywhere”? The mother will reply “yes”. The child will then say “If God is everywhere, I will worship him in my bedroom itself”(. Such questions can be answered only if the parents know as to how to tackle it. Therefore it is important that parents know the scriptures and are ready to tackle such questions. The answer given in Chinmaya’s inimitable style is – we should tell the child that milk is present throughout the body of the cow. But still we can get it only from the udder. If we pull the tail, we will not get milk but we will get something else(. As milk is present in the body of the cow (as the essence) but still can be got only from the udder, similarly even though God is present everywhere he can be experience or felt clearly only in temples, ashrams and such places. 
The above is to show and emphasize that current day children cannot be made to believe things blindly as it is the logical and scientific age that we are in today. We have to first become educated ourselves about the scriptural truth to be able to explain it to the children. In order for us to become teachers or facilitators to our children, we should first ourselves learn the scriptures thoroughly.
The importance of learning and teaching the children during their childhood is very important. This should one of the important and high-priority tasks for parents while taking care of their children.
Meeting AMMA

Childhood went quite smoothly with devotional singing, listening to bhajans and stories about the Lord. But the twist or the change in my life happened when we met AMMA in 1991 when she came for brahmasthaana prathista in Trivandrum (building a temple and doing the prathista of a vigraha there for daily pujas). After we met AMMA, my father started going to the temple in the morning for chanting of Lalitha Trishathi (on the personal request from the in-charge swami there Pranavamritha chaitanya that trishathi is tough and only few can chant it). We used to go with my father & mother in the early mornings. My father used to chant each of the mantra with aumkaara and we used to chant “aum shiva shakthi aikya roopinyai namaha” after each name. Even the in-charge swami used to come along with us to chant. This was the morning schedule and evenings we used to go there regularly for singing bhajans. When AMMA came, my father purchased all the cassettes of AMMA (which cost almost to a thousand rupees) which in fact surprised all the ashram inmates as well. We learned to the bhajans in the cassettes quickly. Even now due to AMMA’s grace, my sister and I are so quick to grasp the tunes and words of new bhajans. Whenever we used to go to AMMA’s ashram in Vallickavu (which was almost a couple of hours travel from my hometown Trivandrum), we used to learn new-new bhajans. We used to come home and rehearse the bhajans – all the while my father used to sing it wrongly and even get us confused a bit on the same(. 
Chanting and bhajan at AMMA’s Trivandrum centre continued for a few days only. There’s always a sense of competition everywhere – competition that is not constructive but destructive. We find this even in our office and other places where competition is often to show oneself as high instead of appreciating other’s talents. This competition led to an increase in the devotees coming for bhajans – initially there were only the four of us (my sister, parents and me) but soon it rose to many people. Everybody started competing with us for singing of songs. There used to be non-stop singing from the devotees who made sure that we were not given a chance to sing. What to speak than that the Maya of the Lord is so strong for a person to conquer? Though being devotees and close with none other than AMMA, still people are subject to the illusion of Maya in the form of fame, name, money etc. It is aptly put by the Lord that “my Maya is tough indeed to conquer” (mama maaya duratyayaa). 

It is thus quite clear that individual effort is essential and important for realization. Getting a good environment or a Sadguru is not enough for realization because realization is individual. AMMA says often that “O Children! Moksha cannot be achieved as a group; each person has to get it individually”. This is what the Lord says that “a person progresses by himself and shouldn’t let himself fall down; a person is both his own friend and enemy”. 
During the time that we met AMMA, my parents didn’t have a house of their own. My father is the kind of dispassionate grihastha-sanyaasin that he never gets anything for himself & is ever detached to everything (more on my father later). But my mother wanted a house & she had asked AMMA about the same during her darshan with AMMA. AMMA as the Sadguru who grants anything and everything granted the same to my mother.

Mundaka Upanishad says that a person who seeks some desires to be fulfilled should seek refuge in the Mahatma who has realized the Self as such a Mahatma can make all desires fulfill (to the extent of creating another swarga as in the case of Vishwamitra). But there is one thing that Mahatmas will not give so easily – it is moksha. Ask for worldly pleasure & it will be given instantly if there is real devotion and surrender. I have seen this happen with one of my aunt who is doctor and who is a staunch devotee of AMMA. She asks everything openly to AMMA because she sees AMMA as a friend (maitree bhaava). And AMMA grants it instantly. She had asked for a car, a house and even a doctor’s seat for her daughter. Her daughter, my niece, had got a doctor seat in none other institution than AMMA’s AIMS (which is one of the best medical centre in India – multi-speciality hospital). That is an altogether beautiful and miraculous incident pointing out that if we surrender unto the Lord or the avatars, everything (except moksha) will happen easily and for sure (more on this later if possible().
My mother’s request for a house was granted and my father (who didn’t want any possessions with him) got the house in my mother’s name. Jnaanis know for sure that possessions will only lead to trouble and sorrow in the long run. Though internal possession is what is important than external but if a person is able to externally not possess anything, what is better than that (as it helps in taming the mind to not get attached to anything)? The jnaani that my father is, thus bought the house in my mother’s name. 

Thus we had to move a little away from AMMA’s ashram in Trivandrum thereby getting rid of all competitions that had started in the ashram during bhajans. Interestingly, after we stopped coming for bhajans, bhajans itself was stopped as nobody turned up(. This can very well be found if a person visits Amritapuri (AMMA’s main center in Vallickavu) when AMMA is not there. When AMMA is there, thousands of people flock over there to get darshan from AMMA. But when AMMA is not there, it is as calm as the temple during night. I got a chance to stay there when AMMA was not there & found out the same. Thus when there was no competition in the ashram for bhajans, bhajans itself stopped.
Meeting with AMMA has been one of the turning points of my life in many ways. This was the time when AMMA’s grace fell upon me completely and the devotional-spiritual background helped me to apprehend the same to the maximum. After we met AMMA, we got the rare chance of listening to Balakrishnan Nair’s discourses; I got a chance to become a disciple of AMMA by having the upanayana done from AMMA; my sister and I got the strong decision in our minds to not get married & take the path of sanyaaasa (of course I was to deviate from this decision in that there was no external sanyaasa for me) and many other things as well.
Prof. Balakrishnan Nair – the jeevan muktha who spoke just one word - BRAHMAN
Speech is just an expression of the mind. What can the person see or think of other than Brahman when he has known the non-dual reality of Brahman and the knowledge that everything apart from Brahman is only an illusion has dawned on him? This is the state of jeevan mukthi put forth in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad among other Upanishads. Balakrishnan Nair was a perfect jeevan muktha. It was AMMA’s wish and grace that she made us learn nothing but Brahman alone and that too from none other than a jeevan muktha (who was still a grihastha – grihastha jeevan mukthas are one of the toughest to find nowadays – I have till date found only two such people one being Balakrishnan Nair and the other being Nochur Venkataraman, a disciple of Ramana Maharshi). 
Balakrishnan Nair was speaking on the Brahma Sutras (the chatusutri or the first four sutras of Brahma Sutras) in Theosophical Publishing House in Valiyachalai in Trivandrum. We were lead to the place and every Saturday (just a week) one hour discourse was attended by us. Initially it was only my father and I that were going; but slowly my sister also started coming and then my mother also started coming. It is but the grace of AMMA that instead of starting from the illusory world and slowly progressing to the non-perceivable reality of Brahman, we were starting from Brahman alone. Balakrishnan Nair’s discourse is special in that he touches upon nothing but Brahman alone. Whether it be the discourse of Gita or Katha Upanishad or Yoga Vasistha, the main focus would be on Brahman alone. It is his words that the moment we deviate from Brahman, we are into the illusion of names and forms which will lead us to sorrow alone. It is this way of explaining things that I have copied (or imbibed() into the Bhagavatham postings as well as my other articles. 
It was purely AMMA’s grace that we learnt directly about Brahman and from none other than Balakrishnan Nair; not only this but that we learnt the final subject of Brahma Sutras which is generally the last topic to be learnt by a Vedanta student. My sister who is now studying in Vedanta course for the past year and a half hasn’t yet studied Brahma Sutra there!!! Brahma Sutra is one of the subtle and final topic – Sankara’s bhashya which is the base for learning and understanding the brahma sutras is one of the toughest. By AMMA’s grace, we started with the last and final topic of Vedanta – that by knowing which nothing remains to be known. It is this knowledge of Brahman through the sutras and the final logic of anvaya-vyatireka given by Balakrishnan Nair that paved way for my further and advanced learning of many words of Vedanta all by myself. It is generally considered that the Sutras cannot be learnt by oneself but I have (by the grace of AMMA and Balakrishnan Nair) been able to apprehend the Sutras along with Sankara’s bhashyas (with the study in brief of many of the sub-commentaries on the same). More so that I have also been able to guide a few on understanding the Sutras along with Sankara’s bhashya (no ego here but just wanted to emphasize on the initial knowledge given by Balakrishnan Nair and the grace of AMMA which is the foundation for all knowledge).
I don’t need to give the crisp of Balakrishnan Nair’s teachings (or the core of his teachings) because most of these are the basis of my postings and articles. Anyone who has read his works and my articles would clearly find me following his path so closely. 
I still remember the days in school and college when while traveling I used to contemplate on the logic given by Balakrishnan Nair. The logic used to be very simple and always used be analysis of what Sankara encompassed in half a sloka as “brahma satyam, jagan mithyaa, jeevo brahmaiva na parah” – Brahman is the only reality, the world is an illusion and the jeeva (individual) is Brahman alone not different from Brahman. This particular truth got so fixed in the mind that most of the time the mind used to contemplate on this. Even when situations used to tough & the mind used to be struggling to be focused, this thought of the reality would still be in the background of the mind. This was exactly what the Lord advised Arjuna as to doing all actions but fixing the mind unto Me. Though actions will be done and there would be thoughts in the mind, these thoughts would be accompanied in the background by the thought about the reality. How wonderful the concept is? Still wonderful the implementation! As the disciple in Kaivalya Navaneetham said after knowing and experiencing the reality that “I can’t but be grateful to thee for the knowledge you have given me”, similarly I can’t but prostrate again and again at the lotus feet of AMMA and Balakrishnan Nair for this wonderful experience. 
It is a state of mixture of worldly feeling and blissful feeling of the Self. One part of the mind will be brooding over things and the other part will be enjoying being the witness of this brooding & contemplating on the blissful Brahman. Of course, Brahman is something beyond words and hence such a state cannot be expressed in words but has to be intuitively experienced to be able to understand it. Only when a person is able to apprehend it, does the scriptural truth become valid for him & only then does it realize the subtle reality that the state is blissful yet beyond all words.
Grace of AMMA and Balakrishnan Nair’s words of wisdom had slowly started getting registered in the mind as a strong never-vanishing impression. I didn’t realize the importance of these until a few years back when I started learning the scriptures without anybody’s help (of course the saints and Mahatmas are there always in a subtle form to help out). Now when I go back to those days when we initially met AMMA and we used to regularly go for Balakrishnan Nair’s discourse, am just short of words to express my gratitude. 
Brahman – what is Brahman?

Even people who have been learning Vedanta are unable to clearly explain this. There are many such Vedanta students who find things tough to assimilate – one of them being the concept of Brahman or the word Brahman itself. On the contrary, I knew only Brahman – everything else including the concepts explained in Panchadashi or Vivekachoodamani was unknown. Whatever my mind knew was that Brahman alone existed & everything was a mere illusion in Brahman. Duality is only an illusion in the non-dual reality of Brahman. How simple yet tough to apprehend? Theories seem so simple but when it comes to putting it into practice, everything becomes impossible(. It is easy to go on speaking about Brahman and the way to realizing Brahman but all become tough when implementation of the same is required. It is only AMMA’s grace and the knowledge given by Balakrishnan Nair which has sustained me from overcoming many of the problems and tensions caused externally as well as in the mind. 
Upanayana with AMMA

This was yet another important incident in my life. I had my upanayana (sacred thread ceremony) from AMMA in 1994. The date as well as the incidents are very clear in my mind even now. Upanayana as the word indicates is opening of the inner eye. A person who undergoes upanayana is called a dvija (twice-born). He takes birth again – the birth (rather activation of that which is dormant) and nourishing of the spiritual Self which is our real nature and has been forgotten/wrongly identified with the body-mind-intellect complex. Once a person has upanayana, he goes to the gurukula for learning the scriptures under the Guru. The term of learning is not the same as we have in current day schools. Only when the disciple has assimilated all knowledge and is capable of living on his own (remembering the reality of Brahman all the while performing actions in the world like a worldly person), will he be able to get out of the gurukula ((thrown out of the gurukula by the Guru as he is not fit to stay there anymore – pardon the joke(). This ancient system is rarely followed these days. But yes, I was made to follow it indirectly by AMMA. I was learning about Brahman from Balakrishnan Nair and we were discussing Vedanta at our home also.
It was during this period that my father and I used to go to philosophy book shops and get scriptures. We got almost all of the extant basic scriptures (Upanishads, gita etc.). My father used to read it and explain it to my sister & me. We then used to kind of discuss and contemplate these things on a daily basis. Not to mention the bhajans that we used to have daily when my father or I used to play the harmonium and everybody used to sing. It was AMMA’s grace that my sister and I started playing the harmonium all by our one without any help – we can play it pretty well now( though I don’t have access to a harmonium as I am currently in US but got a good piano keyboard as a means of independent one-person bhajans.
During those times (around 1994-1995), there were daily power-cuts in Trivandrum for half-hour (between 6 & 9 – each week the half-hour changing). During the power-cuts we used to recollect and sing Vivekachoodamani, Harinaama keerthanam and AMMA’s bhajans. These were times when the mind was made to contemplate on the reality not really having gone through the traditional way of sravana-manana-nidhidhyaasana (listening-reflecting-contemplating). 
Until my sister and I joined the college, we used to go to AMMA’s ashram in Vallickavu once a month. There used to be matador van full of people going with us to the ashram as a group. We used to go singing bhajans and while coming back at nights, chant slokas. We learnt chanting of rudram, chamakam, suktas and all during that time. These trips were not comfortable for the body because there used to more people than the seats – we used to frequently sit on the floor all the while singing songs and keeping rhythm with jaalara and kinchara (harmonium in a few occasions). 
This aspect of always contemplating on the Lord while we are on a pilgrimage is perfectly found in the case of journey to shabarimala. While traveling through the tough path, one cannot but repeat the name of the Lord and speak nothing other than that. The journey is a depiction of how we should live our life. Everybody is none other than the Lord – hence everybody is called swami. The path is tough and one has to prepare himself by taking the vratha for 41 days (prior to starting the journey). We have to undergo the various vrathas of learning the scripture, cultivating devotion and progressing spiritually before starting a life in the world. Once we are in the journey, we should still focus on the Lord though the path might be tough with lot of difficulties. The path to shabarimala is through forest, climbing hills etc. Life is also similar only – when we are in the world living, we should never forget the Lord while doing activities. Whatever be the activities that we are doing (even if those are critical), we should remember the Lord while doing the actions and offer the activities to the Lord. Once we traverse the path and reach the temple at shabarimala, we get a glimpse of the Lord – this glimpse gives full bliss to the devotee. Similarly if we traverse the path properly – after the hardships, when we achieve the goal of getting a glimpse of Brahman, the entire journey will be worth as we will get getting a glimpse of the eternal bliss that one gets after realization. That’s the final stage when the seeker realizes Brahman – there then remains nothing else to be done – life is fulfilled.
I got into a college in Kottayam for Mechanical Engineering in 1998. That was the same year that my sister also got into a college for Electrical Engineering since we was a repeater missing out the previous year’s entrance as she didn’t get anything except civil engineering. Thus in 1998, my sister and I both moved out of Trivandrum. My sister had to go to Kothamangalam (almost 6 hours travel by bus) and I had to go to Kottayam (around 4 hours by train). This was one of the periods when I felt home-sick and my mother was very much affected as both of her children were not with her all the time. I used to come home weekly by train thereby giving little comfort to my mother & attending Balakrishnan Nair’s discourse, discussing with father etc. It was during the college time that I started learning the scriptures. I didn’t learn much during the 4 years of college except the 15th and 12th chapter of Gita with Balakrishnan Nair’s sivaaravindam bhashyam in Malayalam. I was doing a bit bad in the first two years of my college as was traveling home most of the time. But then it became essential that I score better in the last two years in order for me to get a decent percentage and get a job in some field. Though I was learning Mechanical Engineering, I was not at all interested in the field. All my interests in computers and more in programming languages which required logic and intellect more. My inherent nature is such that I am more into intellectual and logical thinking. Those works which require lot of intellectual thinking was what attracted me the most. Thus as of now, I have read few of the advance logical works of  Advaita Vedanta namely Chitsukhi, Ishtasiddhi and few others by Nrsimhaasrama. 
College was the time when contemplation was happening quite often since I had to travel for 4 hours in train to reach home over the weekend. I used to be a bit shy and hence not mingling much with friends. When my friends would be mingling and talking to each other, I would be either sleeping or standing at the doorstep singing some bhajan or film songs. 
Experience is the best Guru – this is what all Mahatmas say. I learnt a lot during my college days. First and foremost was that it is very easy to get into bad habits. Though a person might be without any bad habits, it takes hardly any time to get into smoking, drinking and other things. I found most of my friends getting into bad habits though they were without any of these when they joined college. Most of them started smoking and drinking. Drinking used to be occasional but they took into chain smoking (smoking almost 15-20 cigarettes a day). Amidst all the ragging and being with such friends, I was able to be still good. This was mostly due to two reasons; one being that I was not interested in show-off towards girls which is the main reason for people getting into such bad habits and second that I got two good roommates who were used to occasional drinking but not an addict of drinking or smoking. AMMA’s grace followed me there also as I was protected from everything. Though I used to be politically active by participating as part of a college party but still that was only a temporary flare. Two of my daily activities in college hostel used to be chanting amma’s astothara and meditating for at least half an hour a day. I also used to play tabala as I had them in my college hostel. 
It was during my hostel days that I took the Sudharsan Kriya of Art of Living. I also practiced it for 60 days which was what my Art of living teacher had told me to do. But after that, was not used to doing it as was more involved in knowledge path than any other path. All yoga sadhanas were of not much importance to me as they could only lead a person to a glimpse of the reality which I already had got during trance states. I was more looking into realizing and always abiding in the blissful state even while doing activities in the world which yoga sadhanas cannot give. 
There are certain times when we see people dying and this makes us to realize the futility of worldly possessions. These helps a seeker to bring his focus more towards the reality – it also makes him take the step towards the reality faster because of lack of time. Death is waiting to snatch our current lives and take us into a new life based on our vasanas (latent tendencies). After having achieved a human life (endowed with intellect), we shouldn’t waste our time in doing the same things that we have been doing since ages. We should use our valuable time to seek the ultimate reality of Brahman which is our very nature of Consciousness. The realization of Brahman is the one and only goal of human life which hardly few attain and still fewer seek out. 

It was during the final year that one of my friends, Sankar, passed away due to a bike accident. He used to drink a lot but still used to drive safely. But on the particular day, another biker was drunk and there was a head-on collision with my friend’s scooter (my friend was not drunk that day). Ha, how Yama gets his hands over people? We see people today and tomorrow they vanish! This is why Sankara mentions in bhaja govindam that “nalini dala gatha jalam ati tharalam – tadvad jeevitham atishaya chapalam” – life is so unstable like the water on a lotus-leaf. 
As one author proclaimed “Men may come, men may go but I live forever”. Deaths to others happen and we go on with our life. Though for a few days it is tough to handle the pain of being separated from them but time is the cure for it. As time passes, we forget everything. Similarly the death of one of my close friend also was slowly forgotten by our batch mates. It wasn’t easy for me to forget it but knowledge is the permanent and instant cure for all mental troubles. Hence it was all overcome. 
Stay at AMMA’s ashram in Ernakulam for a computer course

Once I completed my engineering, I was not at all looking for a job. Instead my sister and I were planning to join AMMA’s ashram. The way for this was by joining for a computer course in Ernakulam AICT (Amrita Institute of Computer Technology). The campus was part of the ashram. The ashram in-charge was Swami Poornamritananda puri who is one the senior disciples of AMMA. The institute in-charge was Dr. U Krishnakumar who was also one of the senior disciples of AMMA. The institute provides accommodation for girls but not for boys. But I was adamant that I would join only if I get accommodation. Krishnakumar sir interviewed us for the course and then decided that he will talk to the swami getting permission for me to stay in the ashram. Thus I was able to spend around 6 months in the ashram learning computer all the while doing more and more sadhana. That was the period when I really started learning scriptures in full flow. I started with few Upanishads and some of the works of Sankara. My sadhana during that time used to be intense. I used to get up early and then meditate for almost a couple of hours. After meditation, used to chant Lalitha Sahasranama and other things for almost an hour. Then used to sing a few bhajans. After this, I would have breakfast and get ready for the class which used to start by around 10. Lunch break used to be 30 min when I used to read some books skipping lunch. After the class, I used to spend some time talking to people and playing the harmonium. During night, I again used to do some meditation and chanting. After dinner, around 30 minutes used to be spent on reading and learning scriptures.
It was during this stay that I once asked AMMA about joining her ashram. AMMA’s reply was that “it is better if you stay away – love increases”. And she was telling to the nearby brahmachari that staying near will cause him to use more intellect. As per AMMA’s wish, within a week or two I got a call for writing the Infosys written test in Bangalore. I was not interested in writing it but was forced to go and write the test. During the trip to Bangalore, I learnt the Laghu Vakya Vritti of Sankara when normal people would have learning Shakunthaladevi and other books. I still remember my athimbar (my cousin sister’s husband), Ravi, dropping me by his bike to the center where I had to write the test. Unfortunately the test didn’t start at the right time. My athimbar was there to pick me after the test expecting it to have got over. But the test started only when it was to have ended. Thus he was left outside waiting for a long time not really knowing what was happening! I said sorry to which he replied that its good if you get the job (interestingly his wait didn’t go in vain as I got into Infosys).

Once I wrote the test, I was sure of clearing. I was in confusion as to what should be done. On one side was a job in Infosys waiting & on the other side was sanyaasa waiting. Though my preference was for the latter but still my mother wanted me to join Infosys. I took a break and went to stay in Vallickavu for a few days. On a particular day, AMMA was addressing her disciples in the ashram. I was also seated. She then answered a few questions. Her eyes were fixed unto me for quite some time – this was quite strange as I rarely get attention from AMMA in this way. That was the eyes of my Guru telling me that I have to go away from her and get into a job(.
I returned to Trivandrum after a few days and found that I had been selected by Infosys. I had to report in a week in Pune for the test. Again, the ball was put in the court of AMMA as to whether I should go or not. I asked AMMA knowing that her reply would be to go only. I asked AMMA “AMMA, I got a job. Should I join?” Even before I could end my statement, AMMA said “Let me fly! Let me fly!” Little was I to know that AMMA was telling me that I would be going to Pune by flight! As time was less, we could get only flight tickets to Pune.
Strange are the ways in which a Sadguru works – through sight, through gestures, through love, through devotion, through knowledge etc. I have experienced almost all of these from AMMA in my short life ((am still young at 25+().

Training at Infosys Pune

Once selected in Infosys, there’s training process of either couple of months (for people with computer science background) or four months. Since I did my engineering in mechanical and not computer science, I had four months of training in Infosys. Generally training used to happen in almost all the Development Centers during that time. But now (2007), training has been centralized to the Infosys center in Mysore which can host a large number of trainees at a time. My training had started in May 2003. My parents left me in Pune at the Hotel (if my memory doesn’t fail me, the hotel name is Woodlands) where Infosys was offering one week stay for trainees. My parents and sister stayed in a separate hotel for a couple of days before leaving to Mumbai to stay at my relatives place and then going back to Trivandrum via Bangalore (again stay at relative’s place in Bangalore). For the one week’s stay in the hotel, we had a bus starting in the morning and coming back in the evening. The first day in the bus (all wearing ties for the first time in their life and looking like well-dressed monkeys – really no joke meant here() for me was spent on reading the Bhagavad Gita translation of Balakrishnan Nair. Even today many of my batch mates remember and quote the same.
Though I was setting my foot in a new place, new culture, new environment and with new people, AMMA’s grace and Balakrishnan Nair’s knowledge was guiding me in the right direction. Within a week, I got hold of a couple of tamil friends. We thus shifted to a place called Baner (almost 15 min travel by Infy bus). It was four of us. One room was shared between Saurabh and me. The apartment was a 2-bedroom one and the other room was shared between Baskar and Pandu. Those were really enjoyable days with respect to worldly life as well as spiritual life. 
My life in Pune wasn’t much different from that in Ernakulam for the first two months. I used to get up early, have bath and chant Lalitha Sahasranama. After chanting, I used to meditate for some time. When my friends used to get ready just in time for the bus, I used to go out of the house early. (I still used to catch the same bus with them but my passion for drinking tea/coffee in the morning used to drag me to the shop opposite our apartment complex. The shop was beneath the main road and hence I used to wait for the bus sitting there enjoying the hot cup of tea. Once in office, the first half of the day used to be spent in sessions (same old boring sessions(). The second half of the day was spent in gossiping about everything not to forget the 3-4 cups of masala tea that we used to have there. Though I was into all sort of activities (except nishiddha karmas), still the thought about the reality was always in the mind. There were even times when we used to discuss spiritual topics in office. It was common of me to read and learn the scriptures in office (as two trainees were to share one system and hence both couldn’t work together).
The Lord mentions in Gita advising Arjuna about doing karma thus:

Sakthaah karmani avidvaansah yathaa kurvanthi bhaaratha

Kuryaad vidvaansahtathaasakthah chikeershur loka sangraham

As an ignorant worldly person does activities by getting attached to them, similarly a learned person should perform activities but being unattached to them. 

It is not the action that determines the state of the mind but the attitude with which the action is performed.

Once there were two saints about to cross a river. The water in the river was rising and deep. They saw a woman who was also waiting to cross the river but unable to do so because of the rising and deep water. One of the saint carried the woman on his shoulder and dropped her across the river. Then both the saints started walking away (to wherever they were to go after crossing the river). The saint who hadn’t carried the woman started blabbering and complaining to the other saint about him carrying the woman. This complaining continued for around 5-10 min. The main complaint was “how did you, a saint, carry the woman?” The saint who had carried the woman replied thus: “I left the woman after crossing the river but you are still carrying the woman”!
At the empirical level, it is impossible to get rid of actions completely. Not even a jeevan muktha or a sanyaasin can refrain from doing actions. The sanyaasins also have certain prescribed actions which they have to do. Thus actions are inevitable. But the attitude with which the action is performed is in the hand of an individual. 
Let’s take the example of “cooking food” (which is one of the favorite of Balakrishnan Nair in his discourses speaking about how woman can cook food still thinking about Brahman). I have to cook food if I have to eat (currently there is no alternative as I am staying alone and the outside weather is so cold that to have food outside, I have to first dress properly etc. etc.). While cooking, I can choose to have one of two attitudes: one attitude is getting attached to the action which will end up in getting attached to the result; the second attitude is offering the action unto the Lord thereby being a mere witness to the action of cooking. In the first case, if the result is not good then I will become affected by the result thereby getting sad. In the second case, even if the food is not good still I will be happy because I have already offered the action to the Lord and am doing it as a mere witness. As we don’t get affected by what is getting cooked in the neighbour’s house (there are exceptional people who will be interested in this(), similarly when I am a mere witness to the action of cooking I will not be affected by the result of cooking.

Thus it is up to the individual as to whether he is getting attached to actions or not getting attached to actions. In the former, he will become happy and sad depending on the outcome of the action. In the latter, he is ever blissful being a mere witness to the action. 

My training life was thus going very smoothly. Everything was going fine except proper preparation for the comprehensive test at the end of the first two months (generic comprehensive test). 

If a person is facing good situations and surroundings, he doesn’t learn much. Though he might be learning Vedanta, there is no proper testing of his Vedantic knowledge as he doesn’t have a chance to put them into practice. A Sadguru thus ensures that the disciple is made to face tough situations so that the Sadguru as well as the disciple will be able to judge his state. 
Upanishads speak about three types of Gurus: uttama guru, madhyama guru and adhama guru. Adhama guru is one who shows the disciple the way and leaves traversing the path to the disciple. Madhyama guru shows the disciple the way and takes him till the final goal but the final goal has to be reached by the disciple himself. Uttama Guru is one who not only shows the goal and traverses the path but makes sure that the disciple reaches the goal thereby realizing the ultimate reality of Brahman. This might be contradictory to the Lord’s statement in the Gita that a person has to reach the goal himself and that nobody can help him in that. What the uttama guru does is he doesn’t leave the disciple until it is ensured that the disciple has realized the goal. Sadgurus are Uttama Gurus who ensure that the disciple realizes the goal. As Ramana used to tell, a Sadguru is like a lion. Once the disciple is in the grasp of the lion, there is no escape out of it(. It is better for the disciple to know and work towards the goal. If he doesn’t do that, then the guru makes the disciple learn it through tough and bad situations. 
AMMA is a Sadguru, Uttama Guru, and I didn’t know this until the last couple of months stay in Pune. Just a couple of days before comprehensive test, I was down with diarrhea. It was affecting me to the extent that my friends could find it reflected in my face which used to be always with a smile. I was smiling but it was a forced smile so visible in my face. I was unable to prepare for the test but by AMMA’s grace got through with a good score of 79%. The day before the test, I had to take an injection in order to be able to appear for the test. The test went well and the diarrhea was almost gone. But the stomach was in a bad condition unable to digest most of the things. Hence I had to become so choosy about my food and even then there was stomach pain among other things. All my sadhana came to a stop. Just a few days ago, I was doing intense sadhana amidst the training. And now, it was down to nothing. But AMMA’s grace and Balakrishnan Nair’s knowledge didn’t leave me. Though external sadhana and learning of scriptures was stalled, the mind was still able to contemplate on the ultimate reality (based on whatever had been learnt till then). 
It was during this tough time of stomach trouble that I went to AMMA’s ashram in Nigdi, Pune. There was an AICT there, the director of which was Naushad Sir (one of the student of Krishnakumar Sir of AICT Ernakulam where I had stayed). Naushad Sir then requested me to take up CAD/CAM for the students there since I had a mechanical background. Thus Saturday and Sunday used to spent on traveling to Nigdi early morning (the travel time was just more than an hour), teaching the students there and finally having lunch with the staff there before returning back. It was AMMA who was teaching through me because I never prepared except while traveling to the ashram.
Strange was the way AMMA was making a tool of me. Here I was without any knowledge of the subject as well as suffering from stomach trouble but still teaching the students in one of the best possible ways. 
Pune stay was almost getting over and finally I cleared the specific comprehensive exam (in Internet Stream). My posting was in Chennai. I hadn’t stayed away from my family for so long a period (4 months was long enough that time – but considering that currently I have been in US for 11 months, 4 months is quite less(). It was also the first time in my life that I was spending time without meeting AMMA in one or two months (except her US travels which used to span around two months). Once I reached Chennai, then also I wasn’t able to meet AMMA. It was after a long time that I saw AMMA during the end of the year (2003). It was then that AMMA’s words to me when I had asked her permission to join the ashram came to my mind – AMMA had said “staying away will create more bonding and love”. That’s what had happened during my four months at Pune. My bondages with my family had got reduced (except for phone calls) but my love and respect for AMMA had crossed all limits. Earlier, the love for AMMA used to be blind (because of my father’s belief, I had blind faith in AMMA). But now, this was converted to real love and pure devotion as scriptural knowledge had revealed the state of AMMA as none other than Nirguna Para Brahman. 
As Chinmaya used to say, knowledge and devotion both merge at the heart. The heart is the place where love which is a quality of the mind and knowledge which is a quality of the intellect merge. It is this heart which is the place of the Lord (as the Lord mentions in many places in Gita). Realization of the ultimate reality of Brahman is not possible without knowledge and devotion. Both are essential. A person who is without knowledge but with devotion will not be able to apprehend and understand the subtlety of the truth that everything is but an illusion in the Lord (and that whatever exists is only the Lord). A person who has knowledge but no devotion will not be able to experience the truth; instead he will be making name, money and fame with the knowledge which remains mere intellectual knowledge (AMMA calls such people as rocks which cannot be broken down). 
The Lord speaks about asanga shastra (weapon of detachment) as the means to get rid of the world in the 15th chapter of Gita. Sankara while commenting on this part explains the weapon to be made strong by Viveka and Vairagya. Viveka is the discrimination between real and unreal; knowing that the Lord alone is real and everything else is unreal. Vairagya is attachment towards the Lord which in turn causes detachment towards worldly entities. Viveka is knowledge and Vairagya is devotion. A seeker cannot proceed or achieve the goal without one of these. 
Though knowledge had been imparted in the direct and simple way by Balakrishnan Nair, the mind/intellect was not developed fully to apprehend and experience it (I was only 10 when I started listening to Balakrishnan Nair’s discourses). But AMMA had made me experience it by cultivating devotion in the mind to Brahman (seen as AMMA in my case). Thus Balakrishnan Nair’s knowledge and AMMA’s devotion had shown me the way to live in life. The four months in Pune hadn’t been merely an Infosys training but it had been a gurukula training for me where I was able to put knowledge into practice.
Chennai – A spiritual resort
I have coined the term “spiritual resort” as a way of describing Chennai for many reasons. Spirituality is upheld by the various Mahatmas and their presence in the form of ashrams or temples. Chennai can boast of the presence of many ashrams which include Ramakrishna Mission, Chinmaya Mission, AMMA’s ashram etc. Though these ashrams are present nowadays in almost all parts of the country, Chennai ashrams have their specialty. The Ramakrishna Mission in Chennai has for its president, Swami Gautamananda, one of the senior swamis in the mission. Gautamananda is now around 70 years old and joined the mission in his late teens or early twenties! As per the scriptural statements, Gautamananda is a jeevan muktha whose knowledge of the scriptures is profound and whose devotion for Ramakrishna is supreme. Any ashram gets importance not because it is an ashram but because of the presence of a Mahatma in it. Thus the mission in Chennai would be a special one as it is presided over by a jeevan muktha, ever blissful, calm, composed yet established in knowledge-devotion. 
Chennai also has the presence of Swami Paramaarthananda, one of the disciples of Swami Dayananda Saraswathi of Arsha Vidya Gurukulam. Paramartha (as I prefer calling him in short) is another jeevan muktha who follows Sankara to the core. His devotion for his Guru Dayananda and his Paramaguru Chinmaya is profound because of his extensive quotation about their words and stories explained by them. Paramartha’s discourses are totally based on Sankara’s bhashyas though he takes classes on all Advaitic literature. His discourses on Gita are profound and easy for any person to understand (still following Sankara’s bhashya alone). The cassettes and mp3 cds of his discourses are numerous. These have even reached the US. There has been no other saint who has given so many cds of scriptures. His entire set of discourses include 24 cd set of Bhagavad Gita (mp3 cds), the entire dasha upanishads, Brahma Sutras (which he is currently about to or already finished), Uddhava Gita of Bhagavatham and almost many of the prakarana granthas of Advaita. You name a prakarana grantha (which is not advance one like Chitsukhi or Istasiddhi) and there will be his discourse cd on the same. 
The above were the two jeevan mukthas whose discourses I used to attend most of the time. One was a perfect follower of Sankara whereas the other was devotee of Ramakrishna besides following Sankara.
Chennai can also boast of many ashrams of Avatars in the neighbourhood. We have the kanchi which hosts many temples and ashrams of Sankaracharya and other saints. We also have the Tiruvannamali – the famous abode of Ramana Maharshi. There cannot be any seeker who can try to progress in the spiritual path without reading Ramana’s teachings. His Upadesha Saram is a brief elucidation of Advaita whereas the Sad darshanam is a profound intellectual work of Advaita. The book “Talks with Ramana Maharshi” which is now available for download at www.ramana-maharshi.org has rarely any topic of Advaita untouched. 
Chennai is also a place full of temples in all nook and corner of the city. Thus it is apt to describe Chennai as a spiritual resort (though modernization or following of the western culture is slowly capturing the minds of the current day youth). 
There aren’t a lot of interesting incidents to mention while I stayed in Chennai except for a few things. I was staying alone in an apartment and hence my parents used to come and stay with me for alternative months. Whenever my parents used to come, there used to be a weekend visit to Tiruvannamalai (even as we regularly go to cinema theatres and picnic spots). Tiruvannamalai is famous for the temple – many people have asked me that why do we go so frequently to the temple(. But the truth is that I have been to Tiruvannamalai for around 15-16 times (my mother still keeps a count of the number of times that we have gone there) but have been to the temple only twice or thrice. All those visits were to see a cave where one siddha had attained Samadhi(. More than temples, it is the places of Mahatmas that are of importance to a seeker. Temples do have the soothing effect when the seeker is in trouble but the place of Mahatmas has much more effect than calming the mind. If a person like Paul Brunton could experience the Self in the mere presence of Ramana Maharshi (who didn’t even utter a word to him), what spiritual upliftment can be achieved from such a place? Most of the times that we have been to Tiruvannamalai, I would spent some time meditating in the hall (where Ramana used to sit) and most of the other time in the library. It was during one of the visits to the place that we heard the discourse of Nochur Venkataraman on the story of Jada Bharatha. The discourse was beyond all words – the emphasis was totally on Brahman though he used to crack jokes in between the discourse. It was this great Jeevan muktha who guided me to the library in the Ramana Ashram in Tiruvannamalai while I was searching for Brihat Yoga Vasistha. Nochur (as I prefer calling him) was in mouna which I wasn’t aware of. I went to him and asked him where can I get Brihat Yoga Vasistha. He was ever smiling and showed me sign language which indicated to me that he was in mouna (it was later that I learned from my mother that Nochur used to frequently come to the ashram and follow mouna for months!). The tube-light that I am (seriously and no jokes meant(), I couldn’t understand what he was telling. He then wrote in the back of his diary that it is available in the ashram’s library. He then smiled (the smile of a jeevan muktha which was the characteristic of Balakrishnan Nair). Thus I glanced upon the Brihat Yoga Vasistha book which had the slokas and translation in English. It was later that I wanted to own the book and asked the same to Paramartha. Paramartha smilingly said that it is available in a book stall and guided me to reach the place. I went there and the grace of these jeevan mukthas was more than I could apprehend. I had asked for the slokas of Brihat Yoga Vasistha and here I ended up with not just the slokas but an entire bhashya (in Sanskrit) on the same. 
Many people have felt the presence of Ramana still in the ashram – any person who goes there with an open mind can still feel his presence. Though I haven’t done much of his “self-enquiry” process but he has been a guiding light for all my postings in ITL Features. It was also in the ashram library that I glanced upon many of the rare advaita literature (some of which have been explained later in this article). 
The weekends that we were not in Tiruvannamalai was spent in listening to discourses of Paramartha (in the mornings) and Gautamananda in the evenings. Once when I was reading a collection of talks of Maharshi in the office, my ML (Sriparthasarathy, called as Partha) asked me to send good quotes to the team (project team). I did exactly as requested (as my nature is always to do something with respect to knowledge and spreading scriptures) but the response was bad (as quite expected from worldly people). This made me to rethink it and I decided to post the same in ITL Features. I got the necessary permission from the DM (delivery manager) and started posting in ITL Features. The first few posts had some replies and encouragements. Then one fine day, Sunil (one of the person who used to read the postings in those days) asked me whether he can subscribe for the same. Thus started the subscription system. Postings of “words of Ramana Maharshi” were continued till 200 postings – this was continued by an explanation of Upadesa Saram of Maharshi and finally continuing with Srimad Bhagavatham. 
Thus Tiruvannamalai which is just under 4 hours travel in bus from Chennai adds to Chennai’s apt name of “Spiritual resort”. Of course there is Pondicherry as well which has Aurobindo’s ashram but haven’t read his works when I glanced upon one of his statements which criticized Sankara for distorting the scriptures. I have been and will still be a follower in knowledge of Sankara – anything that is against Sankara cannot be considered as real (this is not because of attachment to Sankara but because his theory is faultless – I have myself been learning other systems including dvaita to know/show that Sankara’s system is faultless though it has come to be criticized by almost all schools of philosophy).
There is one incident that happened when I went to the Sankara mutt at Kanchi with my friend that strikes my memory. The sankaracharyas jayendra saraswathi and vijayendra saraswathi were out of station. Hence my friend and I met another swamiji (sanyaasin whose name I don’t recollect and who got initiated into sanyaas from chandrasekharendra saraswathi swamigal often called as mahaperiyaval). My friend didn’t keep quiet and said to the swami that I am into Vedanta. The swami asked “who did you learn Vedanta from”. I replied “Balakrishnan Nair”. There – started everything(. The swami started telling that a nair cannot imbibe the subtle teachings and hence you should learn it from a brahmin only (little does he understand or wants to understand that brahma vedanaat brahmanah – a brahmin is one who knows brahman). I said I also have learnt from Chinmaya’s discourses. The swami said that Chinmaya is a menon and not a brahmin. He continued by saying that Chinmaya fought with his disciple (the current Dayananda Saraswathi of Arsha Vidya Gurukulam) and they were mentally affected because of it (what foolish statements can a sanyaasin utter like this?). This went on and on. Finally as the swami was not ready to listen to my words, I said that “I have to disagree here as per the knowledge that I have learnt and hence I am going out (rather walking out( like in a parliament session)” – the swami replied with the same ego stand that “this is the traditional knowledge that I have got”. I thus came out of the room.
My friend came out later and told me that “you are not supposed to fight with a Mahatma”. I laughed and said “who is a Mahatma? One who claims to follow the advaita traditional but still differentiates people on the basis of their body/birth?”
It was AMMA who taught me a great lesson that day – the lesson was that though Sankara propounded a system beyond all limitations, his followers (to-date) differentiate on the basis of things – it is best for a seeker to stay away from such false-followers. That was the day when I realized the emptiness in the philosophy learnt and follower in Sankara mutts. Other than these mutts which follow the lineage from Sankara, the various missions like Chinmaya and others propound Advaita in exactly the same way that Sankara has propounded in his bhashyas. There is no use brooding or worrying about this. It is upto the seeker as to whether he wants to be misguided into such wrong notions or take the real path propounded by Sankara. That day, I also decided that though I wanted to take sanyaas I will stay in the world learning the scriptures by myself with the grace of AMMA and Balakrishnan Nair. This was far better than joining a mission and getting deluded into the empirical level. 
The swami was lucky enough that I hadn’t mentioned about AMMA. If I had done so and the swami had attacked AMMA, then his state would have been like Durvaasa attacking Ambariksha (which we learnt recently(). It is because of such wrong followers that the Mutt and the head of mutts are facing a tough period. Though the Seers of the Mutt are jeevan mukthas and these will not affect them, but they aren’t avatars to overcome all hurdles. They will still have to face empirical troubles because of such false followers and attacks against jeevan mukthas. It is interesting that it was shortly after my argument with the swami that the Kanchi Seers were arrested and all the issues with the Mutt started (I am not here mentioning that the swami’s attack towards me was the cause but that the attack against jeevan mukthas cannot go without any punishment().

We have to constantly remember that Brahman alone is real; everything else is an illusion. Whatever be the activity that we are doing – whether it is cooking or working or getting attached to people – still we have to remember in the mind that everything is Brahman alone (there is nothing apart from Brahman). This is the easiest way to be ever blissful though actions are being performed like any worldly person.
My Chennai life also got me good friends like Rajesh Kumar, Kannan Ganesan etc. who have the strong desire to learn the scriptures and know Brahman. Kannan used to meet me in office once in a while to discuss about Vedanta. Rajesh used to either come to my cubicle or to my house to discuss and learn the scriptures. It gives immense pleasure to know that though knowledge-desiring people are very less, there are few who have strong desire to learn and cross the ocean of samsaara. 
People around me

Though it is generally opined (by Sri Sri Ravishankar) not to comment about people but just to accept them, there are many things that can be learned by analyzing people. We can learn from not only our own mistakes but mistakes of others as well. This has been one of the features of the scriptures which give warnings to seekers while in the spiritual path. 

There aren’t many people to be described over here who are close with me. I have a very bad habit of not keeping up relationships. I have very few friends with whom I keep touch. The close friends of school were gone when I was in college(. This applies to all cases.  This is because of my nature of not sticking to people and relationships. What is relationship but as chanchala like the water in lotus leaf? One word can break relationships. For a person learning Bhaja Govindam, this is strengthened by Sankara’s strong words in the work. As a result, Bhaja Govindam is also called moha mudgara or hammer which removes delusion. 
As is with all people, there’s a small weakness in me. This weakness is getting easily attached to spiritual people (or rather relationships build on spirituality). This goes to such an extent that there was a fight between my manager and me on giving importance to spiritual things which finally affected my growth in Infosys. Of what value are worldly benefits for a person who has learnt the scriptures? Such a person will rejoice in the bliss in Brahman than seeking material benefits in the world. We shouldn’t ask foolish questions of “if you don’t want anything, then why don’t you give your salary to me”: will the questioner be satisfied with my salary? No, never. The desire will go on and on. First it will be my salary. Next it will be the salary of all spiritual people in Infosys. This will go on and finally he will ask the revenue of AMMA’s mission itself – the money that is being used for welfare of people will go into one single pocket which can never be filled fully!
Vedanta never tells a person to get rid of all his possessions. The Lord while mentioning jeevan mukthas doesn’t mention vyaasa or vasistha but instead mentions Janaka who was a king. Janaka did not renounce anything – he was possessing everything but still a realized being. Realization is not in dispossession of things but not being attached to possessions. Inner renunciation is what is important than external renunciation.
Apart from my Guru AMMA, there’s only one person whom I adore beyond all limits. That’s my sister, Bri (Brahmacharini) Rajalakshmi. She’s currently doing her Vedanta course under Swami Tejomayananda (the current head of Chinmaya Mission and a jeevan muktha). The age difference between her and me is a year and half. The most important thing that I like about her is detachment and sense of renunciation. She is so detached to things in the world. But at times she enters into passion instead of compassion which in turn leads her as well as my parents into trouble. Other than this problem of passion, she is a perfect sanyaasin. It is very tough indeed to take the path of sanyaas as there cannot be any dependencies for such a person except faith and devotion in the Lord. 
Most of the people in the world require one or the other support. The support is either in the form of their Guru or in the form of any other person. It is this emotional backing which causes people to marry in life so that there’s always a person to support them. The emotional barrier of depending on the Lord alone is very tough and almost impossible for majority of the people in the world. When tough situations come, they will require somebody to lean upon and share their trouble. Even seekers need some or the other support in the world when tough situations arise. It is because of this that all seekers require Guru as well as spiritual supports in life. I have been sought by few of the people as a spiritual support to most of their problems. But what these people forget is that when the support that they seek in the world is temporary. There is only one support which is permanent – this support is from the Lord. This support from the Lord is always there irrespective of space and time limitations. Some people might be fortunate enough to get support whenever they want (even during midnight or late night hours) but those supports are also temporary.  
Mind is so disturbing and wavering that controlling it is tough as controlling the wind (this is what Arjuna says to Krishna in Gita). Only those seekers whose mind has been purified through self-less action and the intellect is sharpened by the knowledge of the scriptures will be able to live in the world without any support. The sanyasins in the world are such seekers who are able to live in the world without any support. 
Sankara speaks about yatis in his yati panchakam thus

Moolam taroh kevalam aasrayanthah

Paani dvayam bhoktum amatrayanthah

These yatis have the tree as their sole shelter. Their hands are the bowls for food.

Renunciation or sanyaas is thus not meant for majority of the people. My sister is one seeker who is best suited for sanyaas because of extreme detachment to the world and being able to live in the world without any support. Though when she was living with us, there used to be lot of fighting in the name of scriptural arguments, she now understands the importance of intellectual thinking. My basic nature has been to learn intellectual works and arguing based on logic. It is a wrong notion that logic is not required and devotion alone is enough for realization. Logic is inevitable to understand the futility of the world and to grasp the subtle truth of Brahman. Whenever we used to discuss some scripture, I used to speak logically and enter into argumentation (most of the case taking the stand of the purvapakshin trying to refute Advaita). When my sister would be unable to answer my objections, she used to term it as too much intellect and logic. The most common statement used to be that “you always use your intellect and lack devotion”. Little did she understand during that time that those arguments weren’t mine but a mere echo of the statements in many scriptural works. She also didn’t realize the importance of intellectual analysis and logic in the spiritual path. But now, whenever I talk to her over phone she mentions the importance of intellectual analysis and that she knows most of the things that are being taught in the classes because of prior discussion with my father and me. 
We have to understand that devotion alone is not enough for realization. Devotion will fail during tough times. That is when our devotion will fail and we will try to find local emotional support for our problems. Real devotion is devotion strengthened by knowledge that everything is the Lord alone. Such a seeker will not succumb in any situation because he will remember the knowledge that everything is the Lord alone. 
Though there used to lot of arguments with my sister & both our nature are quite different, she is one person whom I adore (not because she is my sister but because of her nature).

My father – I can go on writing about my father from a spiritual angle. To keep it short, my father is a sanyaasin in a grihastha’s dress. He is so detached and dispassionate that he can leave the family in a single moment. The greatness lies in that though he is dispassionate, he doesn’t renounce the family instead lives in the family as a sanyaasin. He had his marriage at a very old age of 36. He was living like a saint during his youth. He used to roam to different temples with his friends. He used to be always seen meditating in one or the other temple. Once when he went with his friends to see Nadi (of his friends), they said that in the previous birth he was a sanyaasin. But he (for unknown reasons) locked his Guru in a cave!!! And the current birth as a grihastha though internally he is devoid of all desires is because of the curse of his Guru. He was not willing to marry but his brothers forced him to marry by the statement that “your sisters aren’t getting married because you aren’t married”. (Very bad is the state of people in the world that themselves being in trouble (with their marriage), they want others as well to be immersed in the trouble!!! When my sister was being forced to marry, my father and I were there to support her from that. My father who initially supported her had to stop from supporting her because of the attack that he was misleading her!!! But the independent person that I am (I am not bothered about anything in the world because I have AMMA in my heart to protect me and because I don’t have any worldly constraints like marriage etc.), I supported my sister in her step to take sanyaas. It isn’t possible for a single person to change the mind of a person and force him into taking sanyaas – thus it was my sister’s inner desire as well as my support which finally lead her to get the golden opportunity of having Swami Tejomayananda as her Guru. 
My father thus was made to marry which in turn brought my sister and me into this world. Even though he is married, yet he is unattached to anything in the world. The state of my father brings my memory to the detached state of Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa. Once Mathur Babu asked a servant to tell a guest to go away from the place. The servant mistakenly thought that this had to be told to Sri Ramakrishna. He thus said to Ramakrishna to get out from the place. Ramakrishna, in a second, took his carpet and started walking away. Suddenly Mathur Babu saw this and came running. He then said to Ramakrishna to go inside and that the message was not for him. Ramakrishna without uttering a single word or showing any emotion walked back to his room. What a state of dispassion!!! This is what Sankara explains in Aparokshanubhuthi as “yathaiva kaaka vistaayaam” – dispassion towards worldly entities like the dispassion of people to the crow’s dung. My father’s state is a similar state. 
Swami Vivekananda had the same vairagya in him but he lacked in devotion because of inexperience of the state of realization which he had learned in the scriptures. Such dispassion is of not much use until a Guru comes and shows how to experience the state of realization. For Vivekananda, Sri Ramakrishna showed him the state thus cultivating devotion and making Vivekananda a jeevan muktha. 

For my father, devotion towards the Lord is supreme. After meeting AMMA, the devotion has been directed towards AMMA. There cannot be any conversation with him without mention of AMMA in it. He knows astrology and guides people who come to him (without any fee but as a service to people). The first suggestion (which is compulsory) to such people is MEETING AMMA. He considers everything as the grace of AMMA. Unlike many devotees of AMMA, his devotion is not limited but unlimited and unconditional. He thus quotes Sri Sri Ravishankar, Sai Baba, Sankara among other saints during his conversation with people. Though he doesn’t give discourses like Paramartha or other saints, his words themselves are discourses because he is ever speaking about AMMA and Brahman. 
I cannot proclaim my father as a jeevan muktha (because somewhere in the mind there is the sense of attachment out of love and respect towards him which makes my mind to consider him as “my father” than anything else) but he isn’t short of one. The only people I seek at times of distress is my parents (father and mother). My parents and my sister are the only people with whom I keep in touch though they don’t seek me. All other relationships that I have in the world are such that people seek me instead of me seeking them. 
If my father is an embodiment of detachment, my mother is as innocent as a child that people misuse her to a large extent. My mother isn’t that intellectual but emotional. Thus she doesn’t want to enter into scriptures much but wants people beside her. I am mentioning this nature of hers to have people beside her as an exception because that is not present in my father, my sister or me. Majority of the people want somebody or the other as a support in the world which is the same case with my mother. Though my mother has three jnaanis (jeevan muktha is one who is established in jnaana or jnaananista which is different from jnaani who is one who has knowledge about Brahman) in our house yet she constantly requires support from relatives. But she is so caring and attached to my sister and me that I cannot but forget her like I have done with friends. 
Before ending up about my family, I would like to share an incident that happened when we went to Kasi (Varanasi) to show that though my father was detached still he was attached to us (this attachment is what the Lord hints as detached attachment – attachment which can be detached easily unlike normal attachment which is tough to get out of). This was way back in 1998 when we went to Kasi for my parents to do pitrutarpana (offering to forefathers). My sister and I were blessed indeed that we could visit such a place as Kasi at a very young age. In Kasi, there was a particular ritual after which my parents had to have food. But the food was to be had only by those who had done the tarpana and hence we were told not to have any food(. To this, my father refused to have food unless my sister and I were also able to eat. Though there isn’t much attachment in my mind towards my family but tears fill my eyes when I think about this incident. Even though my father was detached yet his attachment towards his children was extreme. 
The Lord was detached but still attached to Arjuna and Uddhava that he imparted them knowledge (to Arjuna in two places, one is bhagavad gita and the other is uttara gita). This is the state of realized beings who live in the world with attachment like normal beings but their attachment is detached attachment being associated with knowledge and devotion to the Lord. It is this state of detached attachment that we as seekers should strive towards. 
Due to my nature of not maintaining any connection with people in general, there have been very few friends close enough to mention over here. There are a couple of friends whom I consider as equal to my mother (don’t want to disclose their names(). Many of the relationships have taught me one thing in general that relationships are always short-lived except for the relationship of Guru-shishya. Every relationship is based on either of friendship, love or advice. Love here encompasses the motherly affection, attachment to siblings and attachment to one’s partner. All these qualities of the mind are temporary and cannot lead to permanent relationships. Though the Guru-Shishya relationship does include advice but general advice at worldly level doesn’t have the shishya bhaava in the questioner. Questions are asked as if it is directed towards a friend. 
Any entity from which we get knowledge of the Self is to be considered as one’s Guru. We find in Upanishads, shishyas learning from even birds and fire!!! Katha Upanishad speaks about how scarce and rare is this knowledge thus:

Sravanaayapi bahubhir yo na labhyah

Srunvantho api bahubhir yo na vidmah

Aascharyo vakthaa kushalo asya labdhaa

Aascharyo jnaathaa kushala anushistah

This knowledge is not even available for listening to many people; though many get to hear to this knowledge, they are unable to understand it (implement it in life). Great (aascharyam means awe or wonderful) is the speaker of this knowledge, blessed indeed is the one who is able to get this knowledge and great is the person who is able to know Brahman through proper teaching from a teacher. 
The first line of the sloka tells that this knowledge is very tough for many people to even hear. I have known people who haven’t had proper backing from their house to listen or study the scriptures. One of my close friend in Chennai has been learning the scriptures but still there is strong opposition from his house regarding the same. Though knowledge of Brahman is available for everyone still very few get a chance to hear about it (by chance). If we are one of the persons able to listen about Brahman, we should consider ourselves blessed indeed. As AMMA says, any spiritual effort is a Fixed Deposit – it is never lost. Though in this life we may not be able to realize Brahman, the knowledge will be saved and in the next birth we will be starting from where we left (as we have already seen in the story of Jada Bharatha). Of the few people who are able to listen about Brahman, very few are able to apprehend and implement in life. There are many people who know Brahman but how many are able to understand the concepts of Brahman without any doubts? Only after intellectual understanding, a person will be able to realize Brahman. Thus realized beings are even scarcer. Therefore the Upanishad proclaims that wonderful/great are the speakers about Brahman. Those who are able to get knowledge from any person are blessed because they have an option of crossing over the ocean of samsaara. Those who know Brahman through proper teaching are great indeed because there are very few such jeevan mukthas in the world. 
There are just a couple of friends who still keep in touch with me consistently. One of them is a guy in Chennai and the other is a girl in Bangalore. I have learnt many of the prakarana granthas, Upanishads and even Brahma Sutra sankara bhashya (chatusutri) with them. The guy’s name is Rajesh Kumar and the girl is Mallika. Both of them started interacting with me after reading the postings on “Words of Ramana Maharshi” in ITLFeatures (an internal BB in Infosys). This was almost a couple of years back. 
The Lord proclaims in Gita

Ye yatha maam prapadhyanthe taamsthathaiva bhajaami aham

Whoever worships me in whatever form, I appear to them in that form.

Majority of the people in the world seek the Lord for material benefits I the form of name, fame and money. They also get it by the grace of the Lord but as they are seeking the Lord as these material benefits, they also get the sorrow that is associated with the material benefits. When sorrow strikes, they go back to the Lord seeking more pleasure so that they can come out of this sorrow. Little do they realize that they are again and again being churned in the ocean of samsaara characterized by sorrows and suffering. This vicious circle continues for births until the person realizes the futility of worldly pleasures, seeks a Guru and the Guru imparts him the knowledge of Brahman. 
Thus it is only in a very few rare people that the desire to learn is developed. This desire is strong only in still fewer people who either become grihastha jeevan mukthas or take into the path of sanyaas.

The couple of friends I mentioned above form the rare group of people who desire to learn about Brahman. It is not possible for many seekers to tackle the opposition from family and people around. Hence the desire though being strong is not sought ardently. Many people think that I have been blessed indeed of getting family support in spirituality. Rare do they know or understand that I have also had to go through all the hardships and oppositions that every seeker faces. Though my father is spiritual, he neither supported nor opposed of his own. Only if we used to ask for his opinion, he used to support spiritual life. Except for spiritual discussions and visiting ashrams, I have treaded a different path from my father (not taking any spiritual support from him). Though both of us undergo spiritual discussions, visit spiritual places and listen to discourses, I follow a different approach at home from my father. My father is always into Gita or Upanishads or Sankara’s works whereas I have been more into the advanced works in Advaita (like Chitsukhi, Istasiddhi etc.) and into advance bhashyas on the same. My father understands the Upanishads from the English translation of Gambhirananda or the Malayalam translation of Mridananda or Balakrishnan Nair whereas I learn the Upanishads from Sankara’s bhashyas including Anandagiri’s tikas on the same and other rare bhashyas. My father has restrained himself into preaching about AMMA and Advaita Vedanta whereas I have been into all philosophies including even Christianity. By AMMA’s grace, I have authored a work titled Mayavada Darpana in Sanskrit (which counters Madhvacharya’s attack on Advaita in his Mayavada Khandana) and an article titled “Mayavada and Shoonyavada” against Shrisha Rao’s article in dvaita.org (which says that Mayavada is same as the Buddhists shoonyavada system) (both of these can be accessed at http://mayavadadarpanam.blogspot.com/, http://shoonyavaadamaayavaada.blogspot.com/ respectively – mayavada darpanam blog is an explanation of the Sanskrit work which is an on-going one). 
The big difference between my father and me lies in that my father is a supreme devotee of AMMA (which he never forgets for even a second) whereas I am a disciple of AMMA (a follower of the knowledge path and Advaita Vedanta to the core). My father would recommend any person to see AMMA whereas I would recommend any person to learn the scriptures. Unlike other devotees-disciples, I prefer to give importance to scriptural wordings than AMMA’s wordings. This is not lack of respect for AMMA but following AMMA’s own words that “children! You all should learn the scriptures”. A Guru is a Guru because of his knowledge of the scriptures and Brahman (guruh saakshaat param brahma). 
After getting a job in Infosys, I have more or less led a life different and separate from my family. There have been attacks by relatives (and even by my mother at times) on me like my sister. But I have tried to stay away from all such attacks and at times refuting those with scriptural teachings. 
The above is just to mention that whatever be the environment or surroundings, a seeker will (surely) have to go through hardships and obstacles. As saints mention that if a person is not facing any obstacle, then he is not in the spiritual path(. A seeker whose mind is immersed in Brahman and intellect has been strengthened by scriptural knowledge will be able to consider the obstacles as mithyaa (unreal) along with the world. This knowledge that the world is unreal (jagan mithyaatvam) will always be in the mind of such a seeker. By AMMA’s grace, I have been able to have this thought in my mind though I have (and am) facing obstacles in all points of my life. 
The one way out of all obstacles is giving high priority to spirituality than anything else. This in itself will pave way for a seeker to overcome all obstacles and realize the ultimate reality of Brahman.

Coming back to my friends, Rajesh and Mallika have the strong desire to learn the scriptures and thereby realize Brahman. But are desires enough??? If I desire to eat a laddoo, will that suffice? No, I have to work towards it. I have to either prepare laddoo at home (but being the lazy kid that I am, I will not do that() or go to the bakery and get it (which is the probable way I would follow). Similarly desire to realize is not enough for realization. A person has to convert the desire into action by spending regular time for scriptural study. Paramartha says that for realization, it is required to “continuously learn the scriptures for a consistent period of time under an able teacher”. 
I have learned quite a few scriptures with these two people either through the phone or in person. When I was in Chennai, Rajesh used to come to my house (almost daily) and we used to learn a scripture for half an hour or more. Even now there is hardly any day which goes by without getting a “hari aum” message from Rajesh in messenger(. We still are learning scriptures through chatting and discussing. Devotion to learning is admirable in Rajesh whereas the thirst to learn more is admirable in Mallika.
It isn’t better or good to mention about friends (there could an IPR violation or a court case against me for the same(), hence am stopping the same here. 
Favorite scriptures

Last but not the least, it is important for me to put forth the scriptural texts which are close to my heart and an essence of those texts. Though this might not be of much use to all seekers but getting to know the essence of a few scriptural texts will only be good for the seeker. 
Yoga Vasistha

This is one of the greatest epics of Advaita Vedanta. There are two versions of the same: one is called Brihat Vasistha consisting of around 32000 slokas having a commentary of Anandabodhendra saraswathi titled Tatparya Prakaasha; the second is an abridged version of the same called Laghu Yoga Vasistha composed of 6000 slokas authored by Abhinandana of Kashmir and having a commentary of Atmasukha on the same. 
There have been few English translations as well as abridged versions of Yoga Vasistha but the above two are the main ones. There is also a Malayalam translation of the laghu yoga vasistha by Prof. Balakrishnan Nair titled Vasistha Sudha (nectar of Vasistha). 
Yoga Vasistha is split into 6 prakaranas which are: Vairagya prakarana dealing with the vairagya of Rama, Mumukshu Prakarana dealing with qualities of a mumukshu, utpatti prakarana dealing with creation, sthithi prakarana dealing with explanation of the world, upashama prakarana dealing with negation of the world and nirvana prakarana (dealing with liberation – nirvana prakarana is further split into two purva nirvana and uttara nirvana). Though each of these chapters have a specific name to it, the content of each of these is almost the same.

Yoga Vasistha can be said to be in par with Gaudapada Karika (the karika to Mandukya Upanishad written by Gaudapada) in that both deals the reality at the ultimate level. This way of explaining things from the ultimate level (where there is nothing but Brahman alone) is often termed as ajaathi or ajaatha vaada – the theory that there is no world created at all. This is from the ultimate level which Advaita terms as paaramaarthika satta. Prof. B L Atreya has done extensive research on the Brihat Yoga Vasistha and found many slokas being quoted in many works including Gaudapada Karika.
If a person is to speak about the content in Yoga Vasistha, he can go on and on without any end. But to put it brief, the ultimate reality of non-dual Brahman has been explained clearly (from the paaramarthika level) through beautiful stories. We even find the story of Mahaabali among other stories. There is also a story called Arjuna upaakhyaana which has a condensed version of Bhagavad Gita – this has many slokas very similar to the Bhagavad Gita but predominantly advaitic in nature.
Since Yoga Vasistha is purely advaitic in content, therefore the other systems of Vedanta reject the authenticity of the work. Vasistha in itself explains it as a work written by Valmiki having the truth imparted by Sage Vasistha to Rama. 
The slokas of Vasistha are poetic and beautiful to memorize though they are profound in terms of knowledge. The basic concept of Vasistha is that there is nothing apart from Brahman. Whatever exists is only an illusion in the reality of Brahman. The dual world that we see is only an illusion because it was neither there at the beginning (before creation) and will not be there after destruction. That which doesn’t exist in the beginning and at the end only “seems” to exist in the middle having no real existence. The world thus has no real existence but is only an illusion in Brahman. The world as Brahman is real but the world as dual entities is only an illusion in non-dual Brahman. Everybody is Brahman alone. Since “I” am Brahman, therefore I am blissful. Thus bliss is my very nature – it is only ignorance which causes me to search for bliss though I am blissful in nature. This ignorance is removed through knowledge. 
In order to enter into the kingdom of moksha (liberation), there are four sepoys (door keepers) who have to be satisfied. The four are thus: SHAMA (calmness of the mind), VICHARA (self-enquiry), SANTOSHAH (satisfaction or contentment) and SADHUSANGAMAM (satsanga or association with good people and good thoughts). It is interesting to note that Vasistha gives importance to VICHARA than the other three. It is this VICHARA which is being emphasized by Ramana Maharshi in all of his works (Sankara also mentions VICHARA as the sole means for tattva jnaana in his Vivekachoodamani). If a seeker is able to get these four qualities, then the door to liberation is opened – in other words, he is liberated from the ocean of samsaara.

This liberation is one’s own right because it is one’s very nature of Brahman. When there is nothing apart from Brahman, then what to remove and what to achieve?

Janaka says thus in Janaka upaakhyaana (in Upashama prakarana)

Kimupaadeyam asthi iha yatnaad samsaadayaami kim

Yathah sthirasya shudhasya chitah kaa me asthi kalpanaa

What do I have to achieve here? By effort, what do I need to attain here? (with effort or without effort I don’t have anything to achieve here) – since I am the constant and pure Consciousness, why should I imagine anything (imagine or create mental impressions or desires in order to put them into action and achieve them).

Na abhivaanchaami asampraaptham na sampraaptham tyajaami aham

Svaccha aatmani thisthaami yanmama asthu tadasthu me

I will neither crave for that which I don’t have nor will I renounce whatever I have – I will always remain as the pure Atman, whatever may happen. 
A few readings of the above two slokas will show the seeker the state (ultimate level) from which Yoga Vasistha speaks. There is no parallel to this great work in Vedanta. If a person is able to imbibe the stories with import of Yoga Vasistha, then he is ensured moksha in this very birth itself. 
I have a softcopy of Brihat Yoga Vasistha as well as a hardcopy of the same. This work is close to my heart because of the paaramarthika level which is the same as Balakrishnan Nair’s teachings. This work is also close to my heart because when I had met Balakrishnan Nair (for the first time – I have met him once only) and mentioned to him that I have read his Vasistha Sudha, he said “Yoga Vasistham onnu maatram madhi” (Yoga Vasistha one alone is enough). Interestingly I had to search for the book for quite a long period before finally getting it in Chennai after being guided for the book by Balakrishnan Nair, Nochur Venkataraman and Paramaartha.
Upadesha Saram
The word of a Mahatma has its own special effect. This is one of the rare works authored by Ramana himself in Sanskrit (Saddarshanam of Maharshi is a Sanskrit translation by Kavyakanta Ganapathi Muni of Ramana’s tamil work Ulladu narpadu). This work is the essence of Vedanta in easy and simple Sanskrit. The work is also sung in simple tune for memorizing and recollecting. This work has already been dealt before the postings of Bhagavatham and hence I am refraining from writing much about it here. Interested seekers can read the same at http://upadeshasaram.blogspot.com/ or find the entire content as a word document at http://geocities.com/hariram1981/files.html. 
Chitsukhi and Istasiddhi

Chitsukhi has been authored by Chitsukhacharya whereas Istasiddhi has been authored by Vimuktatman. I have clubbed both the works together because there cannot be much written about the work. This is not because of unavailability of the work or not knowing of the work but because of the logical nature of the work. Chitsukhi is one of the work which explains the concepts of Advaita through a thorough refutation of the objections raised by the Pracheena Nyaaya system (nyaaya is split into two – pracheena and navya – navya nyaaya is the nyaaya system formulated or reformulated by Gangesha Upadhyaaya in the 13th century whereas pracheena nyaaya is the nyaaya system before Gangesha’s time). Istasiddhi is also termed as anirvachaneeya khyaati work because this work deals with the various khyaatis (theories of error) refuting all other khyaatis except anirvachaneeya (which is what is accepted by Advaita). 
Both of these works (including the Khandana Khanda Khadhyam which deals only with thorough refutation of the nyaaya system) portray the logical pinnacle of philosophy before the 13th century. There is of course the Advaita Siddhi of Madhusudana Saraswathi directed towards defending Advaita from the attacks of Vyaasa teertha in his Nyaayamritham but this work in many ways derives from the other two works. 
These two works are for the intellectually sharp people who apart from knowing the Advaita system thoroughly also have a strong knowledge of the other darshanas (advaita is just one of the shad darshanas many of which have sub-darshanas). Learning or even reading these works are treats for a Vedantin. Someday when there are enough people interested in learning these works or a brief outline of the work, we will deal with the content of the work(.  
Other works
Few people might think that how come this guy hasn’t mentioned Sankara bhashyas(. The prasthaana trayas of dasha Upanishads, Brahma Sutra (basically chathusutri) and Bhagavad Gita along with Sankara’s bhashyas and anandagiri’s tikas are the primary text for any advaitin. There need be no special mention of the same. Most of Sankara’s prakarana granthas and basic works like Panchadashi, Vedanta Saara, Vedanta Paribhaasha etc. are a must for seekers. 
There is a small difference between “required” and “liked”. The works that I have mentioned as special to my heart are those who which I like the most apart from the required works (without which a seeker cannot proceed in the spiritual path).
Conclusion

There have been already enough things mentioned about myself in this article. Though I have tried to make sure that there is no deviation from the ultimate reality of Brahman while explaining incidents in life, there might have been a few lapses. Hope that all the seekers will pardon me for the same. 
Let me hope that this work has been useful for at least a few seekers in implementing knowledge in life so that they can lead a life full of bliss being ever immersed in Brahman all the while acting in the world. If it hasn’t been quite interesting and has been boring, pardon the same. Hope the people whose names have been mentioned in the work don’t put a case against me(. 

Any feedbacks/questions/comments regarding the same on any portion or part of the article is welcome. These can be directed to either hariram_subramonia@infosys.com or hariram1981@yahoo.com.

Let me offer this work at the lotus feet of AMMA and Prof. Balakrishnan Nair without both of whom I have no existence at all. May the grace of AMMA and knowledge of Balakrishnan Nair fall upon all seekers. 
HARI AUM

Hariram

11th Feb, 2007

New Jersey

