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To my mother, who was the first guru
And to my guru, the mother of mothers




Hamsabhyam parivrittam


Harde kamale shuddhe


Jagatkaranam vishwakaram


Anekadehanilayam


Swachchandamanandakam


Sarvadharam akhanda chidanndaghnarasam


Poornamhyanantam shubham


Pratyakshaksharavigraham guruvaram


Dhyayed vibhum shaswatam.


Surrounded by swans


In the purity of the heart-lotus


He is the cause of the whole universe


And the dweller in countless bodies


Still free of all and full of bliss


He is the basis of all


And the absolute bliss of consciousness


Perfect, eternal and auspicious


Let me meditate on the Guru


The visible embodiment of the World


The Lord who is eternal.




BEFORE
APPROACHING
THE DOORS…
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THIS BOOK INTRODUCES AND EXAMINES CONCEPTS THAT are essential to Indian spiritual traditions, with a view to help you enter the fascinating world of spiritual practice. You will be taken to the threshold of ten important spiritual doors, and given a glimpse of what lies within. Then, if there is a desire to enter, you are free to do so according to your taste and temperament. Entering a chamber presents the opportunity to explore, experiment with and experience the spiritual wisdom and truths that are contained therein.


Though the concepts and metaphors that make up the bricks and mortar of this book are taken from different streams of ancient Indian spiritual traditions, the book does not follow in entirety a specific school like Buddhism, Jainism or Vedanta. Nor is it a full-fledged philosophical exploration of any particular school.


Further, while not an advertisement or a critique of any sect or cult, this book contests sweeping claims made by sects, cults and religions, without losing sight of the essential unity of spiritual experiences they seek to explicate. I would also like to make clear that this book does not intend to be a manual of specific spiritual practices like asanas, pranayama or meditation.


This book is an amalgamation of Indian spiritual and philosophical theory, and my personal experiences. While I have leaned on the major Indian schools of thought for their key concepts and ideas, I have presented them to you through the lens of my own personal spiritual experiments and experiences.


Hardened doubters or blind followers do not need this book; neither do people already enlightened. It is for those in between, seekers and sceptics who are unable to believe easily and insist on experiential validation. While not promising to answer all the questions that may occur to you on the subject of Indian spirituality, this book is intended to enrich your life by connecting you with ideas, practices and experiences that can lead to positive transformation, provided you are willing to explore them. Come to this book with an open mind, and it may give you something you have been looking for.


 When my publisher suggested that I write a book on ten fundamentally ‘Indic’ spiritual concepts, it took me quite some time to zero in on the essential ones. Though the ultimate goal of the spiritual journey is the end of suffering and the attainment of joy and freedom, every traveller on this path experiences its joys and sorrows differently, as each person is unique. As Sri Ramakrishna said: ‘Joto mota, totho patho’ (there are as many paths as there are temperaments).


Further, the nature of spiritual experience is completely subjective even though, after inner transformation, its effects become visible on the intersubjective plane. What one has experienced and realized subjectively can be communicated and transmitted to others so that they can experience and realize things subjectively at their own level of understanding.


Hence, the main challenge I faced was to identify a finite set of concepts that could hold across widely different personality types. And since spirituality is ultimately about experience, the concepts had to have a practical validity. Each concept, I felt, must be like a door that opens to a rich world of subjective experiences. It is at this point that I began to feel that the metaphor of the door can take us closer to the experiential dimension of spirituality. Metaphors have always seemed to me to be more concrete than concepts.


Once the metaphor of the door was established in my mind, I had to give a name to each one of the ten doors. I see the word ‘guru’ inscribed on the main door. A guru is a spiritual teacher who has the knowledge and experience to initiate and guide the seeker through his spiritual journey. Depending on the nature of the guru and the system he follows, the guru then takes the practitioner to other chambers. For instance, if the guru happens to be a mantra guru, he can lead one to the mantra chamber.


For some people, the mantra door is the first to open, and eventually leads them to the guru and/or the devata, the deity. It is the mantra that binds the guru and the seeker together. All mantras carry divine energy, but it is divine energy that is actually the devata. I give this example of the guru, mantra and devata to show you that, in the world of spiritual practice, these chambers are interconnected, and one chamber can open to other chambers.


Thus, there is flexibility in entering these doors. You do not necessarily have to start your journey with a guru or a mantra. You could be someone who is more comfortable connecting with a deity, so you can start your journey there. The deity can later connect you to mantra practice and to the guru, and then to other rooms.


There are certain people who, given their temperaments, need to go through some of the doors but not all of them. Such people may find fulfillment in one of these chambers as they move along, and therefore do not need to explore further chambers.


Interestingly, it is equally possible that the seeker finds everything he needs in one particular chamber – the very first chamber he enters. For the steadfast, just one door is enough. If one’s focus is absolute, one can see the ocean in a mere drop. For instance, someone may connect with a guru, or a deity, and is able to reach the Divine just through that path.


These days, the body is the easiest door to enter for most people, as they live on the physical plane. By this, I mean that people are deeply influenced by the materialism of the modern world. Yet, being attached to the body does not have to be an obstacle on the spiritual path. In fact, some of our spiritual traditions like yoga and tantra have considered the body to be a temple of the Divine. It is not necessary to bruise the body to pleasure the soul; the body can be a means to reach the soul.


Different body techniques, postures and movements lead to the realization that the body consists of subtle psychic energies. When a person achieves a certain degree of ease with asanas, he will start feeling subtler energies flowing in the body. Focusing on the body can, sooner or later, usher one to others chambers like the breath and the mind. But, as I have explained, the body can also be the end in itself.


Now, there are people whose awareness is focused more on the breath than the body, and they are able to enter the spiritual realm through the breath. Breath is the elusive bond between body and mind. It is ‘elusive’ because most people know how the body or the mind feels but not how the breath feels. A whole range of breath practices, such as pranayama and pranavidya, has been evolved to help them.


One can also enter the spiritual plane through the mind. In raja yoga, which is the yoga of the mind, the significance of physical training is minimal; all one needs for mental practice is a stable and relaxed sitting posture and some degree of breath control to enable the mind to settle on the object of concentration.


Sometimes, you will encounter difficulties or blocks in your sadhana, and this may necessitate experiencing other rooms so that those blocks are cleared. For example, you can be someone who is enthusiastic enough to go straight to meditation, but discover that pain in some part of the body is absorbing all your attention. It may then be necessary to go through the physical practice of hatha yoga before resuming meditation.


There are some people who, possessing the subtlest of sensibilities, can walk directly into the chamber of anuttara. This is the final stage of spiritual practice, and it is only a highly evolved being who can reach here directly.


 Some schools of spirituality hold stillness to be the goal of spiritual evolution. Ascetic schools of spirituality enjoin a withdrawal from all action into silence and stillness. Their view is that engagement with the world will result in blindness to the light within. But, as I have explained earlier, this approach of the denial of the world will not suit most people as they want to be a part of the material world.


Having said this, it is perfectly possible to meet the Divine by being active in the world. The very purpose of this book is to show you how you can have a spiritual practice and be able to attain the Supreme by being here and now. All the concepts I have presented in this book are ways of living a spiritual life as an ordinary person. Spiritual freedom is to be found in the world of actions, not away from it.


Kama (desire and sexuality); karma and kayaka (action and labour); and pratibha (creative energy), are three other doors you will encounter, and they are also interconnected. These three chambers are related to creativity, and constitute the primal urge to participate in creation through procreation, work and creative expressions.


The last door that this book takes you to is anuttara, unsurpassed experience. It exists even beyond the states of moksha, nirvana or kevala jnana. Like all parts of the tree becoming the tree, like all drops in the ocean becoming the ocean, all other doors become dimensions of anuttara – the principle of eternity, hidden in the fluctuations of space–time. The most blessed of seekers, who are few and far between, can directly enter and ‘become’ this state.


To better understand the interconnectedness of the doors, visualize them not in the plain two-dimensional space of Euclidean geometry but in the transformational space of non-Euclidean geometry, where spaces curve away and into each other. We can enter the inner realm from any one of the ten doors, for these doors collapse into one another, lead to each other and become each other in the constantly pulsating and multi-dimensional space of anuttara. I request you to keep these points in mind while reading this book.


I would like to mention that all the English translations, unless mentioned otherwise, are my own. Go ahead and start reading, opening any one of the ten doors, for all of them lead to anuttara – your own essential self, synonymous with light and freedom.




Door 1


GURU
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THE GURU IS USUALLY THE FIRST DOOR A SEEKER opens as he sets out on his spiritual journey because relating to, and being guided by, a master is often the easiest way to embark on the spiritual path. Lord Shiva says in the Shiva Sutras, ‘Gururupaayam’, the guru is the means.


The guru, in simple terms, is a teacher, but he is unlike other teachers. Ordinary teachers impart to us knowledge about different subjects in the material world; a guru is a spiritual teacher who lights up the path within. The skills and knowledge that he bestows upon us belong to the inner world. Like the mythical philosopher’s stone, which converts base metal into gold, a guru’s teachings transform the limited and conditioned self into unlimited and unconditioned awareness. The guru has the ability to bring about complete inner transformation, taking the disciple from the darkness of ignorance to the light of wisdom, from suffering to joy. Basavanna, a twelfth-century poet and philosopher, says:


Madakeya maduvare manne modalu


Todigeya maaduvare hone modalu


Shivapthavanarivare gurupathave modalu


Kudalasangamadev.


(If you want to make a pot


Start with the earth,


If you want to make an ornament


Start with gold,


If you want to understand Shiva’s path


Start with the guru’s path,


O Lord Kudalasangama.)


The spiritual journey is a dynamic one. Though the goal remains constant, the nature of the journey is always changing. Spiritual evolution is neither a linear nor a step-by-step process; nor does it develop on the lines of an existing formula. Instead, it is a road full of ups and downs, twists and turns, advances and retreats, unexpected blockages and equally unpredictable breakthroughs. It is, in short, full of surprises, and not all of them are pleasant.


The needs of seekers differ depending on where they have reached in their quest for inner freedom. When a person starts her journey with a guru, she needs to be able to relate to a human being. This is the stage of dependence that is necessary for most of us to start with because we exist in a dualistic consciousness.


It is only much later, when the seeker has advanced along the spiritual path, does she realize that the guru is actually within. So, whether the guru is experienced within or without depends on the level of the disciple’s consciousness. The external guru is a manifestation of the inner guru, the principle of limitless joy and freedom within us.


The biggest hurdle in spiritual practice is the ego. The surrender to a physical guru gradually results in the dissolution of the ego. Here, I hasten to point out the vital difference between a genuine guru and a charlatan. A true master is connected to the Divine and only seeks the disciple’s growth. True gurus are endowed with great spiritual energy, and are able to transfer this energy to the disciple.


The greater the spiritual energy the guru shares with the disciple, the closer they get. Then, there is a stage in the disciple’s spiritual evolution where the dependence is transformed into a union with the guru who, by then, has been internalized in the being of the disciple. This is when a true disciple and guru merge into each other. And when the drop merges with the ocean, the ocean also merges with the drop. When the guru becomes part of us, he is not a person anymore but a principle. When the guru ceases to be an individual, so does the disciple. Allama Prabhu, one of the greatest spiritual poets of Karnataka, wrote in the twelfth century:


Guruve shishyanaada tanna vinodakke


Shishyane guruvada tanna vinodakke.


(The guru became the disciple for his fun


And the disciple became the guru for his fun.)


Though the guru’s energy is very powerful, it works even better when the disciple’s heart is open to the guru in unconditional surrender. According to Purandara Dasa, a sixteenth-century saint-singer of Karnataka:


Guruvina gulamanaguva tanaka


Doreyadanna mukuti.


(Unless you become the guru’s slave


You will not get salvation, brother.)


A true guru always leads us beyond the I-and-you stage. When he takes us to the highest stage of intuitive knowledge, there is neither ‘I’ nor ‘you’ but only ‘It’: the light and joy within and without. The ultimate purpose of the guru–disciple relationship is unconditional freedom and the end of all kinds of dependence, including the dependence on the guru.


The inability to understand this leads to a lot of confusion and frustrations on the spiritual path. Militant followers of gurus start worshipping the human receptacle, not realizing that the guru is only the means to the divine essence within them. Disciples become so dependent on the person identified as the guru that they, like blinkered horses, cannot get beyond him. The result is that they lose themselves instead of finding their inner truth, which is the very purpose of the guru’s role in their growth.


Gurus aren’t free of the pitfalls of the ego either. Many a guru has succumbed to the adoration of his disciples and the power that has come his way as a result, and has become a spiritual tyrant instead of a wise master, demanding he be worshipped. There are, of course, many charlatans about the place as well, who manage to fool countless people into believing that they are beings full of spiritual power, when they are just glib talkers who prey on the vulnerabilities and gullibility of people looking for help and guidance. These people want their disciples to depend on them completely, for that is how their need for power is satisfied.


Occasionally, a disciple will discover this ‘guru’ for what he truly is, but is too afraid to leave, fearing his wrath. Such a guru–disciple relationship is unwholesome and false as it is based on fear and manipulation, and not on any genuine spiritual evolution or truth.
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The guru enters into a deep relationship with the disciple through the process of initiation. The methods of initiation vary according to the nature of the training the guru imparts to the disciple; this, in turn, depends on the disciple’s character, requirements and stage of evolution. Initiation can take place in different ways, for example, with a mantra, through meditation or even physical touch.


Though the goal of all spiritual practices is the attainment of inner freedom, there are different paths to attain this goal. Disciples whose identification with the physical plane is strong find external rituals or physical methods like hatha yoga easier to respond to. Others find it easier to take to breath or mind-based practices like pranayama, mantra or meditation. Whichever method the guru uses to initiate the disciple, the intitation happens due to the shaktipat, energy transmission, from the guru to the disciple.
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