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AUM

GAJANANAM BHOOTAGANADI SEVITAM

KAPITTHA JAMBOO PHALASARA BHAKSHAKAM

UMASUTAM SHOKAVINASHAKARAKAM

NAMAMI VIGHNESHWARA TAVA PADAPANKAJAM

AUM

Elephant-faced, worshipped by bhootas and ganas,

taster of the juice of kapittha (wood apple) and jamboo (jamun) fruits, son of Uma, destroyer of grief, I worship your lotus feet.




[image: image]




Dedicated to Harish Johari

[image: image]






Acknowledgments

[image: image]

THIS BOOK STARTED as just a few pages that I wanted to write on the subject of jnana yoga, the yoga of true knowledge. Surprisingly, the pages kept coming. About thirty of them appeared in a very few hours, which I then showed to some friends who encouraged me to write more. More came out. Afterward, when I read them myself, they appeared as if new. They are not mine.

So truly, I have nobody to thank for this book but truth itself. I merely tried to note it down as it came. There is nothing new here. Everything I wrote has been written before. Every thought in this book can be found in other books, though the wording is different. Perhaps it is an expression that suits this moment in time, that may suit some people of this time. It brought me so much happiness to write it—maybe some of that joy will also come to those who read it. I can hope for that.

I have dedicated this book to my teacher Harish Johari to thank him for guiding me to this time and this state of mind. If there is any true author of this book, then it is he. When I think back on his teachings, much that is in this book was also there, in some form or other. I also wish to thank the jnanis Nisargadatta Maharaj and Ramana Maharishi, whose words and lives have been a direct inspiration for writing this book. Thus this book is based on the teachings of many, even though Harish Johari is and will always remain my main source of inspiration and truth.

The truth this book carries is the product of a long lineage of teachers that is truly sanatan, original, eternal, and universal. My name is on the cover only because of the responsibility I bear for any errors in it and for these I offer my humble apologies to the teachers.

I thank everyone who has supported me in writing this book, and especially those that read through the draft version and provided me with so many interesting comments: Christine Grünwald, Dominique Van Gerven, Elliot Isenberg, Ganga Puri, Gauri Chopra, Heidi Rauhut, Joe Baxter, John Marchand, Marijke Meeuwissen, Mohit Johri, Monique Marchand, Narmada Devi, Patricia Baxter, Pieter Weltevrede, Rudy Kuhn, Thomas Marchand, and Wil Geraets. Special thanks also are due for the moral support given by Christina Richã Devi. More than thanks are due to Maa Narvada Puri, Sri Avadh Behari Das Kathia Baba, and Swami Avdheshanand Giri Ji Maharaj for their blessings and wise answers. Thanks also to Sapna Johari for her beautiful renditions of the Hindu symbols. I thank the people at Destiny Books for their enthusiasm, their improvements, and obviously, for the publishing itself.



I thank the self for being and the divine mother for this game of life. And the reader, for the reading, of course.

Ram Ram.


Note on the Use of Sanskrit Terms

Converting the Sanskrit language to English is difficult because the Sanskrit alphabet has many more characters. It is particularly difficult to convert the Sanskrit characters that combine vowels and consonants to English without creating spellings that appear strange to some Indian readers. For example, the word yoga is actually written yog in Sanskrit, and a short final a sound is implied in the g. We have included such vowels in order to come as close to the correct pronunciation as possible, but we would like to apologize to our readers who are Indian-language speakers for the factual incorrectness of this practice.
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The Yoga of True Knowledge
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THERE IS A YOU, experiencing a world outside of you. Is that not one of the few things that you are rather sure about?

Apparently also, you are reading this book, which is supposed to bring you true knowledge about this miracle called life. Of course, truth is not written in words, though some truth may be found in between or beyond them. Neither is truth invented by authors; it just is, so authors can only do their best to come somewhat close to it.

Jnana yoga, also called gyana yoga, is the yoga of true knowledge. It is based on the Hindu philosophy of nondualism, called advaita (nondual) vedanta (Vedic knowledge). A similar nondualistic view of reality is held by many branches of Buddhism, including Zen, by Taoism, by Islamic Sufism, as well as by some branches of Christianity that follow the Gospel of Thomas. Some of its best-known Hindu teachers are Vashishtha, Adi Shankara, Ramana Maharshi, and Nisargadatta Maharaj.



Jnana yoga looks into the truth about who we are and what we are experiencing. The full realization of this truth brings enlightenment. Of course, all yogas offer a direct road to enlightenment if followed fully. Whether a particular road is suitable to reach this goal is a personal matter, largely depending on where you are coming from.

Jnana yoga can serve all people, whatever path they take. It keeps the true objective of yoga in sight and offers the blessing of truth getting closer at every step. But that does not make it the only or even the best yogic path for everyone. Most yogis will combine jnana yoga with other yogic paths, such as bhakti yoga, karma yoga, and tantra yoga, as explained in chapter 21.

Jnana yoga is not based on any preliminary idea or dogma that you have to accept. It starts from direct experiences that anyone can have, even though these experiences may sometimes require deep contemplation and meditation.

But how to recognize truth? When we want to know the truth about something, we do not want to be fooled by appearances, by that which only appears and then disappears. Knowing truth cannot mean to know now that this is that, only to become something else later, depending on circumstance. So truth is that which lies beyond appearance and thus is never changing. If truth were changing all the time, how could it be truth? If a person tells you one day that he went on a vacation trip to China, only to tell you the next day that it was Switzerland, what can it tell you at all? Truth requires consistency.

Of course, appearances also have some truth, some reality. They may be called relative, temporary, or partial truth. In jnana yoga, however, the objective is to know the absolute truth about life, the truth that is never changing, eternal.

To come to the absolute truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth about yourself and your experiences, you have to look beyond the mere aspects of you and your experiences that change all the time. You have to find that which is essentially you and is essential to all your experiences. To find it, you may need to ask yourself a lot of questions, some of which are included in this book.

On my part, an apology is in order for talking to “you” so directly, as if knowing all about you, which of course I do not. The objective is to reach a you that is your very essential you, your greatest teacher or inner guru, who may bring you a confirmation that goes beyond the words.
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Experiences
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EXPERIENCE A CHAIR standing nearby. That should be rather easy, as there is hardly a room left on the planet that does not contain one. You can see this chair with your eyes; maybe you can also smell it when you bring your nose really close. You can touch it with the skin of your hand and feel the texture. Tapping it with your fingers may produce some sound that you can hear with your ears, and—if you wanted to—licking it might produce some taste on your tongue. Is not your experience of this chair solely based on your five sense organs: eyes, nose, skin, ears, and tongue? As you experience other objects in the world outside of you, can you conclude that this is true for all of them? Or do you find another way to experience the world around you?

To properly understand the truth about our experience of the world, we need to study the sense organs through which this experience so exclusively happens. The first thing to realize is that the power of perception of our senses is extremely limited. A dog could smell that chair from quite far away and could probably know who was sitting on it a few days ago just by using his nose. A cat could see the temperature of the chair because its eyes can see infrared heat rays. An X-ray machine can make an image of the inside of the chair.

When you touch it, what happens is merely that the spaces around the atoms of the chair brush against the spaces around the atoms of your skin. That is what touching is, of course; but what this means is that you are not even able to really touch anything, let alone get a precise idea about textures or structures.

There is no need to dig into this topic any further to understand that what we experience through our senses is only a fraction of what might be there. Though you may not be blind, you are definitely not seeing all there is to see. Though you may not be deaf, you are really not hearing all there is to hear. Compared to all that you might experience in theory, what you experience in practice is just a tiny, quite inconsequential fraction of whatever really seems to be out there.

Our experience is limited by many things. For one, consider time. Did you see who made that chair, and how? What wood was used to make it, and what tree did that come from? Do you know who will sit on it tomorrow, or who might fall through its seat twenty years from now? And still, the actual degradation of the chair material is happening all the time, beyond our perception. So our perception is very limited to the moment. Can you name the color of a chameleon? In the same way, we might puzzle over the ever-changing properties of this chair.

Our experience is heavily colored by our changing moods. This is another wide subject that modern scientists have been analyzing to some degree in recent decades, as they have found numerous biochemicals in the body that are created by our moods and that can alter sensory perception in ways not unlike the effects of hallucinogenic drugs. Yogic science has known this for millennia. So, will your perception of the chair change as you look at it, as you think about it, as you think about somebody you love, as you read this book?

Our perception also depends on our desires. Do you need a chair or not? Can you afford this one or not? Do you like sitting in chairs or not? If you needed a chair and this one was free for the taking, how much more beautiful would it look? If you were not at all interested in the chair, how would it look then? And if you were feeling very hungry at this moment, what might that do to your perception of the chair?

Our perception of any chair very much depends, too, on the other chairs that we have experienced before. If you think this chair is old, doesn’t that depend on the ages of other chairs you’ve known? Likewise, whether you experience this chair as comfortable or uncomfortable, light or heavy, dark or light in color, ugly or beautiful, will it not also entirely depend on the other chairs in your experience? Is there anything that you can say about this chair that does not depend on your past experiences with chairs? How much of an expert in chairs are you? Are you a chair dealer? Do you have a shop that sells antique chairs? How many chairs exist that you have never seen?

Now consider: were you the one who first named this type of thing a chair? Do you know who did? Do you even remember who told you a thing like this is a chair? This chair name or concept is in fact totally abstract. It was given ages ago to some “thing used to sit on, with back support.” That makes chair into just a name based on other names like sitting or back support, which in turn are based on other names. Still, when we perceive a chair, we label it chair, though actually that is a grouping of just a few letters that have no connection to a chair at all, let alone to this chair. So our sensory perception includes a lot of labeling things based on other labels of things, on conceptualization. If you happened to come from a culture that uses no chairs at all, how would you look at this chair? Might you not have a hard time deciding what it is for? And might you not find some use for it that another person who has known chairs from childhood would never think of? And would you then not give it an entirely different name, too?

How does this chair relate to the king’s throne, the great grandfather of all chairs, copies of which have come down the social ladder throughout the ages? That process is still going on, as the influence of the West permeates into other cultures. Does the back support—which is part of its definition as a chair—weaken people’s back muscles and thus destroy their ability to sit on their spine without effort? Might this chair thus represent a major pitfall in the striving for higher meditation and the spiritual evolution of humankind?

When we perceive a chair, it seems to rise up out of the background. The very focus of our attention on it separates it from the universe of our experience. And yet, is it not very much a part of this universe, a product of this universe, totally related with and dependent on it? Can you understand this chair without understanding this entire universe? Where does it stand in the order of things? How does it relate to the other objects in the room, such as a table, other chairs, the light from the window, and so forth? Doesn’t your focus on it create a fragmentation of the whole, telling you less about this chair rather than more?

When you move a little to the side, how does it look now? Draw the curtains, or put a light on. Does it still look as clean or as dirty as before? How would it look next to a throne? If you tap it using the flat of your hand instead of your fingers, how does it sound? Would it look different if it smelled bad? What does it mean that your experience of this chair changes so radically depending on how you use your senses, on the interaction between your senses, and on changes in the environment?

Move away from the chair and close your eyes. What happened to the chair? Is it still there? How can you be absolutely sure it is not some magical chair that pops out of existence whenever no one is looking, and vice versa? If its very existence is so strongly questionable the moment you turn off your sensory perception, how responsible are your senses for this existence? Without sensory perception of the chair, its existence or nonexistence is not even worth considering.

So, our experience of the world through sensory perception is vastly incomplete in quality, quite limited in time, and highly colored by our moods, past experiences, and past naming of things. Our experience is affected as well by our desires, our focus, the interactions between things, the ever-changing nature of things, and last but not least our senses themselves. What can you say or think about this chair that can be called “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth”? And is this question not applicable for every other object and person in the world around you? Thus, when trying to find the truth about ourselves and our experiences, the experiences simply cannot provide it. Would the answer then lie in the “you”?
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You
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THEN, WHO ARE YOU, essentially, in truth, beyond appearances, beyond change?

First of all, you can only experience your body through your highly limited senses, which are themselves a part of that body. Just as for the chair, your experience of your body is highly limited and colored. The real you cannot be described as tall or small, fat or thin, black or white, pretty or ugly, because those are relative terms depending on your senses, your past experiences, your mood, and so forth. Isn’t your body also always changing? So how can it be the true you that is beyond change? Is the true you young or old?

Look at your hand: if it were accidentally cut off, would you still be there? Now close your eyes and feel your body from within. You can feel every part of your body; but do you find yourself in any of the parts? While you may feel yourself to be inside your body, does it not actually exist separately from you, outside of you? Can the body think, “I am the body,” or are you needed to make a statement like that? If so, how can you be it?

Neither can the true you be your personality—sorry to say. Is your personality not just as changeable and entirely based on past naming through past experiences? Today you may be a mother or father; but weren’t you just a child not that long ago? Do you not feel that you are the same one you were as a child? You may have this or that profession; but isn’t that just a temporary role you have learned to play? You may think of yourself as a good (or bad) person; but does that mean you’ve never done anything bad (or good)? In fact, doesn’t your opinion about your own personality change all the time?
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