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INTRODUCTION 

 

“By whatever path men love Me,” says Kṛṣṇa to Arjuna,  

“by that path they come to Me. 

Many are the paths of men,  

but they all in the end come to Me.”  

– Kṛṣṇa  

 

The Bhagavad-Gītā is an encapsulation of sorts, a synthesis of various strands of Vedic thought 

woven into a unified vision of the highest teachings of the ‘Twofold Vedic Religion’.1  Vedic 

religion is known to be ‘twofold’ because it collectively is a religion that addresses the entire 

human journey of experiencing, the purpose or duty of life in two phases of expression,           

(1) Works aimed towards harmonious expression in the materialistic world, and worldly 

wisdom, as a process that inevitably leads to (2) Spiritual Renunciation with ‘God-realization’ 

as the ultimate potentiality and supreme aim, the end of the human journey/s, the cessation 

of embodied lives, characterized by Self-realization and Divine-union.2  It is in this manner 

that Vedic religion is considered a whole and complete guide to every human expression at 

each stage of the human journey.  This twofold division is essentially artificial because it 

merely reflects two stages of a single indivisible continuum.  The Bhagavad-Gītā is a synthesis 

of various means pertaining to the latter stage.  This paper will focus on its chief aim, claim 

and promise—Divine Union, Theosis, Divinization; meaning Yoga—Liberation, and the process 

that leads to it, as a unified and universal teaching reflected in the Bhagavad-Gītā. 

“The [Bhagavad] Gītā contains the cream of the Vedas and Upaniṣads.” 

– Swami Sivananda

                                                      
1 Wonderfully explained by Ādi Śaṅkārācarya in the introduction to his commentary on the Bhagavad-Gītā  
2 Another way of understanding this is (1) orthodox religion for harmony, and (2) pure spirituality that leads to enlightenment 
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YOU – TVAM  

Self-knowledge – Ātmajñāna 

(Qualification) 

 

Stage 1 to ‘Realization’ – Auspicious-Desire and Preparation (Śubhecchā) 3 

“What God has given you is his gift to you.   

What you do with what God has given, is your gift to the Lord.”  

– Swami Chinmayananda 

Arjuna is a symbol or metaphor for humanity in general, and each person in particular.  So 

this scripture is wholly about the reader and not Kṛṣṇa nor Arjuna, not those in the story, but 

the reader of the story, the reader is Arjuna and it is the reader’s war.  Arjuna began with an 

aim and presupposed easy success in his endeavor.  Yet, when faced with the reality of the 

task at hand, the opposition in its totality to the effort required, he realized the scope of 

conflict and sat down in exasperation.  The all-important question is:  Why did Arjuna 

breakdown? 

Fear-born attachment, life-preservation instinct and death-anxiety—hidden primal-fear led 

to Arjuna’s willingness to ‘ignore’ his ‘duty-call’ to the extent that he gave Kṛṣṇa a sermon 

justifying escapism cloaked as sannyāsa, a form of ‘ignore-ance’.  Following Arjuna’s request 

for guru-śiṣya4, Kṛṣṇa immediately addressed this death-anxiety by drawing attention to the 

eternal Ātman5 and encourages resorting to understanding (sāṅkhya)6, stating that it is 

superior to action.  Buddhi-Karma Yoga7 (‘right mindset’ + ‘right action’) is presented as 

preparation for Jñāna Yoga.  Kṛṣṇa concludes with spiritual-practices and their result8—

referring to the ‘Self-realized’ by the term ‘Sage of Steady Wisdom’ (Sthitaprajña). 

At first, Kṛṣṇa glorifies Jñāna, then prescribes Karma Yoga, explaining that both are necessary, 

but that Jñāna requires qualifications, which is the purpose of Karma Yoga.9  Karma Yoga 

means dedicating all actions to God and accepting their results as a gift of grace to develop 

                                                      
3 Corresponding to Vaśiṣṭha’s 7-stages of spiritual unfoldment in the Yoga Vaśiṣṭha, as traditionally taught in Vedānta  
4 Chapter 2.01-10 Arjuna’s Guru-Śiṣya  
5 Chapter 2.18-25 Knowing the Self as the eternal and infinite Ātman (Ātmajñāna as knowledge that ends all lamentation) 
6 Chapter 2.11-38 Jñāna Yoga / Sāṅkhya Yoga – this is the central or main theme of chapter 2 
7 Chapter 2.39-53 Buddhi-Karma Yoga = Right Attitude + Right Action = Yajna (one’s actions or ‘work’ as ‘worship’)  
8 Chapter 2.54-72 Qualifications, Assimilation and Result (dama, śama, nididhyāsana, vairagya and sthitaprajña)  
9 Chapter 3.01-07 Introduction – Karma Yoga as preparation for Jñāna Yoga 
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sāttvic attitude in harmony with dharma.10  He then explains the duties of a Jñāni and implies 

that all actions belong to the level of the guṇa-mind.11  The significance of Karma Yoga is 

transcending desire through Karma as a preparation for Jñāna.12  Desire is the primary 

obstacle, with anger as its modification—both remedied by knowledge. 

  

Stage 2 to ‘Realization’ – Instruction and Reflection (Vicāraṇā) 

“I am the Consciousness operating through this temporary body. 

Body comes, body goes – I ever am.” 

– Swami Paramarthananda 

The Avatar is juxtaposed with the individual in chapter 4.  The karmic-born body-mind 

organism of an individual is a material instrument of transaction to experience and exhaust 

karma, and is illusory.  The Avatar is God incarnate temporarily descended to either destroy, 

educate or both, as is the case with Kṛṣṇa.13  Kṛṣṇa addresses Arjuna’s confusion regarding 

two types of renouncers, householder and sannyāsi, as a process beginning with ‘inner-

renunciation’ he terms ‘Renunciation of Action through Knowledge’.14  He then elucidates 

various common ‘worships’ or ‘sādhanas’ explaining that these are always in service of Self-

knowledge, and ends extoling and encouraging Jñāna as ‘worship’.15 

Kṛṣṇa summarizes chapters 2-4 in chapter 5, explaining that all āśramas lead to householder 

and sannyāsa, and that inner-renunciation (gṛhastha-sannyāsa) is appropriate for most 

people.16  He reinforces Karma Yoga as necessary preparation for Jñāna Yoga, which is an 

unavoidable requisite for Mokṣa—a process that is gradual, sequential and necessary.17  The 

purpose of Jñāna Yoga is (1) to recognize Consciousness as the Ātman, and (2) identify with 

it, instead of the body-mind organism, as true-Self.18  The initial value is ‘detachment’ from 

external factors for fulfillment, which leads to the highest value—Mokṣa.19  He concludes by 

introducing meditation and reinforcing ‘inner-renunciation’.20 

                                                      
10  Chapter 3.08-20 Karma Yoga = Right Action + Right Attitude; always sāttvic (renunciation of results of action ≠ non-action) 
11 Chapter 3.22-29 Duties of a Jñāni 
12 Chapter 3.30-35 Summary and Significance of Karma Yoga (verse 30 is the key verse to chapter 3) 
13 Chapter 4.01-15 Body-Mind as an Instrument of Experiencing to Exhaust Karma 
14 Chapter 4.16-24 Two Types of Renouncers:  Sannyāsa-Jñāni and Householder-Jñāni—Jñāna-Karma-Sannyāsa 
15 Chapter 4.25-42 14-Step Preparation for Attaining the Knowledge (Spiritual-Initiation) and its Results 
16 Chapter 5.01-06 Arjuna’s Confusion Regarding Two Lifestyles or Life-stages (Householder and Renouncer) 
17 Chapter 5.07-12 Buddhi-Karma Yoga Sādhana – Separate or Sequential? 
18 Chapter 5.13-21 Jñāna Yoga Sādhana 
19 Chapter 5.22-26 Spiritual Value and Benefit of Self-knowledge (vairāgya and jīvanmukti) 
20 Chapter 5.27-29 Meditation Introduced & Reinforcement of ‘Inner Renunciation’ 
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Stage 3 to ‘Realization’ – Assimilation and Attenuation (Tanumānasā) 

“So long as ‘self’ subsists, the Supreme-Self is absent; 

when ‘self’ is extinguished, the Supreme Self is seen everywhere.” 

– Gandhi 

Kṛṣṇa uses the term Buddhi-Karma Yoga (ingestion) to refer to the preparation stage of the 

Jñāna Yoga (digestion) process—preparation-instruction-assimilation.21  He then prescribes 

eight specific disciplines that ensure successful meditation.22  Kṛṣṇa presents meditation as 

concentration (dhāraṇā), contemplation (dhyāna) and absorption (samādhi).  He defines 

meditation in various ways, listing several benefits.23  He reveals the primary obstacle as being 

wandering or restless mind (vikṣēpa), providing a twofold remedy of practice + detachment.24  

The maximum benefit is Liberation and the minimum, auspicious rebirth.25  The central theme 

is regarding Vedāntic teaching26—Kṛṣṇa declares that of the 5 yogis, the Nididhyāsana Yogi is 

nearest Liberation.27 

 

  

                                                      
21 Chapter 6.01-09 General Discipline (for successful Vedāntic meditation—upāsanā-śravaṇa-nididhyāsana) 
22 Chapter 6.10-15 Specific Discipline (during meditation practice) 
23 Chapter 6.18-32 Nature of Meditation, (20-23) Definitions and (24-32) Benefits 
24 Chapter 6.33-36 Primary Obstacle to Meditation and its Remedy 
25 Chapter 6.37-45 Arjuna’s Aside, Doubting Success and Questioning the Benefits 
26 The ‘final teaching of the Vedas’; Tat Tvam Asi (That Thou Art) 
27 Chapter 6.46-47 Conclusion:  of the 5 Yogis, the Nididhyāsana Yogi is closest to Liberation 
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THAT – TAT  

Divine-experience – Brahmavidyā 

(Truth-Self-God Realization) 

 

Stage 4:  ‘Truth-Realization’ – Attainment of the Real (Sattvāpatti) 

“To know God is to love God. 

Therefore the path of Bhakti and of Jñāna come to the same.” 

– Ramana Maharshi 

Chapter 7 segues to discussion of absorption in God’s nature and grace, or as Kṛṣṇa says—

‘coming to me’ and ‘reveling in me’.  Knowledge of God’s form is Jñāna—of formless-Divinity, 

Vijñāna.28  Kṛṣṇa presents God (Īśvara) as a mixture of spirit + matter, intelligent and material 

cause that ultimately evolves the apparent universe.29  The cause of human distress is posited 

as seeking permanent fulfillment in the impermanent world, the remedy being knowledge.30  

He differentiates between personal Bhakti31 and selfless Bhakti,32 NOT as a particular 

sādhana, but as a series of sādhanas culminating in Jñāna—termed jñānarūpa-bhakti—the 

cure for samsāra. 

The odd 8th chapter answers Arjuna’s questions33 regarding the danger of not striving for 

Mokṣa.  Kṛṣṇa’s short-answer is heavenly rebirth if remembering God when dying.34  Kṛṣṇa 

clarifies that all-pervading Consciousness-principle is known by 2 names—Adyātmam when 

viewed from the personal perspective, and Brahman when viewed from the ‘enlightened’ 

perspective. Kṛṣṇa points out that God offers immortality, security, peace and happiness 

absolute, but that one must choose to pursue either a material or spiritual goal.35  Material 

goals lead to heavenly realms at risk of ultimate return, whereas spiritual goals result in 

knowledge that ultimately leads to full and irreversible Mokṣa.36 

 

                                                      
28 Chapter 7.01-03 Knowledge of the Twofold Nature of God (parā-Prakṛti & aparā-Prakṛti) 
29 Chapter 7.04-12 Definition and Nature of God (Īśvara = spirit-principle + matter-principle) 
30 Chapter 7.13-19 Cause of, and Cure for Human Distress (samsāra & jñānarūpa-bhakti) 
31 Chapter 7.20-26 Sakāma-bhakti (personal worship to attain material benefits) 
32 Chapter 7.27-30 Niṣkāma-bhakti (selfless worship to seek inner spiritual growth) 
33 Chapter 8.01-04 Arjuna’s Questions from Chapter 7.29-30 Answered 
34 Chapter 8.05-14 Significance and Method of Remembering God at the Time of Death 
35 Chapter 8.15-22 Two Types of Goals—Spiritual (God) or Material (World) 
36 Chapter 8.23-27 Two Types of Paths Leading to the Two Goals 
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Stage 5:  ‘Self-Realization’ – Non-Attachment (Asaṁsakti) 

“The Saguṇa-Īśvara that you meditate upon is never the Ultimate-Reality. 

Remember that the Ultimate-Reality is never a Saguṇa object of meditation.” 

– Kena Upaniṣad 

Knowledge of Formless-Divinity is the ‘greatest secret’, the ‘crown jewel’, of spiritual 

philosophy.  Kṛṣṇa points out in the chapter 9 intro that for the prepared (qualified; eligible) 

aspirant, it’s easy to realize.  It appears difficult only for an unprepared mind.37   He then 

borrows Upaniṣadic verses to reveal the higher features of Īśvara as formless-Brahman, 

positing ignorance of this as the sole ‘cause’ of suffering.38  Kṛṣṇa’s prescribed remedy is 3-

fold Bhakti (Karma-Rūpa, Upāsanā-Rūpa, Jñāna-Rūpa) as sādhana + Niṣkāma-Bhakti as 

motive.39   Sakāma-Bhakti only gives temporary relief.  Niṣkāma-Bhakti40 eventually leads to 

the ultimate aim of Mokṣa—‘chutes and ladders’ vs. ‘spiritual evolution’.41 

aparā-Prakṛti (ch. 7) = saguṇa-Brahman (ch. 9) = chapter 8 deals with Saguṇa-Īśvara-Jñānam 

parā-Prakṛti (ch. 7) = nirguṇa-Brahman (ch. 9) = both 7 and 9 deal with Nirguṇa-Īśvara-Jñānam 

Kṛṣṇa equates Īśvara = Brahman; the Absolute 

 

Stage 6:  ‘God-Realization’ – Objectlessness (Padārtha-abhāvanā) 

“The Knowledge of God and the Love of God are ultimately one. 

There is no difference between pure Knowledge and pure Love.” 

– Ramakrishna 

Chapter 10 explains that God is the creator and also the material out of which the creation 

has come.  Īśvara is both the ‘intelligent-cause’ (parā-Prakṛti) and the ‘material-cause’ (aparā-

Prakṛti) as ‘One’.  And Kṛṣṇa reminds:  ‘Not only the external world is my manifestation, also 

the internal world of thoughts are my manifestation only’.42  Arjuna expresses difficulty 

visualizing ‘Manifold-Divine-Form’ because it is too vast and requests help to meditate on the 

                                                      
37 Chapter 9.01-03 Introduction—Knowing God (Īśvara-Jñānam) 
38 Chapter 9.04-10 Nirguṇa-Īśvara-Svarūpa is Revealed (Brahman-svarūpa) 
39 Chapter 9.11-19 Cause and Remedy for the ‘Dis-ease’ of Suffering (Nirguṇa-Īśvara-Ajñānam and Bhakti) 
40 Chapter 9.20-29 Two Forms of Bhakti based on Motive (Sakāma-Bhakti and Niṣkāma-Bhakti) 
41 Chapter 9.30-34 Conclusion – Glorification of Bhakti’s Practicality and Result as Divine Union 
42 Chapter 10.01-11 Introduction – Definition of God as ‘Intelligent-Cause’ + ‘Material-Cause’ 
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Totality—to which Kṛṣṇa explains that since God is All, any object or symbol will do.43  Kṛṣṇa 

enumerates his ‘glories’, revealing Consciousness as his highest. 44  In conclusion Kṛṣṇa says 

to Arjuna:   

“One who truly knows this glory and manifold expression of My Being  

becomes established in unwavering Yoga; of this there is no doubt. … 

I am ‘in the Creation’ in the form of various Glories. 

Really-speaking, I am not ‘in the Creation’, but ‘the Creation is in me’”. 

When experiencing the material universe, one is experiencing God with infinite variety of 

names and forms—God’s ‘Manifold Presence’ (viśvarūpa-darśanam).45  God-realization 

requires a special mindset—one free from ego and self-interest.  Kṛṣṇa agrees to grace Arjuna 

with that attitudinal change.46 Arjuna’s mind goes through 3-phases of appreciation due to 

God-realization—(1) wonderstruck,47 (2) accepting God as the totality48 ‘swallowing 

everything’,49 and (3) realizing perfect universal order and harmony and surrendering to it as 

God’s ‘play’.50  Arjuna is overwhelmed, so Kṛṣṇa prescribes a 3-level progressive sādhana51 

(Viśvarūpa-Darśana-Yoga) to ‘know God’ (Īśvara-Darśanam): 

1. Knowledge of God as a single form (Ekarūpa-Darśanam) 

2. Knowledge of God as the basis for All forms (Anekarūpa-Darśanam) 

3. Knowledge of formless-Divinity Absolute (Arūpa-Darśanam) 

Where the scientist experiences ‘Nature’s-Wonder’, the Bhakta perceives ‘God’s-Presence’: 

“My religion consists of a humble admiration of the illimitable superior spirit who 

reveals himself in the slight details we are able to perceive with our frail and feeble 

minds.  That deeply emotional conviction of the presence of a superior reasoning 

power, which is revealed in the incomprehensible universe, forms my idea of God.” … 

                                                      
43 Chapter 10.12-18 Arjuna Requests an Explication of Divine Glories 
44 Chapter 10.19-41 Kṛṣṇa’s Enumeration of his Glories 
45 Chapter 11.01-08 Introduction – ‘How to Have Viśvarūpa-Darśanam’ 
46 Chapter 11.09-14 Arjuna’s Viśvarūpa-Darśanam (God-realization) 
47 Chapter 11.15-22 Phase 1—Wonderstruck:  Initial God-realization 
48 Chapter 11.31-34 Phase 2—Acceptance:  God Known as the Absolute Totality 
49 Chapter 11.23-30 ‘Mouth of the Lord’ Symbolizing ‘Swallowing Everything’ 
50 Chapter 11.35-45 Phase 3—Surrender:  Mental Alignment with Universal Orderliness 
51 Chapter 11.46-55 Ananya-Bhakti as ‘Knowing Formless-God’ as the Goal and its Benefits 
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“It is enough for me to contemplate the mystery of conscious life perpetuating itself 

through all eternity, to reflect upon the marvelous structure of the universe which we 

can dimly perceive and to try humbly to comprehend even an infinitesimal part of the 

intelligence manifested in Nature." … 

“The scientist is possessed by the sense of universal causation.  His religious feeling 

takes the form of a rapturous amazement at the harmony of natural law, which reveals 

an intelligence of such superiority that, compared with it, all the systematic thinking 

and acting of human beings is an utterly insignificant reflection.” 

― Albert Einstein 

Arjuna has heard a lot about ‘Nirguṇa-Īśvara’, and has a doubt regarding its relative 

superiority to ‘Saguṇa-Īśvara’.  Kṛṣṇa gives a peculiar and mischievous answer, the implication 

being:  ‘One should never ask this question!’  All seekers must go through Saguṇa-Jñānam first, 

in order to arrive at Nirguṇa-Jñānam—knowledge of the Formless.52  Kṛṣṇa enters into a 

discussion of Bhakti-Jñāna Yoga and its results as a progressive series of 5 sādhanas’, each 

step or level being vitally important:53 

1. Bhakti-Karma Yoga 1:  One is allowed to do any karma to fulfill any unfulfilled desires  

2. Bhakti-Karma Yoga 2:  ‘Lord, whatever is given I accept, whatever results I accept’ 

3. Bhakti-Abhyāsa Yoga:  Meditation on a chosen ‘ideal’; initial ‘turning-inward’ mind  

4. Viśvarūpa-Jñānam:  Knowledge that all names and forms of God are One  

5. Vedānta-Jñāna Yoga:  Inquiry; instruction-reflection-concentration-contemplation 

Most everyone requires a competent teacher to attain the knowledge (Nirguṇa-Jñānam) that 

inevitably leads to Mokṣa.54  This knowledge, Vedānta-Jñāna-Yoga, is arrived at in distinct 

stages: 

1. Śravaṇa:  (Instruction), spiritual initiatory-process, ‘listening’ to Truth-absolute 

2. Manana:  (Reflection), resolving doubts and resistance; strong conviction ‘I am That’ 

3. Nididhyāsana:  (Assimilation), concentration + contemplation; ‘inner-transformation’ 

 

                                                      
52 Chapter 12.13-19 Benefit of Bhakti-Jñāna Yoga 
53 Chapter 12.3-12 5-Stages of Bhakti-Jñāna Yoga 
54 Chapter 12.20 Conclusion – End of Bhakti-Jñāna Yoga and Attainment of Self-realization 
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YOU ARE THAT – TAT TVAM ASI  

Individual and God in the Same Chariot – Soham  

(Maturation, Renunciation and Liberation) 

 “We are entirely transformed into God and changed into Him. 

Just as, in the sacrament the bread is changed into the body of Christ 

so am I changed into Him, 

in such wise that He makes me one with His Being and not simply like to it; 

by the living God it is true that there is no longer any distinction.” 

― Meister Eckhart 

 
Stage 7:  ‘Most Exalted Knower of God’ – Transcendence (Turyagā) 

“What you are looking for is what is looking.” 

– Francis of Assisi 

So far, Arjuna has tread each step on the path to spiritual unfoldment.  He has undergone 

preparation (Buddhi-Karma-Yoga), instruction (Bhakti-Jñāna-Yoga) and assimilation of the 

highest knowledge (Vedānta-Jñāna-Yoga) and has attained Self-knowledge (Ātmajñāna).  By 

Kṛṣṇa’s grace, Arjuna had direct experience of beatific God-vision and initiation into the secret 

knowledge (Brahmā-vidyā) beginning with the perspective that ‘God is in the World’ (Vibhūti-

Yoga) but ultimately realizing that ‘The World is in God’ (Viśvarūpa-Darśana-Yoga), thus 

Arjuna’s initial Self-realization is complete.  But why is he not yet Liberated?  This is because 

Mokṣa, full irreversible Liberation, occurs in two stages.  Self-realization is an initial stage of 

realizing both Self-knowledge (Ātmajñāna) + Sacred-knowledge (Brahmavidyā). 

Arjuna has remained at Kṛṣṇa’s side concentrating on Kṛṣṇa’s instruction— ‘absorbed’ or 

‘abiding’ in God, or as Kṛṣṇa terms it, ‘coming to me’ and ‘reveling in me’.  Realization, 

renunciation and knowing formless-Divinity is divine union—Yoga.  There is no deeper 

‘knowing Self-God’, only deeper states of absorption and maturation.  Yet a residual sense of 

individuality, due to deep instrumental conditioning (viparīta-bhāvanā), can remain.  A 

maturation period is necessary in order for the Absolute-condition (Brahmākāra-vṛtti) to 

displace the contrary-notion of body-mind identification.  The final section of the Gītā is 

Arjuna’s ‘maturation’ towards Mokṣa. 



UNIVERSAL PATH TO LIBERATION 

10 of 17 

Jñāna – Maturation of Knowledge for a Jñāni-Bhakta-Sthitaprajña 

“The eternal, unbroken, natural state of abiding in the Self is jñāna. 

To abide in the Self you must love the Self. 

Since God is verily the Self, love of the Self is love of God; and that is Bhakti. 

Jñāna and Bhakti are thus one and the same.” 

– Ramana Maharshi 

Kṛṣṇa sharpens Arjuna’s focus on Jñānam in chapters 13-15 by discussing experiencer (ch. 13), 

experienced (ch. 14) and That which makes it all possible (ch. 15).  He begins with sharp 

Differentiation between Self and matter, the ‘knower of the field’ and the ‘field’:55  

1. kṣetrajña = Puruṣa = jñeya = ātmā = Supreme Subject, Self (can never be objectified) 

2. kṣetra = Prakṛti = anātmā = anything experienced, ‘not-Self’ (that which is objectified)  

3. jñānam = any knowledge, virtue or value required for gaining ‘knowledge of the Self’  

…including stages to attain jñānam: 

1. Karma Yoga:  to remove the impurities of the mind or to attain purity 

2. Upāsanā: meditation on one’s ‘ideal’, inward-turning, overcome restless mind 

3. Śravaṇa: instruction; systematic and consistent study under a qualified teacher 

4. Manana: removal of doubt and resistance, Q & A within to attain firm conviction 

5. Nididhyāsana:  assimilation; strong concentration + contemplation on the Absolute  

…and benefits:56  

1. Freedom from desire-aversion 

2. Immortality  

3. Neither doer-experiencer; matter interconverts in my presence while I am unaffected 

4. Limitlessness 

Kṛṣṇa clarifies his wisdom (ch. 14) leading to several inferences: 

cetana = parā-Prakṛti (ch. 7) = Puruṣa (ch. 13) = Brahman (Upaniṣads) 

acetana = aparā-Prakṛti (ch. 7) = Prakṛti (ch. 13) = Māyā (Upaniṣads) 

saguṇa = endowed with the 3 guṇas, Saguṇa Brahman = imagination of the Absolute  

anātma = saguṇa = ‘not-Self’ = body-mind-intellect = ahaṅkāra  

Ātmā = nirguṇa = true-self = pure-Spirit = Puruṣa = Nirguṇa Brahman = Sākṣī  

                                                      
55 Chapter 13.02-24 Ātmā, Anātmā and Jñānam 
56 Chapter 13.25-35 Jñāna-sādhanani and Jñāna-phalām:  the complete fulfillment of all action is in knowledge.   
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‘I am’ = saguṇa ahaṅkāra + nirguṇa Sākṣī 

Īśvara = cetana + acetana 

Kṛṣṇa analyzes guṇa-ahaṅkāra connection—the ego (ahaṅkāra) and properties (guṇas) in 

Nature (Prakṛti) with the aim of transcending these (guṇātīta):57 

1. Lakṣaṇā:  definition of each guṇa  

2. Bhanda-prakāra:  mode of bondage—how each guṇa ‘binds’ if used unskillfully 

3. Lingam:   indicator of dominance—how to know which is predominant 

4. Gati:    postmortem travel and transmigration  

5. Phalām:   consequence of the predominance of each guṇa 

By transcending egoic identification with the material individualized sense of self,58 one 

transcends the transactional material realm of Nature (guṇātīta).59 

“Q:  How does one become free from the guṇas, transcend the guṇas (guṇātītam) by 

instruction or initiation?  

A:  By knowing the fact that the body-mind-intellect organism is only an incidental 

instrument of experiencing, used for worldly transactions exactly like reading glasses 

or any other instrument.   

Q:  If I am not the body-mind complex, then ‘Who am I?’ 

A:  Kṛṣṇa teaches:  ‘not the body, but the experiencer of the body—not the mind, the 

experiencer of the mind, and therefore all the known attributes belong to the known 

body-mind complex only—never to the experiencer.  Therefore, one is always free from 

the 3 guṇas—I was guṇātīta, I am guṇātīta and I always shall be guṇātīta forever—

saguṇa for the true-Self is impossible.  This is called Mokṣa or Jīvanmukti.”60 

“In Me, pure-Consciousness, saguṇa-matter appears, 

in Me, pure-Consciousness, saguṇa-matter resolves, 

I am never affected by the 3 guṇas”. 

 – Swami Paramarthananda  

                                                      
57 Chapter 14.05-18 Analysis of the 3 guṇas as Analysis of Ahaṅkāra 
58 Chapter 14.19-20 Transcending the 3 Guṇas 
59 Chapter 14.21-27 3 Questions Regarding Guṇātīta 
60 Paraphrased from Swami Paramarthananda’s elucidation of chapter 14 of the Bhagavad-Gītā  
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Chapter 15 contains the ‘essence of Upaniṣadic-knowledge’ in 5 portions: 

1. Samsāra-varṇanām:   description of transmigration 

2. Mokṣa-sādhanani:   spiritual disciplines leading to liberation 

3. Brahman-sarvātmakatvam:  Absolute as everything 

4. Brahman-puruṣottamatvam:  Absolute as Supreme-Spirit 

5. Brahmājñānam-phalā:  Knowledge of the Absolute and its benefit 

 Kṛṣṇa establishes that Nature delivers pleasure-pain together.61  One must entirely             

(1) accept, or (2) reject both:62 

Mind alone = cause of bondage 

Mind alone = cause of Liberation 

Mokṣa = mental-transformation; beyond mind 

 Liberation is from mental weakness: 

1. Vairāgyam: freedom from unrighteous (tamāsic) materialistic (rājasic)  life-pursuits 

2. Saguṇa: form a new (sāttvic) focus conducive to spiritual unfoldment 

3. Śaraṇāgati: cultivate an attitude of surrender in choice-less life-situations  

4. Ātmā-vicāra: study under a qualified guru according to the traditional process 

 Formless-Consciousness manifests as Creation:63 

Consciousness + nāmarūpa = the visible material universe 

 Kṛṣṇa categorizes the entire universe:64 

1. Manifest matter:  the material universe visible to the sense-organs (matter) 

2. Unmanifest matter:  that material which is beyond sense-recognition (energy) 

3. All-pervading Consciousness-Principle:  original-Consciousness beyond others (light) 

Īśvara = parā-Prakṛti = uttama-Puruṣa = Brahman = formless-Consciousness 

Īśvara = all-pervading, formless, intangible, non-local Consciousness 

 Experiential-Knowledge of the above is the destination—fulfillment Absolute—Mokṣa.65 

                                                      
61 Chapter 15.01-02 Description of Samsāra 
62 Chapter 15.03-06 Method of Strengthening the Mind 
63 Chapter 15.07-15 Brahman Alone Appears as the Universe 
64 Chapter 15.16-18 Absolute as Supreme-Spirit 
65 Chapter 15.19-20 Knowledge of the Absolute and its Result 
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Karma – Maturation by Recognizing Behavioral Maturity and Mental Preparation 

“He who has purged himself of all impurities and who has achieved even-mindedness  

will easily achieve Self-realization.   

But this does not mean that he who has scaled the heights of yoga  

will disdain to work for the guidance of the world.   

On the contrary that work will be to him not only the breath of his nostrils,  

but also as natural to him as breathing.”  

– Gandhi  

In chapters 16 and 17, Kṛṣṇa seems to digress by stressing recognition of behavioral human 

maturity,66 adverse immaturity67 and the role of scriptures as ‘planting a seed’ for ‘human-

refinement’ (mānuṣa-saṃskāra).  Vedic scriptures, including the Bhagavad-Gītā, impress 

‘preparation’ for Self-knowledge68—addressed in the small final section called Vedānta—the 

‘end of knowledge’.  Without ‘human-refinement’, knowledge will not be received or 

retained, but if retained, it will not bring about a transformation if the individual remains 

‘unqualified’: 

1. Mānuṣa:  human maturity; holistic physical, mental, emotional, intellectual health 

2. Kartṛ:  deliberate considerate action and speech should replace all compulsive action 

3. Bhoktṛ:  understand that choice-less situations are inevitable; refine one’s response 

4. Mumukṣu:  faith69 in (1) God, (2) Guru and (3) Instruction is essential   

Kṛṣṇa focuses on the importance of the ‘prepared-mind’ through Buddhi-Karma Yoga, thus 

reinforcing its value to the overall process.  Existential-angst ends only through knowledge 

(ch. 13-15) of the relationship between Self, World and God.70  The hard work is mental 

‘preparation’:  

Prepared Mind = sāttvic mindset (guṇa-brāhmaṇatvam)  

Unprepared Mind = tamāsic or rājasic mindset 

Required Preparations = sādhana-catuṣṭaya-sampatti; jñāna-yogyatā 

Qualifications = ‘4-D’s’: Discernment + Dispassion + Discipline71 + Desire for mokṣa72   

                                                      
66 Chapter 16.01-03 Holistic Human Maturity 
67 Chapter 16.04-21 Adverse Human Immaturity 
68 Chapter 16.22-24 Extreme Importance of Systematic Scriptural Study 
69 ‘faith’ is defined in Vedānta as ‘loving and/or intellectual trust subject to validation’; similar to a ‘working-hypothesis’ 
70 Chapter 17.01-06 Kṛṣṇa’s Answer to the Question of Faith (leading to ‘vijñāna’ of individual-universe-consciousness unity) 
71 Chapter 17.07-22 4-Bonus Topics (Food-Worship-Discipline-Charity) 
72 Chapter 17.23-28 Significance of the Mantra ‘Oṃ-Tat-Sat’ 



UNIVERSAL PATH TO LIBERATION 

14 of 17 

 

The aim is to demonstrate that the ‘Prepared Mind’ is one that naturally follows the values of 

impersonal life—unresisting, quiescent and serene.  Such a mind will absorb and assimilate 

the highest knowledge.  

Oṃ-Tat-Sat 
(All-That-Is; Supreme-Absolute-Truth) 

 

Mokṣa-Sannyāsa – Final Renunciation of the Liberated 

“That is of God which is the Self or it is the self-surrender unto God; 

When He has taken you up, nothing will assail you. 

The absence of thoughts is Bhakti.  It is also Mukti.” 

– Ramana Maharshi 

Chapter 18 is a summary-conclusion clarifying and reinforcing several points. 

 The difference between Tyāga (ch. 5) and Sannyāsa (ch. 18):73  

Gauṇa-Sannyāsa = false renunciation by an unqualified aspirant; ‘escapism’ (ch. 2) 

Karma-Sannyāsa = (tyāga) preparatory renunciation; detachment from karmic-results 

Mokṣa Sannyāsa = (sannyāsa) final renunciation relating to desiring or attaining Mokṣa. 

 Nature of the ‘true-Self’ as ‘Consciousness’:74 

Consciousness is not a part, property or product of the Body-Mind-Intellect organism.   

Consciousness is an independent entity, pervades and enlivens the BMI organism.   

Consciousness is unlimited by the organism’s limitations; is all-pervading like space.   

Consciousness is eternal, even when the body-mind-intellect organism disintegrates. 

 A 6-fold summary analysis:75 

1. Jñānam (knowledge) 

2. Karma (action) 

3. Kartṛ (doership) 

4. Buddhi (intellect) 

5. Dṛḍhī (willpower) 

6. Sukham (happiness) 

 Karma Yoga encapsulates all yogas and sādhanas except Jñāna Yoga:76  

Buddhi-Karma Yoga = Right Action + Right Attitude = Prepared Sāttvic Mind 

Prepared Sāttvic Mind = Qualified for Bhakti-Jñāna Yoga 

                                                      
73 Chapter18.01-12 Difference between Sannyāsa and Tyāga 
74 Chapter18.13-17 Ātmā-svarūpam – Nature of the true-Self 
75 Chapter18.18-40 6-fold Analysis 
76 Chapter18.41-66 Summary of Karma Yoga and Jñāna Yoga – Central Theme of the Gītā 
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 Jñāna Yoga Review:77  

Śravaṇam (Instruction):  consistent and systematic study of sacred knowledge for a length 

of time under the guidance of a qualified teacher (precisely as with Arjuna and Kṛṣṇa). 

Mananam (Reflection):  whatever instruction is received, reflect upon it to ensure that it 

is acceptable to one’s intellect so that there remains no residue of doubt or resistance. 

Nididhyāsanam (Assimilation):  even after firm intellectual conviction, one must 

‘concentrate’ on (dhāraṇā), and deeply ‘contemplate’ (dhyāna) that conviction and 

become absorbed in the Truth of Self-knowledge (Tat Tvam Asi) for a long time (like a 

pickling process) in order to destroy the last residue of contrary conditioning and 

impressions ‘I am just a limited individual’ that have been programmed and become habit 

over countless lifetimes.  Once the final ‘residue’ is burnt away and is irreversibly replaced 

by Brahmākāra-vṛtti, this is what is referred to as Liberation—Mokṣa. 

 Kṛṣṇa encourages Arjuna to remain ever-identified with Ātmā as the real Kṛṣṇa, and 

concludes with 4-qualifications for studying the Gītā:78  

1. Tapas  (discipline)   

2. Bhakti  (devotion) 

3. Śraddhā  (deep faith) 

4. Śuśrūṣā  (desire to learn)  

“I am non-doing (akartṛ), non-experiencing (abhoktṛ), conscious-intelligence (caitanya) only. 

I am ever-free.  This knowledge is called Ātmā-svarūpam.”  

– Swami Paramarthananda 

 

Bhakti – Abiding in and as God’s Greatest Glory: Supreme-Consciousness 

“One can combine Ananya Bhakti with Jñāna Yoga. 

The fruit of Bhakti Yoga is Jñāna.  Highest Love (parābhakti) and Jñāna are one. 

Perfect knowledge is love.  Perfect love is knowledge.” 

– Swami Sivananda 

‘Bhakti-as-practice’ is a series of sādhanas culminating in Jñāna—‘coming to me’.  ‘Bhakti-as-

result’ is abiding in/as the Absolute—‘reveling in me’—‘absorption’, also called YOGA.

                                                      
77 As defined by Swami Paramarthananda from his verbal elucidation of chapter 18 of the Bhagavad-Gītā  
78 Chapter18.67-78 Conclusion – 4-Qualifications for the Study of the Gītā 
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CONCLUSION 

“I searched for God and found only myself.  I searched for myself and found only God.” 

– Rumi 

The Bhagavad-Gītā is a syncretic encapsulation of Vedānta, Mokṣa-Śāstra and Upaniṣad in the 

strictest literal sense.  After requesting guru-śiṣya,79 Arjuna sits next to Kṛṣṇa80 and embarks 

on a course of consistent and systematic instruction in Vedānta that may be described as a 

Universal Path81 of spiritual unfoldment that leads to Liberation.  As a Vedāntic Upaniṣad, its 

instruction is never contradictory, always unified, requires formal initiation by a qualified 

preceptor and is not to be academically ‘learned’, but rather ‘lived’.82  Instruction is there for 

any level of aspirant, with mokṣa as the supreme goal.  Arjuna represents the ordinary doubt 

and resistance of most aspirants.  Kṛṣṇa symbolizes supreme knowledge, which displaces 

these.  Arjuna realizes that actions belong to the worldly realm of guṇa-mind, renunciation 

begins with inner-detachment, both action and knowledge are required83 and that true 

devotion is a series of sādhanas which must ultimately culminate in Jñāna.84  This comprises 

Arjuna’s initiatory preparation.  Arjuna then realizes the Truth of the Self as Ātmān, attains a 

Vision of the Absolute by Kṛṣṇa’s grace,85 after which a process of deeper maturation and 

apperception occurs.86  He then undergoes ‘teacher-training’,87 finally proclaiming Karma, 

Jñāna and Bhakti to be harmonized as One. 

“Destroyed is delusion as I have gained knowledge through your grace, 

I am strong; doubts are gone.  I will act according to your will.” 

 – Arjuna

                                                      
79 Chapter 2.07 
80 Upaniṣad means "sitting down near", from Sanskrit, literally ‘sitting near (i.e. at the feet of a master)’, from upa ‘near’ + 
ni-ṣad ‘sit down’.  ‘Upaniṣad’ is defined in the Taittirīya Upaniṣad as the ‘secret doctrine of the Veda’, which in this context 
implies non-dual Truth that must be revealed systematically by a guru, such as Kṛṣṇa in this case. 
81 See the chart in the appendix demonstrating a critical analysis of paths to spiritual unfoldment excerpted from Yoga 
Vaśiṣṭha, Patañjali’s Yoga Sutra, Śaṅkārā’s Vivekacūḍāmaṇi and Vyāsa’s Bhagavad-Gītā.  Although vocabulary and emphasis 
may vary slightly, they each follow a universal pattern of (1) preparation, purification and discipline, (2) inward-turning and 
introspection, and (3) assimilation and absorption—Buddhi-Karma Yoga, Upāsanā-Jñāna Yoga and Dhyāna-Ātmā-Vicāra as 
a universal process that leads to Mokṣa.    
82 A special note of thanks to Swami Paramarthananda for his peerless elucidation of the Bhagavad-Gītā of the quality and 
depth of wisdom that can only come from a Brahmā-niṣṭha Guru of his caliber—eternal thanks indeed. 
83 Chapter 5.07-12 
84 …in the present incarnation or a subsequent one. 
85 Arjuna’s ‘enlightenment’ occurs by the end of chapter 12 
86 Arjuna’s ‘maturation’ occurs in chapters 13 thru 15 
87 Arjuna’s ‘teacher-training’ occurs in chapters 16 and 17, in which he is instructed in holistic human maturity, how to identify 
the guṇa-propensities in others and the importance of sāttvic expression, which is fundamental to spiritual unfoldment. 
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VAŚIṢṬHA’S 7-STAGES 

 

PATAÑJALI’S 8-LIMBS ŚAṄKĀRĀ’S 6-STEPS 88 

 
VYĀSA’S 1ST FOCUS = BUDDHI-KARMA YOGA (as KARMA-RŪPA-BHAKTI – PRACTICE) 

Chapters 1-3:  Adhikārī Preparation (sādhana-catuṣṭaya; jñāna-yogyatā) 
 

1. Auspicious Resolve 
(śubhecchā) 

desire for liberation, 
qualification-eligibility 

1. Moral Observances 
(yama) 

1. Dispassion 
(vairāgya) 

2. Self-Purification and Discipline 
(niyama) 

2. Discipline 
(śama-dama-titikṣā-uparama) 

preparation and purification of 
thoughts, actions and speech 

3. Physical Knowledge and  
Posture Control 

(āsana) 

4. Energy Knowledge and Breath Control 
(prāṇāyāma) 

 
VYĀSA’S 2ND FOCUS = JÑĀNA YOGA (as UPĀSANĀ-JÑĀNA-RŪPA-BHAKTI – PRACTICE) 

Chapters 4-5:  Instruction in Self-knowledge, Introspection and Inward-Turning (śravaṇa-manana) 
 

2. Reflection 
(vicāraṇā) 

śravaṇa + manana 

5. Sense-Withdrawal 
(pratyāhāra) 

turning-inward 

3. Instruction 
(śravaṇa) 

4. Reflection 
(manana) 

 
VYĀSA’S 3RD FOCUS = DHYĀNA YOGA (as VEDĀNTA-VICĀRA-RŪPA-BHAKTI – PRACTICE) 

Chapter 6:  Final Preparation for Direct Experience (nididhyāsana-savikalpa samadhi) 
 

3. Attenuation of Mind 
(tanumānasā) 

nididhyāsana +  
savikalpa samadhi 

6. Concentration 
(dhāraṇā) 

5. Assimilation 
(nididhyāsana =  

dhāraṇā + dhyāna) 
7. Contemplation 

(dhyāna) 

8. Meditation/Absorption 
(samprajñāta samādhi) 

6. Meditation/Absorption 
(savikalpa samādhi) 

 
VYĀSA’S 4TH FOCUS = KARMA YOGA + JÑĀNA YOGA + DHYĀNA YOGA = JÑĀNA-BHAKTI REALIZATION  
Chapters 7-12:  States of Mind Established in Absorption – ‘Bhakta-Jñāni-Sthitaprajña’ – Realization 

 

4. Attainment of the Real 
(sattvāpatti) 

nirvikalpa samadhi 
8. Meditation as Total-Absorption 

(asamprajñāta samādhi) 

6. Meditation as Effortless  
Unwavering Total-Absorption 

(kevala nirvikalpa samādhi)  
(sahaja nirvikalpa samādhi) 

5. Non-Attachment 
(asaṁsakti) 

6. Objectlessness 
(padārtha-abhāvanā) 

 
VYĀSA’S 5TH FOCUS = GOD-REALIZATION = KARMA-JÑĀNA-BHAKTI UNIFIED = MOKṢA 

Chapters 13-18:  True Bhakti as ‘result’ is the Transcendent State of the ‘Most Exalted Knower of Self-God’ 
(‘Theosis/Divinization’ – Divine Union or ‘Yoga’ between Self and God – Liberation 

 

7. Transcendence 
(turyagā) 

(Transcendence is implied) (Transcendence is implied) 

 

                                                      
88 Vivekacūḍāmaṇi, verses 69 and 70 


