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Human nature is such that we accept a concept only if it is presented within a 
framework we can relate to. All religions have started by catering to this human 
need – we build a temple, we establish a symbol, we do our consecration and our 
rituals, and we say God is there. This is to aid in communicating the notion of 
spirituality for a particular situation. But God is not a system or a theory or even a 
concept – at least, God is not amenable to the kind of methodology we use to 
understand most other concepts. God is freedom itself. So the sooner we 
understand the nature of God and reality free of religious symbols, the better it is 
for us and the better for the world. That is where spirituality starts. 

The quest for spirituality has gone on in India for a long time. Among the many 
ancient Indian texts that talk about the ultimate nature of reality, Brahma SØtras 
is especially important. Brahmaª is the S¹nskrit word for spirituality and sØtra 
means “guiding principle.” The book has 555 concise statements (aphorisms) that 
give the essence of the arguments on Brahmaª. Of these, the first four are most 
significant. They are so concise that they cannot be understood without the aid of 
a lucid commentary; but once understood, they will be seen to contain all the 
main points of spirituality as envisaged by San¹tana Dharma.  

A9ato b/®ijßasa |    ath¹to brahmajijñ¹s¹  

jNma±Sy ytŠ |   janm¹dyasya yataå 
=aSâyoinTvat\ |   ¶¹strayonitv¹t 
tàu smNvyat\ |   tattu samanvay¹t 

1. Now, therefore, the enquiry into Brahmaª. 
2. (Brahmaª is that) from which the origin, etc. (i.e. the origin, sustenance, and 

dissolution) of this (world proceed). 
3. The source of right knowledge being ¶¹stra. 
4. But that (Brahmaª is to be known only) on the basis of agreement or 

harmony, because it is the main purpose. 

SØtra 1 makes it clear that the book will present spirituality in the framework of a 
system of enquiry (jijñ¹s¹). The seeker has the freedom to constantly question 
and experiment, accepting or rejecting ideas on the basis of his own experience. 
There is also a hint that the book is meant for those who are endowed with a real 
desire for attaining the knowledge of Brahmaª. At first, one may spend one’s time 
in various activities that are of value to society. But ultimately one has to spend 
time in enquiring into and understanding the nature of reality—God or Brahmaª.  

SØtra 2 defines Brahmaª as that whence the world originates, etc. Thus 
spirituality is the basis even for matter; this world with all its varied and 
changeable forms and relations has come from that Reality. But Reality is not 
bound by these manifestations. ˜ankara uses the term m¹y¹ to describe the power 



of Brahmaª that gives rise to the world. Because people usually see only the 
varied forms, SØtra 2 draws their attention to the source of all things, Brahmaª.   

SØtra 3 declares that the understanding of the basis of all things has to be 
attained via ¶¹stra, i.e. in an orderly, systematic, logical way. In the Ved¹ntic 
tradition, this means that Brahmaª is to be known only by the study of the Vedas.  

SØtra 4 states that contradictions in the ¶¹stras must be resolved in a harmonious 
way in order to understand Brahmaª. In the Ved¹ntic tradition, this means that 
we must make the effort to resolve apparent contradictions between different 
Ved¹nta texts, for Brahmaª is the uniform topic of all. The capacity to put oneself 
in another’s place and understand that person’s viewpoint is an important habit to 
develop. It develops harmonious understanding and avoids quarrels. Thus the 
pursuit of spirituality gives humanity a touch of openness or liberality. The spirit 
of toleration that SØtra 4 advocates is one of the hallmarks of Hinduism. 

Among the many philosophers and scholars who have written commentaries on 
Brahma SØtras down the ages, some have confined themselves to just these 4 
sØtras. This makes sense, for if we understand these four statements, we are 
already well advanced on the path of spirituality. Brahma SØtras, like other 
religious texts, uses a vocabulary that is based on specific religious concepts, for 
without such a basis communication is impossible. But ˜ankara (who, as far as we 
know, was the first to have written a commentary on this book) struggled very 
hard to free the text from its theological and ritualistic underpinnings and bring 
out the intrinsic nature of Brahmaª. That is one of his great achievements.  

A very good idea of the Hindu view of spirituality is conveyed by the following 
description, from the Guru Stotram, of the spiritual Guru.  

ySyaNtnaRidm)y& n ih krcr8& namgoâ& n sUâ& 
no jaitnšRv v8RŠ -vit pu£qo no npu&so n c SâI | 
nakaro inivRkaro n ih jinmr8& naiSt pu*y& n pap& 
no t]v& t]vmek& shjsmrs& sd\gu£& t& nmaim || 

yasy¹ntar-n¹dimadhyam na hi karacaraªam n¹magotram na sØtram 
no j¹tirnaiva varªaå na bhavati puru¬o no napumso na ca str» 
n¹k¹ro nirvik¹ro na hi jani-maraªam n¹sti puªyam na p¹pam 
no tattvam tattvamekam sahaja-samarasam sadgurum tam nam¹mi 

“I prostrate to that Sadguru for whom there is no beginning, no middle, no end, 
no hands, no feet, no name, no lineage, no guidelines (bounding rules), no 
category, no color, who is neither male nor female nor neuter, who has no form, 
no change, no birth, no death, no virtue, no sin, no elements of creation, who is 
the One Truth, who is the natural homogeneous Essence.” This verse denies all 
attributes to the spiritually realized person excepting two: sahaja or naturalness 
and samarasam or homogeneous essence. Wherever there is harmony, wherever 
there is spontaneity, that is where we find spirituality. All the attributes listed in 
this verse are necessary for social order. But they are all divisive and must be 
overcome in the quest for spirituality. 
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