5. Sadhana and Mukti

Almost all schools of Indian philosophy aim to realise the transcendental state, dissociate
from the sufferings of the material world, and accordingly outline the means of attaining this
realisation. Swaminarayan-Siddhanta-Sudha defines such means, referred to as the
“sadhana,” as the soteriological endeavours practised for earning divine approval and
attaining such divine approval is described as the “phala” or the result of those endeavours.
This “phala” in the form of the divine approval of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman is the
attainment of the transcendental state or liberation (mukti). The Sudha, in the chapters
“Sadhanadhara” and “Phaladhara,” systematises the soteriological endeavours and expounds

upon the nature of mukti as upheld in the Aksara-Purusottama Siddhanta.

The jivas and isvaras, due to the influence of maya, are firmly attached to material desires
and accordingly remain bound in the cycles of birth and death. Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman are the only two entities that are eternally liberated (nityamukta) and, out of
compassion, guide the jivatman and isvaratman towards liberation. This chapter throws light
on the nature and significance of soteriological endeavours mastering which the arman can
perform supreme devotion to and experience the supreme bliss of Parabrahman. Such
supreme devotion and bliss is nothing but the state of liberation and thus a release from the

cycles of transmigration.

This chapter begins with the importance of grace and divine approval of Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman in soteriological endeavours. It then examines the great endeavour of
brahmabhdava, which encompasses all other endeavours. Brahmabhava is shown to be
realised through the practice of Ekantika Dharma. The chapter then elaborates on each
component of Ekantika Dharma, namely, dharma, jiiana, vairagya and bhakti. 1t also
highlights the importance of practising Ekantika Dharma even after the realisation of

brahmabhava.

The section on mukti begins with an elucidation of the nature of mukti in the Aksara-
Purusottama Siddhanta. The chapter then examines the nature of jivana-mukti and videha-
mukti. This is followed by a discussion on the qualities and form of the released arman and its

eternal distinction and subordination to Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman.
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Through the elucidation of the various soteriological endeavours and the state of liberation
achieved upon the realisation of those endeavours, the chapter focuses on the Upanisadic
exegesis offered in the Sudhda and seeks to understand the position of the Aksara-Purusottama

in various pertinent philosophical discussions.

5.1.  Grace and Divine Approval

Sadhu Bhadreshdas begins the chapter “Sadhanadhara™ by describing Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman, that are to be realised and are the ultimate goal of all endeavours, as
“krupasadhya,” attainable (sadhya) through grace (krupd). The atman can realise
Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman that are immensely great and ever beyond the influence of
maya only through the grace of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. Such importance of grace
is validated through the Upanisadic aphorism, “yamevaisa vrnute tena labhya.”’® In the
second valli of the Katha Upanisad, Yamaraja describes the form of Parabrahman and then
showcases the medium of realising this form. Before enumerating the various endeavours,
Yamaraja states the above-mentioned aphorism and thereby asserts the importance of grace in
overcoming all misery and experiencing the bliss of Parabrahman. In his commentary, Sadhu
Bhadreshdas explains that Parabrahman cannot be realised merely on the strength of
endeavours (na kevalsadhanabalam paryaptam) but invariably requires the grace of
Parabrahman.”® Thus, while he does not deny the necessity of performing various

endeavours for attaining Parabrahman, he specifies their inadequacy (na paryaptam).

Divine grace does not substitute or reduce the relevance of endeavours. This is made clear in
the mantra 2.24 of the same Upanisad, which lists the endeavours that one must perform.
Sadhu Bhadreshdas notes that this verse removes all doubts on the necessity of striving for
the ultimate goal. In fact, it is only through the practice of soteriological endeavours can this
grace be earned.””! The Mundaka Upanisad, which also shows the importance of divine
grace, warns against lethargy in performance of endeavours, “nayamatma balahinena labhyo

na ca pramadattapaso vapyalingat.”’*? One must maintain physical and mental resilience and

729 “Only one whom he choses can realise.” (Ka. Up. 2.23) (Mu. Up. 3.2.3)

730 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 119)

731 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 120)

732 “paramatman cannot be attained in the absence of strength or by indolence or through practice of austerities
which are not in accordance with the $astras.” (Mu. Up. 3.2.4)
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patiently endeavour for realisation.”®* Such resilience makes one worthy of divine grace and,

consequently, of ultimate liberation.

The Sudha specifies that the grace of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman can be secured
through earning their divine approval (prasannata). Thereby, earning the divine approval of
Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman is denoted as the “sadhana-raja,”’** that which rules or
governs the effective performance of all soteriological endeavours. Every such endeavour
must be governed by and directed towards earning the divine approval of Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman. In fact, an effort that is neither governed nor directed towards earning such
divine approval ceases to be a soteriological endeavour (tad rahitasya sdadhanatvameva
na).’® Thus, every effort towards liberation must be guided by and reinforced with the

purpose of gaining divine approval.

The Aksara-Purusottama Siddhanta upholds the continued presence of Parabrahman through
the linage of the Aksarabrahman Gurus. Accordingly, Sadhu Bhadreshdas notes that
compassionate Parabrahman has made the path of earning his divine approval accessible and
attainable through the manifest Aksarabrahman Guru, who ever upholds Parabrahman in
entirety.”*® The divine approval of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman is secured through the
association and attachment with the Aksarabrahman Guru. Perfecting or mastering this
attachment is characteristic of attaining brahmabhava,” which thus forms the fundamental

endeavour for earning the approval of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman.

5.2. Brahmabhava—The Great Endeavour

Cultivation of “brahmabhava” is the fundamental endeavour that encompasses all other
endeavours to earn the divine approval of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. Brahmabhava is
explained as the association and cultivation of qualitative oneness with the Aksarabrahman
Guru. As upholding the form of Parabrahman and being in his constant service, the
Aksarabrahman Guru is recognised as the ideal of devotion worthy of emulation. Qualitative
oneness with this Aksarabrahman Guru is a profound association and identifying oneself with

him by acquiring his auspicious virtues and qualities.

733 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 294)
734 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 307)
735 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 307)
736 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 119)
737 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 307)
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The Sudha describes brahmabhava as the “sadhana-guru,” the great endeavour, and “sarva
sadhana rasi,” the aggregate of all endeavours as it encompasses the performance of bhakti
that is supplemented with righteousness, detachment and self-knowledge, discrimination of
the body and arman, sense-control and other such endeavours. Sudha, thereby, does not deny
the necessity of other endeavours such as sense-control (Sama), performing austerities (tapa)
listed in the Upanisads, instead warns about their individual significance.”®® Performing any
of these would be insufficient and will require other supporting endeavours. Brahmabhava, as
the sadhana-guru, is adequate to attain the ultimate goal. This is explained through the
Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, “yo va etadaksaram gargryaviditva’smallokatpraiti sa krpanah.”’’
This verse explains that all sacrifices or austerities performed over a hundred years will not
earn fruits without the knowledge of Aksarabrahman. Unlike other commentators, like
Shankar and Ramanuja, Sadhu Bhadreshdas identifies the term ‘Aksara’ as the ontological
entity Aksarabrahman and not as the Supreme Being, Parabrahman. Accordingly, without the
realisation of Aksarabrahman attained through cultivating brahmabhava, one will not acquire
the fruit of endeavour and will remain in the cycle of birth and death. Being in this state of
constant transmigration is compared to an impoverished state of a destitute (krpanah). Sadhu
Bhadreshdas reads this verse as an urgent message to associate with the Aksarabrahman Guru

with firm conviction and faith and imbibe his teachings.”*® Thus, attaining brahmabhava is

considered to be crucial and indispensable.

The requisite of identifying with Aksarabrahman is stated in several Upanisadic aphorisms of
apposition (samanadhikarana), such as “brahmaveda brahmaiva bhavati,”’#! “aham
brahmasmi,”’*? and “ayamatma brahman.”’* Sadhu Bhadreshdas explains each of these cases
in terms of qualitative oneness with Aksarabrahman and strongly argues against an
ontological non-duality advocated by the Advaitins. Responding to pure ontological oneness,
Sadhu Bhadreshdas offers various instances of “oneness™ that are not ontological, such as the
oneness of sharing the same ideology or oneness in terms of being in the same state, class,
time, or location.”* In none of these cases are the subject and predicate demonstrating an

ontological identity. Likewise, the aphorisms of apposition are explained as depicting an

738 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 329)

73 “One who departs from this world without the knowing Aksara is poor.” (Br. Up. 3.8.10)
740 (Bhadreshdas, Brhadaranyakopisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 197)

741 “One who knows Brahman verily realises Brahman.” (Mu. Up. 3.2.9)

742 «I am that Brahman.” (Br. Up. 1.4.10)

743 “This atman is Brahman.” (Ma. Up. 1.2)

744 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 310)

195



attributive similarity (sadharmya) between two distinct entities. Such attributive similarity is
often expressed by placing the objects or beings of comparison in the same grammatical case.

).743 Here, both terms ‘sirhhah’

This is illustrated through “simhho manavakah™ (the lion child
and ‘manavakah’ are in the nominative case. Despite such grammatical congruency, the
illustration does not depict an ontological oneness between the lion and the child but the child
having similar attributes to the lion. In the same way, the arman cultivates similar attributes

like the Aksarabrahman Guru.

The opponent may argue that in aphorisms like the “brahmaveda brahmaiva bhavati,”’*® the
term ‘bhavati’ (becoming) shows the arman forgoing its ignorance and becoming Brahman.
Thereby, such verbs that suggest “becoming™ imply an ontological oneness. In response to
this argument, Sadhu Bhadreshdas notes that not all cases that use the verb ‘bhu’ (to become
or becoming) express an ontological oneness. He offers the example of the famous precept
“pitari devabhavarh karoti,” which instructs one to believe one’s father as the deity.”*’ In such
cases, the implication is to revere the father as he possesses qualities or virtues similar to a
deity but not of an ontological oneness between the father and deity. Likewise, the verb

“becoming” suggests possessing qualities or virtues similar to the Aksarabrahman Guru.

The Ramanuja tradition also explains aphorisms of apposition as denoting an attributive
oneness (fadatmya) instead of an ontological oneness. In the case of the above-mentioned

aphorism, “brahmaveda brahmaiva bhavati,”

Ramanuja explains the knower of Brahman, or the one who after the practice of
unceasing meditation on Brahman has obtained clearer vision of Brahman,
becomes Brahman in the sense that he attains a status equal to that of Brahman in
respect to the eight inherent qualities of apahatapapmatva, satyakamatva,

satyasamkalpatva, etc.”*®

This explanation brings forth the fundamental differences between the understanding of the
Visistadvaita and the Aksara-Purusottama Darsana. While the former admits an attributive
oneness, this oneness is between the jivarman and the Supreme Being, Brahman. Moreover,

such oneness is possible only after one sheds the mortal body and attains the abode of

745 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 311)

746 “One who knows Brahman verily realises Brahman.” (Mu. Up. 3.2.9)
47 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 312)

748 (S. M. S. Chari, The Philosophy of the Upanisads 128)
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Brahman, for the Visistadvaita Darsana accepts only Videha- mukti. The Aksara-Purusottama
Darsana, on the other hand, advocates the attributive oneness between the jivarman/
isvaratman and the Aksarabrahman Guru. This oneness or brahmabhava is a fundamental
endeavour that is to be practised and mastered by the arman in this life, which leads to the

experience of liberation on earth (jivanamuktianubhavanam).”

Sudha instructs that brahmabhava or oneness with the Aksarabrahman Guru implies

identifying oneself with the Aksarabrahman Guru in thought and virtuous deeds:

Gurorjiianamiva jianam vartanamapi tatsamam |

Deharpanari tatha bhaktau brahmatmaukyam taducyate ||”>°

Like the Aksarabrahman Guru, one must harbour spiritual understanding, virtuous

disposition, and selflessly engage in the devotion and worship of Parabrahman.

The Upanisads are also stated to affirm brahmabhava as a fundamental endeavour for
brahmavidya, that is, the realisation of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. For instance, in the
Katha Upanisad, Yamaraja begins unfolding the essence of the highest spiritual knowledge
by stating that it can be attained through “adhyatmayoga.””' Sadhu Bhadreshdas, in his
commentary, understands the term ‘adhyatmayoga’ not merely as contemplation (like
Shankaracharya’?) or self-knowledge (as the Ramanuja tradition’>®) but specifies that it is the
purification of oneself through the association of the manifest form of Aksarabrahman.”* In
other words, a profound attachment or identification (yoga) with the realised Aksarabrahman
Guru (adhyatma). Likewise, the Mundaka Upanisad also insists on the eradication of

ignorance through “dhyayatha’tmanam,”’’

which is interpreted in the general sense of
meditating on the dtman.”>® Here, Sadhu Bhadreshdas identifies the term ‘atman’ with

Aksarabrahman. He notes that one must meditate upon the form and nature of

74 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 307)

730 “Having one’s spiritual understanding like Guru’s understanding; virtuous behaviour also like his behaviour.
Like him is one’s physical being dedicated in worship. Such is the oneness with Aksarabrahman.” (Karika 369)
31 (Ka. Up. 2.12)

752 (8. Shastri, The Katha and Prasna Upanishads and Sri Sankara’s Commentary 35)

753 (H. Apte 55)

754 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 96)

55 (Mu. Up. 2.2.6)

736 (S. Shastri, The Isa, Kena and Mundaka Upanishads and Sri Sankara’s Commentary 144; H. Apte 174)
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Aksarabrahman, who constantly beholds Parabrahman.”’” Such meditation results in the

transcendence from mayd and the attainment of Parabrahman.

In the section titled “Brahmamananam,” the Sudha demonstrates a meditation on the
Aksarabrahman, where Sadhu Bhadreshdas evokes his Guru and contemplates on his various
virtues based on the teachings of his isfadeva Swaminarayan. Swaminarayan encourages
constant association and contemplation (manana) on Brahman (Aksarabrahman) for attaining

brahmabhava:

If one associates with Brahman through continuous contemplation in this manner,

the jiva acquires the virtues of that Brahman.”>®

Accordingly, this section “Brahmamananam” begins with contemplation on the svaripa of
the Guru as Brahman, as satyam-jfianam-anantam, sat-cit-ananda. After meditating on his
greatness as a distinct ontological entity that is eternally pure and divine despite his human-
shaped form, Sadhu Bhadreshdas meditates upon the Guru’s auspicious virtues (guna) that
ever encompass the Guru’s elevated spiritual state. In this way, the nature and form of
Aksarabrahman that was expounded on in the earlier chapters is placed in a practical
framework. Thus, a thorough understanding of the nature and form of Aksarabrahman upon
the grace of the Aksarabrahman Guru and constantly reflecting on the same culminates in the

realisation of brahmabhava.

5.3. Atman and Aksarabrahman

The Sudha explains that brahmabhava, cultivated through the meditation on the Guru,
requires identifying one’s arman with the manifest Aksarabrahman Guru. The process of such
identification enables one to distance oneself from one’s vices or adverse qualities arising due
to the influence of maya. In order to purify oneself from these vices, one must reflect on the
auspicious qualities of the Aksarabrahman Guru. Sudha notes that such reflection for the
purification of one’s atman must be done with a firm conviction in the Guru’s essential purity

(nirdosa) and divinity (divya).””® As the Aksarabrahman Guru manifests through a human-

757 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 275)
738 (Vac. Gadhada I1.31)
759 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 321)
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like form, Sudhd warns against assuming human vices or faults in the Guru. The Guru, whilst

in human-shape, is understood to ever remain beyond the influence of maya.

In this way, with constant mediation on the various qualities of Aksarabrahman, one’s artman,
through the grace of the Aksarabrahman Guru and Parabrahman, also cultivates those
qualities, releasing one from the material vices and faults. Sudha describes the basis of the
atman’s identification with the Aksarabrahman Guru as intense adoration (param anurdga).
Just as one identifies with and has thoughts centred on the body or any material object one
greatly desires, likewise, one must develop intense attachment and adoration with the
Aksarabrahman Guru. Such adoration enables one to perceive every action and quality of
Aksarabrahman as pure and divine. One loses identity with oneself and joins with the
Aksarabrahman Guru. This aspect is encapsulated in the terms “aksara aham” that are part of

the sampradaya’s sadhand mantra “aksaram aham purusottama dasosmi.”’*°

This need for intense adoration and constant contemplation is elucidated through the
Upanisadic analogy of the bow and arrow, “pranavo dhanuh $aro hyatma brahma
tallaksyamucyate.”’®! Here, the term ‘pranava,” also known as the sacred sound “Om,” is
identified as the Aksarabrahman Guru. The arrow, that is, the arman has to be drawn by this
bow. This stringing of the arrow is explained as a profound attachment with the
Aksarabrahman Guru. Through such attachment and adoration with the Aksarabrahman Guru
and imbibing his teachings, the atman hits the target of realising brahmabhava.”®® The term
‘brahman’ here is understood as Aksarabrahman. The atman, through the association and
teaching of the Guru, realises one’s arman as Aksarabrahman. In other words, it acquires the
auspicious virtues of the Aksarabrahman Guru. The Aksarabrahman Guru, thus, is the
medium as his association and grace facilitates the cultivation of brahmabhava and is also the

result as the endeavour is directed towards realising his form.

The other commentators interpret the target as the Supreme Being Paramatman. Sadhu
Bhadreshdas does not deny this explanation but notes that the attainment of Parabrahman is
invariably implied with the realisation of Aksarabrahman. This implication is likened to the

invariability of reaching the desired person upon reaching the village that the person lives in

760 «] am Aksara, in service of Purusottama.”
761 “Prapnava is the bow, atman is the arrow and the Brahman is the target.” (Mu. Up. 2.2.4)
762 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 327)
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or of acquiring precious materials upon attaining the casket that contains those materials.”®

Thereby, realising Aksarabrahman is like reaching the village or acquiring the casket. Upon
realising Aksarabrahman, one is bound to attain Parabrahman, who is ever manifest in the
Aksarabrahman Guru. Thus, association with the Aksarabrahman Guru is stated to serve a
dual purpose of realising brahmabhava and attaining Parabrahman in this state of

brahmabhava.

Sudha also specifies that cultivation of brahmabhava or qualitative identification of the
atman with Aksarabrahman was not already latent within the arman but is a new
attainment.”® The auspicious virtues of the Aksarabrahman Guru are not part of the essential
nature of the atman. This is explained through the analogy of truth—if a person, who is
earlier falsely informed and now had to be told of the truth, an act (vidhi) is specially carried
out of telling the truth. This would be otherwise not be required if he were aware of the truth.
Likewise, the scriptures instruct on the cultivation of brahmabhava through the association of
and constant contemplation on the Aksarabrahman. If those virtues were already present, then

these instructions would lose relevance.

Moreover, in acquiring the virtues of Aksarabrahman, one acquires only those virtues
necessary for one’s liberation.”® Through this specification, Sudha underlines that even in the
state of brahmabhava, the jivatman or isvaratman does not become Aksarabrahman. The
oneness is only in terms of certain qualities, but the essential nature and form of the jivarman,
isvaratman, and Aksarabrahman remain eternally separate. The ontologically distinct entity
Aksarabrahman, unlike the jivarman and isvaratman, is eternally all-pervasive, upholds and

serves Parabrahman in his divine abode and engages in the creation of the universe.

Thus, brahmabhava is the fundamental endeavour for gaining the divine approval of
Parabrahman. Brahmabhdava means cultivating qualitative oneness with the Aksarabrahman
Guru. The state of brahmabhava, thereby, can be cultivated by the association with and grace
of the Aksarabrahman Guru, constant contemplation of his form and virtues. Such
contemplation entails identifying the arman with Aksarabrahman, which eliminates the

material vices and harbours the auspicious qualities of the Aksarabrahman Guru.

763 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 327)
764 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 324)
765 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 322)
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5.4. Sadhana and Sadhya

The Sudha describes the realisation of brahmabhava as “parabhaktyadhikaritva,”’6

meaning
that which makes one entitled to the worship of Parabrahman. This description, however, is
not to be understood as limiting the worship of Parabrahman only after the realisation of
brahmabhava. 1t does not mean that the worship of Parabrahman cannot be performed before
or during the process of acquiring brahmabhava. Sudha specifies that such an understanding
would nullify the scriptures that instruct the worship of Parabrahman. The correct intent of
the description is that the state of brahmabhava eliminates all material vices that would
otherwise hinder or distract one from the worship of Parabrahman. Consequently, only in the
state of brahmabhava can one worship Parabrahman incessantly and seamlessly.’s” Having
acquired the auspicious virtues of Aksarabrahman Guru, one now, like the Guru, ever
remains immersed in the worship and service of Parabrahman. Such seamless worship of
Parabrahman upon the attainment of brahmabhava is referred to as “sadhya bhakti,” while

worship and other devotional activities performed before attaining brahmabhava is referred

to as “sadhana bhakti.”

In this way, one always engages in devotion and worship to Parabrahman. As an endeavour,
it is consciously performed while taking the Aksarabrahman Guru as the ideal. Once this
endeavour is fulfilled, it is continued to be practised, not as an endeavour but as an effortless
experience. The manner of such devotion, performed as sadhana and sadhya, is discussed in

the following sections.

5.5. Ekantika Dharma

The practice of Ekantika Dharma is shown to be fundamental in attaining brahmabhava.
Since its practice enables one to profoundly associate with Parabrahman, it is also referred to
as Bhagavat Dharma. On several occasions, Swaminarayan stated that the purpose of God’s
manifestation on earth is to establish the Ekantika Dharma.”®® Swaminarayan was referred to

by many as “ekantika dharma pravartaka” (the torchbearer of FEkantika Dharma). For

766 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 307)
767 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 329)
768 (Vac. Gadhada 11.46, 111.21)

201



instance, his contemporary devotee, Niskulananda Svami, closes every chapter of his
magnum opus Bhaktacintamani with veneration of his istadeva Swaminarayan as the
“ekantika dharma pravartaka.” Swaminarayan expounded upon the nature and content of

Ekantika Dharma in his philosophical teachings.

Ekantika Dharma is a comprehensive four-fold method that encompasses four interdependent
components, dharma (observance of injunctions), jiana (self-knowledge), vairdgya
(detachment) and bhakti (devotion accompanied with the understanding of God’s greatness).

Swaminarayan underlining the necessity of each component remarks:

In this satsang fellowship, those devotees seeking their own ultimate liberation
cannot fulfil that aim by atman-realisation alone; nor can they fulfil that aim by
loving offering the nine types of bhakti alone; nor can they fulfil that aim by
svadharma alone. Thus, all four virtues, that is, atman-realisation, bhakti,
vairagya and svadharma should be perfected since all are dependent upon each

other.”®®

While each component of Ekantika Dharma mutually fulfils each other, bhakti is deemed the

most significant component amongst the four. The Sudha presents bhakti’s importance in:

Bhakterevaha pradhanyar dharmardikacatustaye |

Bhakterangatayaivaisam sadhanatvaprabodhinat ||’

The three components, dharma, jiiana and vairagya are referred to as the “angata,” literally
meaning dependent or secondary, to bhakti. These three components serve as spiritual
endeavours only when they supplement the performance of bhakti. Sudha notes that failure to
perform dharma, jiiana or vairagya, can be amended, but failure to bhakti leads to one to fall
from liberation. Thus, Ekantika Dharma can be explained as the performance of bhakti with

the understanding of God’s greatness, supplemented with dharma, jiiana and vairagya.

7% (Vac. Gadhada 1.19)
770 “Here amongst the four, bhakti verily is the predominant. [Dharma, jfidna and vairagya] are worthy to be
endeavours only when supplementary to bhakti.” (Karika 390)
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5.5.1. Dharma

Several Vedanta schools accept the concepts of dharma and adharma as actions prescribed
and prohibited by the scriptures, respectively. Accordingly, the former generates
Paramatman’s anugraha (grace), while the latter generates nigraha (disapproval). Moral
standards are thus understood to be framed consciously by the divine, as Vedanta Desika

remarks:

[r]ight and wrong embody the conscious purpose and intelligence of God i.e.,
they are not arbitrary prescriptions of the Divine Will but represent God’s

rationale and end in this world.””!

Sadhu Bhadreshdas reinforces this framework by defining dharma in terms of “ajiiana” or
divine commands of not just Paramatman but also those assigned by the Aksarabrahman
Guru.””? Observance of the commands or ordinances earns the divine approval of the
Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. The scriptures, undoubtedly, set moral standards, but they
need to be appropriately comprehended based on the Guru’s teachings. The Guru bestows the
various moral and spiritual codes through the correct understanding and contextual relevance
of the authoritative scriptures. Matilal, through various illustrations from the Epics, points out
that “dharma does not have a definite form. It has an ever-elusive nature.””’® Such
elusiveness is evaded through the manifest Aksarabrahman Guru. He is deemed the moral
guide who is ever-present to resolve the agent’s moral predicaments, such as moral dilemmas

or weakness of the will.

The current Aksarabrahman Guru and the spiritual head of the BAPS Swaminarayan
Sampradaya, Mahant Swami Maharaj, recently composed a Dharmasastra titled Satsang
Diksa that prescribes the moral and spiritual codes based on the teachings of Parabrahman
Swaminarayan. It offers a contextually relevant framework of various dos and don’ts for

inspiring the soteriological endeavours of all aspirants.

The Sudha also defines dharma as “dharana.” This definition is based on the etymology of

the term ‘dharma,’ derived from the verbal root ‘dhr,” to support and uphold. The definition

771 (Maitra 326)
772 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 333)
773 (Ganeri, ‘Dharma and Rationality’ 69)
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of dharma in such terms is understood by some to be “too vague to be useful.”’’* The Sudha,
however, explains “to uphold” as upholding the divine commands and virtuous actions
(saddcara) prescribed by Parabrahman and the Aksarabrahman Guru that supplement the
bhakti of Parabrahman.”” Righteous actions are thereby defined as injunctions or commands
consciously prescribed by both, Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman, which enable the moral
aspirant to progress on the path of liberation. All those actions performed otherwise are
categorised as adharma, which encompasses unrighteous actions and those actions performed

in a wilful manner.

Dharma is generally classified in terms of duties relative to one’s social status in society,
namely varnasramadharma, and duties that are universal to all, irrespective of one’s place in
society, namely samanyadharma. The Sudha notes that these duties, designed for bringing
about social order in the form of division of labour and self-reliance, do not restrict or limit
one’s spiritual upliftment. The Sudhda, thus, rejects any kind of gradation in the social

system.”’® This stems from Swaminarayan’s insistence:

[Affection in God’s form is possible] when, discarding all vanity of gender, varna

and asrama, he beholds God’s form within it.””’

Such insistence yet again emphasises that all individuals, irrespective of their gender or social

status, are eligible for embarking on the path of liberation.

In response to those aphorisms that venerate the Brahmin varna, Sadhu Bhadreshdas
specifies such veneration as essentially directed towards the authoritative scriptures that the
Brahmins studied. Moreover, he (re)defines the term ‘brahmin’ to denote anyone who has
realised the knowledge of Aksara and Purusottama. Further, one who is “visuddha,” who
lives by righteous actions, is also entitled as a Brahmin. This definition implies that virtues
entitle one to a particular varna and not the opposite. The varna does not dictate or limit one

from being virtuous. As expressed in:

Sa eva sadhurmantavyah Sresthasca dharmiko budhaih ||”’®

774 (Ganeri, ‘Exclusiveness and Ambiguity in Dharma-Ethics’ 37)
775 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 333)
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Noble virtues and righteousness can be cultivated irrespective of one’s social and economic
status. Swaminarayan has been lauded for inculcating such moral and spiritual values

amongst the marginalised sections of society.
Kishore Mashruwala, for instance, observed:

It was not [Swaminarayan’s] method to mix the upper and lower castes together
and bring about a lowering of the cultural levels among the upper castes. It was,
on the other hand, his method to uplift the lower castes to the level of upper
castes. In this way, he taught the Dhedhs, Mochis, Kanbis and Muslims to live

like Brahmins.””®

Even recently, Vibhuti Parikh (2016) and Sadhu Mangalnidhidas (2016), in their respective

articles, have shown Swaminarayan’s efforts to eliminate the caste prejudices.

Thus, the Sudha, while respecting the systemisation offered through the varnasramadharma,
rejects the various negative allegations of gradation within. It argues that any kind of
systemisation is guided by certain rules. It goes to the extent of locating the root of the
demerits within than without. The absence of understanding one’s true self as arman, as
Aksara, results in the rise of demerits such as envy, partiality, pride, greed, and the like.”®°
These demerits eventually lead one to perceive others as lower or insignificant, and thereby
negativity in any system. Only the attainment of brahmabhdva can uproot such a perception.

For this reason, emphasis is laid on shedding the vanity of one’s status.

The various samanyadharmas enumerated in the Sudha are non-violence, truth, non-stealing,
non-attachment, non-avarice etc. The virtue of non-violence (ahimsa) has been given special
attention due to the sampradayic history that stressed both moral and ritualistic non-violence.
Swaminarayan is believed to have brought about a major turn in the performance of rituals

prevalent in his time:

Sahajanand attempted to change the character of the sacrificial rituals which,

during his time, involved animal sacrifices, which many Hindus considered an

778 “One who lives by moral conduct, regardless of which varna he belongs, is acclaimed by the wise as indeed
noble, eminent and righteous.” (Karika 395)

7 (Mashruwala 63—64)

780 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 337)
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essential part of Vedic religion. Sahajanand condemned animal sacrifices, taught
they were not part of the true Vedic tradition, and performed public rituals of

bloodless sacrifice in their place.”!

Swaminarayan strictly advocated non-violence in thought, word, and deed. Scholars have
compared Swaminarayan’s steadfast insistence on non-violence to that of the Jains. Williams,
for instance, accounts Swaminarayan’s non-violence as “an emphasis that he shared with the
large Jain community in Gujarat.”’®> However, unlike the heterodox Jain school,
Swaminarayan was faced with a greater problem of responding to the widespread misreading

of the dharmasastras. For instance, violence was encouraged on the grounds of excerpts like:

A twice-born man, who, knowing the true meaning of the Veda, slays an animal
for these purposes, causes both himself and the animal to enter a more blessed

state.”®?

The Sudha reads such statements as “apatkalikam vidhanamidam,” as an attempt to limit
violence.”® Due to the prevalence of arbitrary violence, such statements limited violence only
to certain rituals. Statements on consuming meat are also to be understood on these lines.
Further, Sudha explains that the import of the dharmasdstra and other scriptures should be
understood only through the Aksarabrahman Guru. The words and commands of the Guru

ultimately take precedence over the dharmasastras.

Sudha concludes by reminding that observance of non-violence and other prescribed
injunctions alone cannot grant one liberation. Only when dharma is observed along with
bhakti and other components of the Ekantika Dharma can it release one from the cycles of
birth and death and lead to the eternal bliss of Parabrahman. The recent dharmasastra text of

the sampradaya, Satsang Diksa, thereby not only prescribes injunctions on non-violence and

other virtues actions but also instructs on meditating upon the true nature of the arman,’®

86

attaching only with Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman’®® and selflessly worshipping

81 (Williams, Introduction to Swaminarayan Hinduism 24)
82 (Williams, Introduction to Swaminarayan Hinduism 24)
783 (Manusmrti 5.42)
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Parabrahman.”®” Thus, one must engage in devotion while observing the various divine

commands of Parabrahman and the Aksarabrahman Guru.

5.5.2. Jiiana

Jitana or spiritual knowledge, in the context of Ekantika Dharma, is explained as
“atmanistha,” literally meaning firm conviction of oneself as atman. Such conviction forms an
important aspect in almost all schools of the Vedantic tradition. The Advaitin tradition, for
instance, explains armajiiana as the realisation of the arman as ontologically identical to the
ultimate reality Brahman. The arman alone is the unchanging reality as opposed to the unreal
ever-changing material world. This understanding is often termed as viveka or
discrimination.”®® On the other hand, certain other schools of the Vedanta tradition generally
understand armajiiana as a necessary spiritual endeavour of grasping oneself to be distinct
from the embodied self, which ultimately through devotion shifts “the centre of reference
from the arman to the Paramatman.””® The Aksara-Purusottama Darsana, however, defines

armajiiana or atmanistha as:

Brahmavibhavana'dhikyat parabrahmasuyogatah |

Visista hyatmanistheyam harina pratipadita ||”°

The atman is focused on Paramatman after developing oneness with the Aksarabrahman
Guru. Accordingly, one must realise one’s arman as distinct from the three bodies of sthiila,
suksma and karana, and identify oneself with the virtues of the Aksarabrahman Guru, which
will enable one to steadfastly focus on the form of Parabrahman. Armanistha is, thus, focus

on or a conjunction (sansparsa) with both Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman.

The Sudha maps out this focusing or identifying with Aksarabrahman as a two-fold
process.””! The first step involves approaching and associating with the Aksarabrahman
Guru. Such personal association shows that the process of armanistha is not merely a mental

activity entailing the withdrawal of the mind and complete absorption. Without the

787 (Satsang Diks$a 116,146)

788 (Swami Vimuktananda 5)

789 (Srinivasachari 349)

70 «“Association with Parabrahman along with identification with Aksarabrahman. Such is the unique
understanding of atmanistha advocated by Hari.” (Karika 401)
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association of the Aksarabrahman Guru, such withdrawal is deemed insufficient in the pursuit
of liberation. After attaining profound association, the second step is to reflect and
contemplate the auspicious virtues of the Aksarabrahman Guru that one experienced through

Guru’s association.

This contemplation of Aksarabrahman Guru is also described as a two-step process. The first
is a contemplation on the divine and pure virtues of the Aksarabrahman Guru, and secondly,
to identify these virtues with one’s arman. Such contemplation, thus, eventually leads to the
realisation of brahmabhdava. In this state of brahmabhava, one then experiences the presence

of Parabrahman within one’s arman.

It is important to note here that reflection on the virtues is not possible without reflecting on
the substratum of those virtues, that is, the personal form of the manifest Aksarabrahman
Guru. Accordingly, the absorption of the mind is on a particular form (s@kara) and not on any
abstract or indeterminate notion (nirdakara). Atmajfiana is, thus, unattainable without the

Aksarabrahman Guru.

Responding to those aphorisms that mention meditation on the arman as the source of
liberation, Sudhda remarks that these aphorisms should be understood through the
supplementing aphorisms of other scriptures (sarvasakhanydaya) that explain the need of
Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman for attaining liberation. Moreover, the arman is influenced
by maya, thus cannot free itself from mdaya on its own accord. If this were possible, the arman
would not suffer in the innumerable cycles of birth and death.””> Any attempt to release
oneself from maya without the aid of the Aksarabrahman Guru is compared to a futile

exercise of “tying gourds to oneself and trying to cross the ocean.”®?

Sudha clarifies that all scriptural aphorisms that assert the distinction between the material
body and the arman should be understood to imply the meditation of the arman on
Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. Meditation on the darman alone is viewed as the
“upajivaka,” (the dependent) which depends on the Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman, the

“upajivya.”’* Thus, the liberation of the d@rman is possible only through the Aksarabrahman

792 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 344)
%3 (Vac. Gadhada I1.35)
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and Parabrahman. Such understanding and exercise of self-knowledge shapes one’s spiritual

identity with which one engages in the worship of Parabrahman.

5.5.3. Vairagya

This spiritual identity of being distinct from all corporeal objects and identifying with the
virtues of Aksarabrahman is supplemented with the component vairdgya. Vairagya is often
defined in terms of non-attachment and dispassion towards the ephemeral world. Shankar, for

instance, explains vairdgya as:

The indifference with which one treats the excreta of the crow—such an
indifference to all objects of enjoyment from the realm of Brahma to this world

(in view of their perishable nature) is verily called pure Vairagya.”’

Vairagya is explained as “indifference,” that is, cultivating disinterest towards all temporal
pleasures. It is admitted as an essential component in the path of enlightenment in not just
Vedanta but also other schools of Indian philosophy. In the Yoga school, vairdagya is one of

the factors to restrain the citta, “abhayasavairagyabhyarh tannirodhah”’%°:

Thus, in vairagya the citta will be unmoved (anabhogatmika) by contacts with
objects seen and unseen...this indifference to objects results from prasamkhyana,
the constant contemplation of the inadequacy of all objects followed by a lively

sense of their innate worthlessness.”®’

In this way, the schools of Indian philosophy emphasise developing indifference towards all

worldly objects by contemplating their inadequacy in bestowing lasting happiness.

The Aksara-Purusottama Siddhanta enjoins a positive train of thought within this
contemplation. The Sudhda insists on contemplating upon the temporality of the phenomenal
world along with the contemplation on one’s attainment of the Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman. On this ground, Sudha defines vairdgya as detachment from everything else

except Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman (aksarapurusottametaresu  rdaga'bhavo

795 (Swami Vimuktananda 3)
7% “They are restrained with practice and non-attachment.” (Yoga Sitra 12)
7 (Mookerji 306)
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vairagyam).”® Such detachment is developed through the knowledge and profound
attachment with the forms of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. For this reason, Sudha insists
on practising vairagya that is grounded in knowledge. This insistence stems from the

teaching of Swaminarayan:

[v]airagya without jiiana does not last when it encounters the sense-objects. On
the other hand, vairdgya produced from jiiana does not diminish despite

encountering sense-objects; it continues to burn like vadvanala agni.”’

The strength and endurance of vairdgya grounded in knowledge is compared to “vadvanala
agni” or submarine fire that remains unextinguished while immersed in water. Thus, Sudha
explains that vairagya, when grounded in knowledge, can supplement the practice of

bhakti **

Sudha demonstrates the way for cultivating vairagya: One must rejoice in the attainment of
Parabrahman and the Aksarabrahman Guru who have bestowed a human body through which
one can perform spiritual endeavours for overcoming the material world that is replete with
pain and misery. Everything in the world is perishable and will never bring about fulfilment.
One must reflect on one’s insignificance before such a Guru’s greatness and feel blessed that
his communion will enable one to overcome the desires for all sense-objects.’’! Thus, the
contemplation on the world’s perishability must always be coupled with the sense of

attainment and attachment to the Aksarabrahman Guru.

Such a sense of vairdagya is also affirmed through the Upanisads. For instance, the ISa
Upanisad is cited, “idarh bhasmantarh $ariram.”®%? This verse of the Upanisad is centred on
the discrimination between the mortal body and the immortal arman. It asserts the temporality
of the body; it will soon be burnt to ashes. Sadhu Bhadreshdas, in his commentary, explains
that being mindful of the temporality of the body, one prays to Paramatman for making the

atman brahmariipa in this lifetime such that one can experience Paramatman’s bliss till the

78 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 344)

7 (Vac. Gadhada I11.24)
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body remains.’®® This prayer showcases the positive attainment of Aksarabrahman and

Parabrahman, along with the mortality of the material world.

This attachment towards Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman in vairagya also showcases the
interrelatedness with the dharma component of Ekantika Dharma for one must continue
following the commands prescribed by Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman even while
harbouring vairdagya. This suggests that vairdgya does not necessarily mean complete
renunciation and adoption of the nivr#ti marg, but of maintaining pravrtti in nivrtti and vice-
versa. Elucidating Swaminarayan’s insistence on maintaining nivr#ti in pravrtti and pravrtti

in nivrtti, Dr Sadhu Aksharananddas remarks:

Swaminarayan reveals the superiority of one who engages in action or pravrtti
that is intentioned to please God over those who withhold from such
action...whereas those who withhold from such pravrtti and adhere to the path of
inaction or nivrtti are known to be drowned in karmas...the cycle of births and

deaths.’%4

Thus, the Aksara-Purusottama Siddhanta does not encourage the path of inaction that
involves abstaining from all activities for and in society. Such inaction, without carrying out
the prescribed duties, will ultimately result in being overcome by the sense-objects and
falling from the path of liberation. Even when one becomes a #ydgi or sadhu, one must
continue the path of pravrtti in the form of following the commands of God and the Guru.
Thus, vairagya, when coupled with knowledge and action in the form of dharma and bhakti,

earns the divine approval of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman.

5.5.4. Bhakti

Bhakti is a significant component of Ekantika Dharma, the practice of which is strengthened

with the observance of dharma, jiiGna and vairdagya.

Bhakti forms a fundamental endeavour in many schools of the Vedanta tradition. Bhakti
towards a personal God (saguna bhakti) as a way to ultimate freedom is a crucial factor of

distinction from the Advaitin tradition that gives prominence to knowledge (jiiana marg).

803 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 25)
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Though attempts were made by certain later Advaitins, such as Madhusudan Saraswati, to
align bhakti within the principles of Advaita philosophy, these attempts were unable to bring
bhakti to the same pedestal as that of jiiana. Lance E. Nelson, while examining the role of

bhakti in the works of Madhusudan Saraswati, observes:

In the Gudharthadipika...though bhakti has a prominent place, it is ultimately
made subordinate to the path of knowledge and, in deference to orthodoxy, forced
to accommodate itself to traditional Vedantic discipline and pass through the final

bottleneck of the mahavakyas. 3%

On the other hand, the other schools of Vedanta do not compromise the importance of bhakti

in the light of knowledge.

The term ‘bhakti’ is derived from the verbal root ‘bhaj,” which means to serve. Accordingly,
‘bhakti’ means service or reverence towards any object or person. Thus, though ‘bhakti’ can
have both secular and sacred connotations, it is generally used to refer to service, reverence
or adoration of a personal God. Sudha defines bhakti as a single-minded (ananya) paramount
(parama) love for Parabrahman Sahajanand upon attaining the oneness with the
Aksarabrahman Guru. This definition is of “sadhya” bhakti as the term ‘parama’ is specified
to mean “being embellished with the virtues of the Aksarabrahman Guru”
(brahmatmagunasadharmyavibhiisitatvam).2°® So only upon attaining brahmabhava can one
develop this supreme love for Parabrahman. Such love is further described as accompanied
by the knowledge of Parabrahman’s greatness (mahatmya) and a divine perception

(divyabhava) and, consequently, free from perceiving any worldly qualities (/aukikabhava).

Along with this definition, Sudha specifies that bhakti is also profound love in the
Aksarabrahman Guru through whom Parabrahman is ever manifest. Therefore, bhakti must
be accompanied with the understanding of the glory of both Aksarabrahman and

Parabrahman. This definition of bhakti is succinctly presented as:

Bhaktistu sahajanande mahatmyajnianabhiisita |

805 (Nelson 65)
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Divya'nanya para pritirlaukikabhavavarjita |27

This karika clarifies that bhakti is directed only towards Parabrahman Sahajanand. Since
Parabrahman is ever manifest through the Aksarabrahman Guru, the bhakti for Parabrahman

can only be fulfilled through profound love and attachment of the Aksarabrahman Guru.

One of the most important aspects of bhakti is the “knowledge of the greatness”
(mahatmyajiiana) of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. The absence of such knowledge

leading to the deterioration of one’s bhakti. Swaminarayan explains:

[I]f only the knowledge of God’s glory is extremely powerful and the other
three—sraddha, faith and affection are weak, then they will also become
powerful. On the other hand, although one may appear to have intense bhakti, if it
is not coupled with the knowledge of God’s glory, it will ultimately be

destroyed.®%

On this ground, Sudha notes the significance of the knowledge of Aksarabrahman’s and
Parabrahman’s greatness in generating and fostering profound love and affection. This
significance is explained through the analogy of a medicine,*®—just as learning the benefits
of a particular medicine instantly generates one’s conviction and inclination towards the
medicine, likewise, learning the greatness of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman generates and

strengthens one’s conviction and attachment.

The scope of “mahatmya” emerges clearly under the topic of updsana. Updsana is also a
form of bhakti; in fact, the term ‘upasana’ is often used synonymously with ‘bhakti.’
However, the concept of updasana stresses more on the understanding and contemplating on
the form of Parabrahman (paramatma'nucintanavisesarupam).8'® Updsand encompasses
contemplating on Parabrahman as eternally sakara (ever possessing a divine human-shaped
form), sarvakarta (all-doer), samutkrsta (supreme and the cause of all causes) and most

importantly, pragata (ever manifest through the Aksarabrahman Guru).

807 “Bhakti is divine, unwavering and supreme love in Sahajanand that is supported with knowledge of his
greatness and devoid of worldliness.” (Karika 409)
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The updsyadeva in the Aksara-Purusottama Siddhanta is believed to be Parabrahman
Sahajanand Swami. He alone is worthy of being contemplated and devotedly worshipped.
One may respect and worship other avataras, but Sahajanand Swami alone is worshipped as
Parabrahman, the bestower of liberation.®!! Such absolute faithfulness is compared to the
fidelity of a faithful wife who dutifully serves and respects others, but her attachment is only
towards her beloved husband. Allusive to this illustration, single-minded devotion to only one

Supreme Being is referred to as “pativrata bhakti.”

The Aksara-Purusottama Siddhanta, thereby, does not practice yugala updasand, the worship
of a pair, instead it advocates the upasana of Parabrahman after cultivating oneness with
Aksarabrahman. The Sudha specifies that the Aksarabrahman Guru is not the updasyadeva but
is worshipped as Parabrahman manifests through him. Moreover, the Aksarabrahman Guru
remains immersed in the devotion of Parabrahman and guides others towards the worship and
realisation of the form of Parabrahman. Thus, one attains liberation only through the worship

of the upasyadeva Parabrahman Swaminarayan in the state of brahmabhava.

Another important form of bhakti is “asraya,” taking the refuge of Parabrahman as the sole
bestower of liberation. Such refuge, Sudha explains, must be firm (drdha) and undivided
(ananya).’'? One must remain firm in all circumstances and always perceive the actions of
the manifest Parabrahman as pure and divine. Additionally, one must perceive Parabrahman
as the sole redeemer, who alone can release the insignificant arman from the cycles of birth
and death. Such refuge will enable one to remain unperturbed and experience the bliss of

Parabrahman in all states and circumstances.

Engaging in various spiritual or devotional activities that enhance one’s attachment with
Parabrahman is also a form of bhakti. Bhakti, thus, is not merely an intellectual exercise but
also an active participatory exercise. As discussed earlier, Swaminarayan advocated pravrtti
in nivrtti and encouraged various spiritual, moral and welfare activities for which the
sampraddya continues to build several mandirs and community centres. Bhakti in the form of
devotional activities could be in any of the nine forms of bhakti, such as listening to

discourses, singing devotional songs, and offering food to Parabrahman, which are

811 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 352)
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enumerated in the Bhagavat Purana (7.5.23-24). Devotees may engage in any of these nine

forms as per one’s inclination and interest.

The Sudha, however, notes that these devotional activities should not be aimed for liberation,
nor should they be practised aimlessly purely for its own sake. They should instead be
practised with the sole purpose of earning the divine approval of Parabrahman. Bhakti
practised in this manner is known as niskama bhakti.3'® In fact, any activity carried out with

this purpose takes the form of niskama bhakti:

So, if one abandons the desire for the fruits related to dharma, artha, kama, and if
one performs pious karmas only to please God, then those pious karmas become a

form of bhakti and aid in the attainment of liberation.?'

Accordingly, sakama bhakti that is performed with the desire for other fruits does not lead to

liberation.

The Sudha, thus, notes that updsana, asraya and devotional activities are various forms or
dimensions of bhakti. These forms are thereby also termed as “ananyanistharfipa bhakti”
which encompasses conviction in the divine form and nature of Parabrahman, “asreyartipa
bhakti” which encompasses of taking firm refuge of Parabrahman Swaminarayan as the sole
bestower of liberation, and “karmayogatmika bhakti” which encompasses the practice of
various devotional activities. As “sadhana bhakti,” these various forms cultivate one’s
attachment and allegiance to Parabrahman, while as “sadhya bhakti,” they are spontaneously
practised as in the state of brahmabhava, profound devotion to Parabrahman becomes part of

one’s innate nature.

Bhakti, as sadhana and sadhya, in the form of firm conviction, refuge and worship is to be
directed towards the manifest form of Parabrahman. The Sudha, whilst defining bhakti,
explains bhakti as profound love, accompanied with the glory of Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman, towards the manifest form of Parabrahman. Such bhakti is termed as

2

“pratyaksa bhakti,” which is believed to earn the greatest fruits. Pratyaksa bhakti can be
fulfilled by worshipping the Aksarabrahman Guru as upholding the manifest form of

Parabrahman. Since Parabrahman Swaminarayan’s personal form is not present before all

813 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 350)
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devotees at all times, his presence continues through the linage of the Aksarabrahman Gurus.

The Aksarabrahman Guru is, thus, upheld as the “visible object of devotion.”!>

The fruit of worshipping Aksarabrahman is the same as that of worshipping Parabrahman.
This is affirmed through the Prasna Upanisad, which describes the sacred sound “Om™ to
entail both Aksarabrahman (apara) and Parabrahman (para). Hereafter, the Upanisad states,
“tasmad vidvan etenaivayatanen aikataramanveti.”®'® Sadhu Bhadreshdas explains that the
mediation on “Om,” that is, the realisation of Aksarabrahman or Parabrahman, leads to
liberation.®!” Thus, cultivating profound love for the Aksarabrahman Guru by listening to his
discourses, taking his firm refuge, and other such forms of bhakti is equal to cultivating
profound love for Parabrahman. Consequently, earning the divine approval of the

Aksarabrahman Guru is equivalent to earning the divine approval of Parabrahman.

5.5.4.1. Auxiliary Forms of Bhakti

Certain auxiliary forms of bhakti, when practised regularly, can further one’s perfection of
bhakti. They include maintaining constant enthusiasm (utsaha), patience (dhairya), habitual

recollection (abhyasa), forbearance (saha), subserviency (dasatva), restrain (samyama).

Along with these, faith (visvdsa) is shown as an essential factor that enables one to remain
firm in one’s endeavour for liberation. Sudha specifies that one must maintain faith in every
aspect of one spiritual journey, in the foundational ontological entities (siddhanta sraddha),
in the endeavour shown for realising the Siddhanta (sadhana sraddha) and in the various day-
to-day activities for strengthening one’s endeavour (dcara sraddha). Unwavering faith in

each of these aspects will eventually lead one towards realisation.

Though insisting on maintaining faith, Sudha does not obscure the relevance of reasoning.
This is clarified by showcasing a distinction between sattarka (pure or valid reasoning) and
dustarka (impure or invalid reasoning).®'® Sattarka is defined as reasoning that reinforces the
principles advocated by the Aksarabrahman Guru. In other words, it supports the existing

pramana in terms of comprehending the words of the Guru and his teachings of the scriptures

815 (Williams, ‘The Holy Man as the Abode of God in Swaminarayan Religion’ 152)
816 «“From this the knower reaches either one of them.” (Pr. Up. 5.2)
817 (Bhadreshdas, Isadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 215-16)
818 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 362)
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but is not accepted as an autonomous means of knowledge. Independent reasoning or
reasoning for its own sake (referred to as dustarka) can always be defeated by another
reasoning. Moreover, reasoning is a product of buddhi and thus is greatly inferior to the
eternally pure entities of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. For this reason, the Sudha recalls
the Katha Upanisad that denies the dependence on reasoning alone for realising spiritual
knowledge, “naisa tarkena matirapaneya.”®!” Thus, one must use one’s reasoning to reinforce

one’s faith in the Siddhanta and its realisation.

Further, bhakti is outlined as not merely cultivating a personal relationship with the
Aksarabrahman Guru but also those associated with him, that is, the other members of the
sampradaya. One’s spiritual practice, that is, engaging in the service and devotion to
Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman, while being a personal enterprise often involves practices
that are performed “within the living community of practitioners.”®** The personal enterprise
thereby also encompasses one’s understanding of others. For unhindered progress, the
members of the sampradaya are encouraged to cultivate affection (suhrdayabhdava) and a
sense of unity (ekya). Such cultivation becomes effortless by observing the good in all (guna
grahana). Sadhu Bhadreshdas explains ‘sadguna,” which is generally understood to refer to
good qualities, on the basis of the philosophical principles of the Aksara-Purusottama
Siddhanta. The term ‘sat,” as discussed in the earlier chapters, is explained as entailing the
two eternally pure entities, Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. In this vein, the true sense of
observing the “good” in all is fulfilled only by understanding their fortune of being blessed
with a relationship with Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. Such observance would uproot the

otherwise easily arising human response of jealousy, anguish, and the like.

Additionally, the devotee must maintain a disposition of a servant (dasa). Many schools
centred around bhakti assert this recognition of oneself as “dasoham” instead of “soham.”
This analogy of the servant and master is often used along with the analogy of the beloved

and the lover. Carman, while analysing the philosophy of Ramanuja, remarks:

This [dasyabhakti] did not, however, necessarily exclude the important Vaisnava

idea of devotion of the human beloved to the Divine lover, an analogy that was so

819 “This cannot be reached through reasoning.” (Ka. Up. 2.9)
820 (Paramtattvadas, An Introduction to Swaminarayan Hindu Theology 61)
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important for the South Indian Alvars, which was differently developed centuries

later in North India by various Vaisnava sects.??!

The Aksara-Purusottama Siddhanta limits the analogy of the beloved and the lover only as an
illustration of loyalty towards the supreme Godhead, Parabrahman Swaminarayan. With
respect to identification, the devotee must identify himself solely as a servant and engage in
service and worship like the ideal servant Aksarabrahman. The notion of subserviency is
extended even to other members of the sampradaya. The phrase common to the sampradaya
is “becoming the servant (dasa) of a servant (dasa).”®** One is the servant not just of
Parabrahman but also of those associated with him. In the mahapija ritual, also composed by
Sadhu Bhadreshdas, the prayer by the devotee performing the piija ends with the shloka:
Tvaddasadasadasanam dasanam dasakinkarah |

Evam vilasatam nityam dasatvavaibhavo mayi ||¥*

This prayer for becoming a servant, almost six times removed from the updsyadeva
Parabrahman, presents the extent of humility one must cultivate. In fact, one’s spiritual height
is understood to be directly proportional to one’s humility and subservience towards

Parabrahman, the Aksarabrahman Guru and the other devotees.

Progress in one’s spiritual endeavour requires constant reflection on one’s flaws and faults.
This constant reflection is known as “antardrsti,” literally meaning looking within. One must
look within the self and contemplate upon the essential purity of the arman. The Sudha adds
that such reflection not only involves looking to the atman but also that which resides within
the atman, that is, Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman.®?* Moreover, darsana of the external
forms of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman and perceiving every being as pervaded by
Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman is also a form of antardrsti. In fact, even steadfastly
obeying the commands imparted by Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman is also recognised as a
form of antardrsti. In this way, any action that involves reflecting upon the forms of
Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman is deemed as a form of antardrsti. Thus, Sudha does not

limit the endeavour of constant reflection only to the arman but extends it also to

821 (Carman 221)

822 (Vac. Gadhada 1.69)

823 «“I am your servant of your servant, five times over. I ever rejoice fostering the thoughts of servitude within.”
824 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 367)
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Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman that prevail within the arman as reflection on

Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman and not merely the arman, leads one towards liberation.

Sudha mentions certain devotional practices that are to be performed on a daily basis to
ensure steady growth and reinforcement of one’s spiritual endeavour. These include
performing puja (personal worship and prayer), arti (offering prayer with the light of a
flame), reading the Vacanamrta and the works that document the life-incidents of the various
Aksarabrahman Gurus. Along with these, one engages in manasi-pija five times a day.5? It
is a process of visualising God’s form and vividly imagining him before oneself as involved
in various routine events of the day such as bathing, eating, napping etc. Such prayer through

visualisation is viewed as an integral part of Hinduism for maintaining one’s connection with

the Divine as it:

[rlests on the attentive mode of awareness, as the visualisation demands a
conscious flow of consciousness towards the same object (i.e., mental
focus)...What is unique here is the meticulous effort to create “reality” through

imagination.”32

Swaminarayan, however, insists on visualising not only the form of God but also of the

Aksarabrahman Guru, the ideal devotee:

Just as one performs the manasi-piija of the God, if one performs the manasi-piija
of the ideal bhakta along with God...one becomes a devotee of the highest calibre

in this very life. Such are fruits of similar service of God and God’s bhakta.3*’

Such bhakti of God and the Guru is also affirmed through the Upanisadic aphorism, “yasya
deve pard bhaktiryathadeve tatha gurao.”®*® The Upanisad instructs in worshipping the
Aksarabrahman Guru in the same manner as one worships the supreme Parabrahman.
Through such manasi-pija, every individual, irrespective of class, caste, gender, can

creatively serve the Guru at any time and space.

825 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 369)

826 (Timalsima 56)

827 (Vac. Varatala 5)

828 «“Who has supreme love for Paramatman, of the Guru like that of the Paramatman.” (Sve. Up. 6.23)
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Apart from manasi-pija, certain other mental activities are to be practised at regular
intervals. These involve six thought processes aimed at training the mind and overcoming the
day-to-day difficulties that hamper one’s path of bhakti.®° They are namely,
Praptyanusandhanam—thinking on one’s fortune of attaining the Supreme Parabrahman,
Atmanusandhanam—thinking on the essential distinction between oneself and the material
body, Kartrtvanusandhanam—thinking on Parabrahman’s all-doership,
Sambandhamdahatmya—reflecting only on the good in others, Nasvaratanusandhanam—
thinking on the temporality of the phenomenal world and Prasannatanucintanam—thinking
of the divine approval. Amongst these, Prasannatanucintanam seems to be the most crucial
as the Sudha notes that this thought must prevail in every act and is claimed to be
“mahopkari,” greatly beneficial, for pleasing the Guru which is the ultimate fulfilment of

bhakti.

Thus, one who masters all these various components of FEkantika Dharma attains
brahmabhava, which marks the attainment of liberation. However, even in this state of
liberation, Ekantika Dharma is to be practised, that is, one continues to perform bhakti while
observing dharma, jiiana and vairagya. In the state of brahmabhava, following dharma,

vairagya, jnana and bhakti become spontaneous (sahaja) and seamless (sukara).

5.6. Nature of Mukti

Attaining divine approval (prasannta) is regarded as the ultimate fruit of one’s endeavours. It
is the final attainment beyond which nothing is left to be attained, a state in which one has
attained freedom from all mayika (this-worldly) attachments. It is freedom (mukti) from the

bondage that had eternally tied one in the cycles of birth and death.

The Sudha asserts this bondage as real and eternal (anadi, without a beginning) and not a
mere appearance or illusion, as the Advaitins would claim. The reality of bondage is affirmed
through the Upanisadic statement, “hiranmayena patrena satyasyapihitarh mukham.”®3 This
Upanisadic prayer is for the realisation of the true form of Parabrahman. It begins with the
predicament of the arman of being unable to realise the true form of Aksarabrahman and

Parabrahman. The reason for its ignorance is the covering of the “golden vessel” (hiranmaya

829 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 367—68)
830 «By the golden vessel is covered the form of truth.” (Isa Up. 15)
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patra). This golden vessel is explained as the “deluding desires for material objects™ that are
eternally attached to the arman.®*' Thus, maya in the form of the material world that causes

bondage of the arman is real and eternal.

Though this bondage is anadi, without a beginning, it terminates in the state of mukti. Mukti,

thus, whilst having a starting point, remains perpetual or ananta, without an ending point.

Mukti as the ultimate goal of humanity is admitted by almost all schools of Indian
philosophy. Each school, however, offers a different narrative of the nature of mukti. Sudha
begins by enumerating various narratives offered by the different schools and rejects them for
being inadequate. For instance, the Nyaya-Vaisesika and Sankhya schools explain mukti only
as an absence of pain and suffering. In contrast, certain schools of Vedanta explain mukti as
enjoying the inherent bliss of oneself (Madhvacharya) or attaining the sayujya of Paramatman

(Nimbarkacharya).

The Sudha presents mukti as a release from all material attachments and positively, as
attaining the virtues of Aksarabrahman and performing bhakti to Parabrahman in that state
with deep humility.®*? Thus, though like other Bhakti schools, the Aksara-Purusottama
Siddhanta offers a positive aspect of mukti in the form of an unique attainment, this aspect is
not defined as acquiring physical proximity in the abode (salokya), acquiring a similar form
(sarupya) and qualities (sayujya) of Paramatman after death. Instead, it is defined by realising
the Aksarabrahman Guru and attaining the bliss of Paramatman. On this ground, two forms of
mukti are affirmed: jivana-mukti, state of freedom attained in one’s lifetime, and videha-

mukti, freedom attained after shedding one’s mortal body.

5.6.1. Jivana-Mukti

Aksara-Purusottama Darsana is one of the few Vedanta schools that accepts the concept of
Jjivana-mukti. Madhvacharya seems to admit it, which he refers to as “Aparoksajiiana.”
However, this state is not synonymous with mukti but is “the penultimate state of final

99833

release”*’°—a step towards mukti, which is ultimately achieved only after the destruction of

the mortal body. The Sudhda, however, refers to jivana-mukti as being equivalent to videha-

831 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 22)
82 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 374)
833 (Sharma 316)
221



mukti. The state of jivana-mukti is defined as enjoying the supreme bliss of Paramatman
whilst alive, such a released arman (jivana-mukta) has attained brahmabhdava, perceives
Parabrahman in everything and being, and remains immersed in the bhakti of Parabrahman

that is embellished with dharma, jiiana and vairagya ®*

Sadhu Bhadreshdas offers many Upanisadic references that affirm the concept of jivana-
mukti. Many use the term ‘iha’ or ‘atra’ (here or now) while stating the realisation of
Brahman. For instance, towards the end of the Katha Upanisad, Yamaraja states, “yada sarve
pramucyante kama ye'sya hrdi $ritah atha martyo'mrto bhavati atra brahma samagnute.”8
This verse explains the experience or realisation of Aksarabrahman upon the termination of
all desires. The term “atra’ denotes a particular place or time. Ramanuja tradition, which does
not admit jivana-mukti, explains ‘atra’ as “during the time of meditation.”®*® Sadhu
Bhadreshdas, on the other hand, understands “atra’ as “in this body, in the lifetime.”®3” Thus,

upon the termination of all desires, one attains the realisation of Aksarabrahman and thereby

also of Parabrahman in this lifetime.

Moreover, the Isa Upanisad is shown to elucidate the state of a jivana-mukta. The Upanisad
describes the nature of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman as manifesting in the world in a
human form and immanent in the world by being all-pervasive. Moving this forward, Sadhu
Bhadreshdas interprets the following two mantras as describing one who has associated with
that  Aksarabrahman Guru and attained brahmabhava, “yastu sarvani
bhiitanyatmanyevanupasyati sarvabhiitesu catmanam tato na vijugupsate yasminsarvani
bhiitanyatmaivabhiidvijanatah tatra ko mohah kah $oka ekatvam anupasyatah.”®*® The
Ramanuja tradition explains this mantra as showcasing Paramatman as the arman of all
beings. Accordingly, the term ‘anupasyati’ is explained as “dhyayati” (“meditating”).?*
While Sadhu Bhadreshdas also understands the mantra as depicting Paramatman as the arman

of all, he notes that this can be experienced eternally only in the state of liberation. Thereby,

834 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 376)
835 “When all the desires of his heart get uprooted, he becomes immortal here and realises Brahman.” (Ka. Up.
6.14)
836 (H. Apte 97)
87 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 166)
838 “He verily sees all various creation in Paramatman and the Paramatman in the various creation. Thus, does
not offend or insult. When realising the creation as Paramatman, there is no experience of delusion or misery.”
(Tsa Up. 6,7)
839 (H. Apte 6)
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he understands ‘anupasyati’ as “saksatkara” (“realising”).34?

Accordingly, these mantras are
explained to describe a jivana-mukta who sees Parabrahman in everything and thus does not
experience hostility with anyone or grief in any adverse circumstance. The jivana-mukta

eternally remains immersed in the bliss of Paramatman.

The opponents of jivana-mukti offer a well-known counter Upanisadic statement which
insists that freedom from pleasure and pain is not possible till the dissociation with the body,
“adarTrarh vava santarh na priyapriye spréatah.”®*! Sadhu Bhadreshdas responds by showing
this statement to highlight the distinction between the material body, attachment to which
results in pain and pleasure, and the immortal arman.’*> Thus, he concludes that this
statement does not in any way deny the notion of jivana-mukti, but only offers rightful

discrimination (viveka) between the body and the atman.

Many Vedanta schools deny the notion of jivana-mukti. Vedanta DeSika, for instance, claims
that statements that affirm jivana-mukti should not be interpreted literally but only
figuratively as a state similar to mukti 3> Ramanuja in his commentary on the Brahma-Siitra,

29844

“itarasyapyevamasanslesah pate tu,”**" remarks:

Good works which produce results favourable to knowledge and meditation

perish only on the death of the body (not during the lifetime of the devotee).’*

Sadhu Bhadreshdas, undoubtedly, admits the destruction of favourable (punya) and
unfavourable (pdapa) results of actions. He compares favourable results to a pair of golden
handcuffs (suvarnasrmkhald), which though made of valuable material, tie one to this world.
However, he asserts that such destruction is possible in one’s lifetime in the state of jivana-
mukti. This destruction marks the destruction of the causal body (karana sarira), while the
physical body continues. The reason for the continuance of the physical body is attributed to
the will of Paramatman (paramatmecchamatrahetund).®*® This explanation eliminates the

various oppositions that were faced by Shankaracharya.

840 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 379-80)

841 «“When one disassociates with the body nothing good or bad can touch him.” (Ch. Up. 8.12.1)
842 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 378)

%3 (S. Chari 315)

844 “There is no clinging to the other upon the destruction (of the body).” (BS 4.1.13)

845 (Thibaut 724)

846 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 382)
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Shankaracharya advocates jivana-mukti, and therefore also has to address the question of
embodiment. He explains the continuity of the body due to the presence of prarabdha karma,
which are not destroyed after attaining knowledge. This is illustrated through the potter’s
wheel, which after acquiring momentum, continues to spin and only gradually comes to a
standstill.3*” Moreover, a certain kind of avidya is said to persist due to past impressions, just
as one continues to perceive a double moon despite knowing that there is only one moon.
Such persistence of avidya is criticised by scholars, such as Vedanta Desika, as “logically
unsound.”*® Moreover, the illustration of the potter’s wheel is also deemed untenable as the
body with the prarabdha karma is part of ignorance while the wheel is real and thereby
“unreal imaginings are not analogous to real things.”®® In Shankaracharya’s view of

liberation, karma seems to have more force over jiiana.

The Sudha, on the other hand, notes that the state before jivana-mukti entails two kinds of
karma, namely, the sum total of all our karmas performed in past lives (sancita karma) and
the other comprise of the commenced fruits of some these accumulated karmas (prarabdha
karma). Both these karmas are destroyed on the attainment of jivana-mukti. The body yet
continues to prevail after mukti but not due to the force of the prarabdha karma since the root
of all karma is destroyed. The body prevails only due to the will of Paramatman. The power

of Paramatman greatly outweighs that of karma.

Moreover, the aphorism on the basis of which Shankaracharya admits the presence of
prarabdha karma even upon the attainment of j7igna is “tasya tavadeva ciram yavanna
vimoksye'tha sampatsya iti.”8° It describes the reason for the delay in attaining liberation.
Shankar understands the concept of release here in “na vimoksye™ as a release from the body.
He, thus, explains this aphorism as “He lingers so long only as he is not freed from the body;
then he becomes free.”®>! Sadhu Bhadreshdas, on the other hand, understands “na vimoksye”
in terms of ultimate release, encompassing both jivana-mukti and videha-mukti. The delay in
attaining this ultimate release is explained as the influence of maya and the absence of the
realisation of brahmavidya.®>* Once the influence of maya is uprooted through the profound

attachment with the Aksarabrahman Guru and imbibing his teachings, one experiences the

847 (Swami Gambhirananda 840)
848 (S. M. S. Chari, Advaita and Visistadvaita: A Study Based on Vedanta DeSika’s Satadiisani. 169)
849 (Fort 39)
850 “His delay is as long as he is not free; then he experiences bliss.” (Ch. Up.6.14.2)
851 (Swami Gambhirananda 840)
82 (Bhadreshdas, Chandogyopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 293)
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state of liberation in one’s lifetime. Thus, the continuation of the physical body does not

delay one’s experience of the supreme bliss of Parabrahman.

Further, becoming jivana-mukta does not exempt one from pravrtti. In fact, it is a state in
which one can perform ceaseless devotion, as one is no longer disturbed by material
aversions. Such devotion is referred to as “sadhya bhakti,” as discussed in the earlier section.
Moreover, one becomes a model for others; others can learn and emulate the practices of the
Jjivana-mukta. This practical aspect of guiding others in jivana-mukti is also highlighted in the
Advaitin tradition.®>* However, it is important to note that the ultimate model for all aspirants
in the Aksara-Purusottama Siddhanta is the Aksarabrahman Guru, who is essentially different
from the jivana-mukta. The Aksarabrahman Guru alone has the power to grant liberation to
aspirants; the jivana-mukta, thus, can encourage one to associate with the Guru, and the Guru

alone can lead one to realisation.

Videha-mukti is a state achieved when one sheds the mortal body, with the will of
Paramatman, and attains his divine abode, Aksaradhaman. The only difference between
Jjivana and videha-mukti is that of place and body; while the former is attained in the material
world with the material body, the latter marks the attainment of the Aksaradhaman and a
divine body.®** However, the bliss of the Paramatman is equal in both these forms of
liberation. Thus, the locative difference does not lead to any distinction in terms of degree, of

one being higher or lower than the other. This is explicitly stated as:

Sthanadehadibhedaddhi muktyoretad dvayorapi |
Bhede'pi na phale bhedo na nyuna'dhikata'pi ca ||*>

Accordingly, there is no essential difference between jivana-mukti and videha-mukti. The

former is not a gradual or penultimate form of the latter.

5.6.2. Videha-Mukti

On attaining videha-mukti, the arman leaves the body through the susumna nadi or the

brahma nddi and travels through the path of arci that leads to the final destination,

853 (Fort 41)

84 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 384)

855 “Difference in the two states of liberation is of location and body. Despite these differences, there is no
difference in the result, neither is superior to the other.” (Karika 442)
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Aksaradhaman. The released arman attains a special divine body that transcends all
distinction of gender, name etc. In this divine body, one does not experience hunger or thirst,
pleasure, or pain but only engage in the supreme bliss of Paramatman.®® Here, the Sudha
seems to be alluding to the descriptions of other abodes that mention the released as roaming

in beautiful gardens etc. For instance, Vaikuntha is described as:

There are streams of living waters, trees laden with delicious fruits, gentle breezes
and golden sunshine to cheer them [redeemed arma]. Amid these delights they
sing and feast, listen to the music of heavenly choirs, and enjoy at times

philosophic converse with one another.®’

Radhakrishnan claims such an abode as unsatisfactory to the mystic self who yearns for
becoming one with the supreme reality. Though the Sudha maintains the individuality of the
atman, it emphasises on the concentrated darsana of Paramatman that would satisfy the
devout atman. The datman neither aspires to roam around nor change its form to be an object
like a flower and the like, adorned by Paramatman.®*® The released atman remains solely

engrossed in the bliss of Paramatman’s divine human-shaped form.

The presence of a place of destination implies a specific route leading to that destination. This
route that leads to Aksaradhaman is known as the “arciradi marg” as it begins with the realm
of light. The route is outlined in the Upanisads, such as Chandogya and the Brhadaranyaka,
as encompassing the realm of light (arci), day (ahas), the bright fortnight (suklapaksa), the
six months when the Sun travels northward (uttarayana), year (samvatsara), sun (aditya),
moon (candra) and lightening (vidyut). The Sudha conforms to the order asserted in the
Chandogya Upanisad. The presiding deities of these realms are referred to as the “ativahika”
or guides that lead the released arman. However, the Sudha submits Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman as the “pramukha ativahika™ or the chief guides till the final destination,
Aksaradhaman. This is established through the aphorism of the Chandogya Upanisad that
narrates the divine path and states “tatpuruso’manavah sa enan brahma gamayati.”®>® The

term ‘sa’ (he) is often interpreted as the presiding deity of the realm of lighting:

836 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 383—84)

857 (Radhakrishnan, Indian Philosophy 711)

88 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 385)

859 “The purusa, not of material form, he guides them to Brahmaloka.” (Ch. Up. 4.15.5-6)
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The presiding deity of the vidyut or lightening is known as amanava or divine
person who in the final stage leads the soul to brahmaloka (sa enan brahma

gamayati).5°

Sadhu Bhadreshdas identifies the term ‘sa’ as Parabrahman, possessing a divine body and
thus is “amanava” (“not a material human body”). The Sudhd also quotes Aitareya Upanisad,
“sa etena prajfienatmana’smallokad utkramya amusmin svarge loke sarvan kaman aptva

amrtah samabhavatsamabhavat.”3%!

Here, the term ‘prajfienatmana’ is explained as a
reference to Aksarabrahman. Aitareya Upanisad comprises one of the four mahavakyas of
Shankaracharya, “prajfianam brahma.”®> Sadhu Bhadreshdas explains the term ‘prajfianam’
as “exceptional knowledge” (“prakrstam jiianam ). He notes that knowledge is an essential
form of all jivarman and isvaratman. Exceptional knowledge is thereby attributed to
Aksarabrahman, who is superior to all these sentient beings.*®* In this vein, ‘prajfienatmana’
is also understood as ‘Aksarabrahman’ with whom the released arman moves upward to
Aksaradhaman and experiences various divine virtues. Moreover, an alternative explanation
is also offered where ‘prajfienatmana’ is broken down as Aksarabrahman (prajiia) and

Parabrahman (arma). Hence, both Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman guide the released

atman.

In his Brahma-Siitra commentary, Sadhu Bhadreshdas explains ‘sa’ of Ch. Up. 4.15.6 to
implicitly include the presiding deities of the various realms like Arci, Ahas and so on.%%
They are understood as forming entourage of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman and thereby
have an implied recognition. The movement of these deities is limited—from the end of the
former realm to the end of its own realm. Thus, only Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman guide
the released arman till the final destination, Aksaradhaman. The Sudha further specifies that
this divine route, also referred to as “devapatha™ and “brahmapatha,” encompassing these
various realms is revealed by Parabrahman himself. Parabrahman, as per his own will, may

guide the released arman through each of these realms or may guide the arman directly to

860 (S. M. S. Chari, The Philosophy of the Upanisads 300)

861 “He through the wise atman comes out of this world and reached the heavenly abode, all desires are fulfilled
and attains immortality.” (Ai. Up. 3.4)

862 «“Wisdom is Brahman.” (Ai. Up. 3.3)

863 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 442)

864 (Bhadreshdas, Brahmasiitrasvaminarayanabhasyam 410)
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Aksaradhaman.®®> The will of Parabrahman is, therefore, not bound by the order of these

realms.

The atman that traverses the arciradi path never returns to the material world as it effectively
traverses the cycles of birth and death.®*® This marks this path as the most superior and thus
navigable only for those who have attained brahmabhava. The Chandogya Upanisad is cited,
“tadya ittharh viduh ye ceme'ranye $raddha tapa ityupasate te'rcisamabhisambhavanti
yarciso'harahna.”®” Here, Sadhu Bhadreshdas understands the term ‘viduh’ as knowing and
associating with the Aksarabrahman Guru. Only those aspirants who associate with the
Aksarabrahman Guru and attain brahmabhava travel on the path of light. The term ‘aranye’
is not identified in the literal sense as a forest but as a place like a forest where one can
engage in contemplation without any distractions.®®® Such an explanation does not limit the
path of light only to renunciants but to anyone, irrespective of class or occupation, who

associates with the Aksarabrahman Guru.

The following verse of the Chandogya Upanisad is about the path of smoke, “atha ya ime
grama istapiirte dattamityupasate te dhiimamabhisarbhavanti.”®® Those who are otherwise
philanthropic but lack the spiritual inclination and are bereft of the knowledge of
Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman earn an inferior path known as “dhiima marg” or the dark
path that leads one to pitrloka or svargaloka. Here again, Sadhu Bhadreshdas understands the
term ‘grama’ not literally as the village but as “a lack of knowledge as Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman.”®”® Such arma return to earth and are born in a body that is determined by their

past actions.

Further, those who have engaged in bad deeds in their lifetime attain the lowest path, known
as “sanyamana marg,” which leads one to Yamaloka. This way, Paramatman grants the

respective path to the atman in accordance with their past deeds.

865 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 396-97)

866 The released atman may, if Parabrahman so wills, return on earth to fulfil certain tasks. However, even upon
return the released atman remains in the liberated state.

867 “Those who know this, through which in the forest practice austerities go on the path of light.” (Ch. Up.
5.10.1)

868 (Bhadreshdas, Chandogyopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 220)

869 «“Those who in villages practice public services like charity go to the path of smoke.” (Ch. Up. 5.10.3)

870 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 395)
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5.6.3. Nature and Form of Released Atman

The released arman attains a divine body known as the “brahmi-tanu,” a body made of
Brahman. The arman essentially retains its essential ontological nature of being jiva or isvara
but acquires a body that is made of Brahman. This body possesses a divine human-shaped
form. The ontological distinction between the released datman, Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman eternally remains. The attainment of a new body is expressed through the
Upanisadic analogy of the goldsmith®’!— just as the goldsmith moulds gold into different
forms, Paramatman grants the arman different bodies. It then offers a list of forms that
Paramatman grants, which ends with the term ‘brahmam.’ Sadhu Bhadreshdas does not
explain this term as Brahma or Hiranyagarbha, but as the body attained by the released arma

for experiencing the supreme bliss in Aksaradhaman,’’? that is, the body of Brahman.

This body of the released arman is also discussed in the Chandogya Upanisad. In the
aphorism, “evamevaisa samprasado'smacchariratsamutthaya param jyotirupasampadya svena
riipenabhinispadyate,”®’? the released darman, referred to with the term ‘samprasadah,” on
shedding the mortal body travels through the path of light and attains Paramatman through its
own form (svena rupena). Other commentators, such as Ramanuja, also interpret this
aphorism in terms of videha-mukti, but there are significant differences. While analysing this

aphorism, Chari notes:

For Ramanuja, the individual soul, whose nature was eclipsed due to karma or the
deeds of the past lives, reveals itself in its true nature with all the inherent

qualities such as apahata-papamatva etc. in the state of mukti 3™

This implies that though Ramanuja understands the term ‘samprasadah’ as the jivarman,
Sadhu Bhadreshdas understands it as the “muktatman,”®” that is, jivatman or i$vardatman who
is serene on having acquired the virtues of Aksarabrahman. Further, Ramanuja interprets
‘svena rupena’ in terms of “true nature,” while Sadhu Bhadreshdas explains it in terms of a
physical form, the divine body of Brahman, as the qualities of the arman are already entailed

in the term ‘samprasadah.’

871 (Br. Up. 4.4.4)

872 (Bhadreshdas, Brhadaranyakopisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 268)

873 “In this way, the serene being comes out of the body and attains light (the divine Paramatman) in his own
form.” (Ch. Up. 8.12.2)

874 (S. M. S. Chari, The Philosophy of the Upanisads 94)

875 (Bhadreshdas, Chandogyopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 386)
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The Sudha, further, emphasises that unlike the bound atman in the mortal body, the released
atman in the brahmi-tanu is not dependent or limited by it for acquiring knowledge
(indriyanirpeksamiti tu tattvam).3’® By the will of Parabrahman and Aksarabrahman, the
released arman is omniscient and knows the past, present and future at all times without being
dependent upon any sense-organ. The liberated arman’s omniscience is asserted in the
Upanisadic revelation: “vedayate yastu somya sa sarvajiiah sarvo bhavati.”®”” Here, Sadhu
Bhadreshdas indicates ‘sa’ as the released arman, who becomes “sarvajfia” or omniscient and
“sarvo bhavati” or fulfils all its desires. The arman is stated to acquire this state through
“vedayate,” which literally means one who knows. Sadhu Bhadreshdas explains ‘vedayate’ as
not simply knowing but as realisation attained through the association with the
Aksarabrahman Guru.®”® Thus, the released arman, through the grace of the Aksarabrahman
Guru, comes to know all effortlessly. Elsewhere in the Sudha, in the chapter “Pramanadhara,”
the released arman along with Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman, is described as transcending
the limitations of pramana.®’ The senses only extend to objects within their reach. However,
the released arman is all-knowing and thereby acquires knowledge of objects beyond the

SEnses.

Apart from being omniscient, the released arman realises various divine virtues that are
enumerated in the Chandogya Upanisad 8.7.1 as free from the aversions of maya
(apatahapapma), beyond old age (vijara), beyond the cycle of birth and death (vimrtyu), ever
devoid of pain (visoka), beyond hunger (vijighatsa), without thirst (apipasa), with the ability
to spontaneously manifest all desires (satyakama) and will (satyasarkalpa). These virtues are
also attributed to Aksarabrahman in 8.1.5 of the same Upanisad. These virtues thus are
realised by the released arman on attaining liberation. Shankar and Madhva, in both these
sections of the Upanisad, attribute the virtues to Brahman. While Ramanuja, like Sadhu
Bhadreshdas, admits 8.7.1 as showcasing the attributes of the released arman. However, there
are certain palpable differences. Firstly, Ramanuja affirms all these eight virtues to be

inherent to the individual arman:

876 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 402)
877 «“Who knows that, O Somya, is all-knowing and becomes fulfilled.” (Pr. Up. 4.10)
878 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 212)
879 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 146)
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When therefore at the moment of Release those essential qualities assert

themselves, the case is of manifestation, not one of origination.®3°

Thus, all these qualities, which were latently present in the individual arman, manifest in the
state of liberation. The Sudha, however, differs by specifying that the first six qualities are no
doubt essentially part of the jiva at all times; the last two qualities, satyakama and
satyasamkalpa, are acquired only with the attainment of liberation.®¥! Thus, while the first six

qualities manifest, the latter two originate.

The second aspect of difference concerns the force behind the manifestation (and origination)

of the qualities. Ramanuja ascribes it to the disassociation with karma:

Intelligence, therefore, bliss and other essential qualities of the soul which were
obscured and contracted by Karman, expand and thus manifest themselves when

the bondage due to Karman passes away and the soul approaches the highest

light. 582

The Sudha, on the other hand, ascribes it to the association with the manifest form of the
Aksarabrahman Guru. The Aksarabrahman Guru, in whom these qualities are ever manifest,
inspires those qualities in the individual arman and enables the origination of satyakama and
satyasamkalpa.®®® Moreover, unlike the released afman of Ramanuja, these qualities manifest

and originate before shedding the material body in the state of jivana-mukti.

Interestingly, the Sudha, while elucidating the quality of satyasamkalpa, proclaims it to be

only a “samarthyamatrasiicana,%*

only an indication of power. Though the released arman
gains these extraordinary qualities that would instantly fulfil any wish, it never feels the need
to utilise such qualities. For the bliss that one would experience on the fulfilment of any wish
is much inferior to the bliss of Parabrahman. Thus, despite having acquired divine virtues, the

released arman remains immersed solely in the ocean of Parabrahman’s infinite bliss.

$%0 (Thibaut 758)
881 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 401)
$%2 (Thibaut 758)
883 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 407)
884 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 408)

231



The released atman engages only in devout worship which is established through certain
Upanisadic references, such as “yadvai tanna pasyati pasyanvai tanna pasyati.”®®> The
released arman does not perceive (na pasyati) anything apart from Paramatman (pasyan). The
following statements (Br. Up. 4.3.24-31) describe the released arman as one that does not
smell, hear, touch etc., anything apart from Paramatman. It is worth noting that while Sadhu
Bhadreshdas understands these statements in terms of the released arman, other
commentators like Shankar and even Ramanuja explain it in terms of the afman in the state of
deep sleep.®¢ Sadhu Bhadreshdas’ explanation, however, seems to fit the trajectory of the
Upanisad as 4.3.32 goes on to discuss Brahmaloka, the ultimate residence of the released

atman.

Despite being empowered with various divine virtues, the released arman cannot be
proclaimed as the cause or controller of the universe. However, the cosmic process of
creation does include the released arman as miila-purusa who, along with miila-prakrti,
enables the unfolding of various elements of the universe.*®” The Sudha compares such
involvement of the released arman with the minister of a kingdom who has been given certain
duties on the will of the sovereign king.®® Thus, the released arman, like the minister, is ever
subordinate to Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman and never becomes an independent cause
and controller of the universe. So, when the Upanisads describe the released arman as
“svarat” (self-ruler)®®, Sadhu Bhadreshdas explains it as “not being governed by maya”

)890

(mayabandhanarahita)®”, but never beyond the governance of Aksarabrahman and

Parabrahman.

Though the released arman realises the divine virtues of Aksarabrahman, it does not share all
the qualities that eternally encompass Aksarabrahman. On attaining brahmabhava, the
released atman is stated to share the same blissful experience of Parabrahman as
Aksarabrahman. The Sudha cites Taittiriya Upanisad, “so’asnute sarvan kaman saha

brahmana vipasciteti.”®®! The released arman (sa) in the divine abode attains the bliss of

885 «It does not see in that, while seeing that not seeing anything else.” (Br. Up. 4.3.23)

88 (Swami Madhavananda 673; Thibaut 384)

887 (See Chapter 3 section on Process of Cosmic Creation)

888 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 411)

89 (Ch. Up. 7.24.2)

890 (Bhadreshdas, Chandogyopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 337)

81 «“He perceives the divine Paramatman and experiences the bliss with brahman.” (Tai. Up. 2.1.1)
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Paramatman with Aksarabrahman (brahmana saha).®* Accordingly, qualities that enable one
to experience the bliss of Parabrahman and worship him devoutly are realised, but other
qualities such as being the cause of the universe, beholding the Supreme Being as the divine
abode, granting liberation to aspirants, remain exclusive to Aksarabrahman. Such
exclusiveness is affirmed by Brahma-Sitra “bhogamatrasamyalingacca.”®”? Sadhu
Bhadreshdas notes that the siitra asserts the similarity in the form of the bliss of Parabrahman
as the sole (matra) common ground between the released arman and Aksarabrahman, and
then by ending with the letter ‘ca,” the sitrakara implies qualities that are particular only to
Aksarabrahman and thus not shared with the released darman. Hence, despite attaining
qualitative oneness with Aksarabrahman, the released arman ever remains subordinate to both

Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman.

5.6.4. Absence of Metaphysical Mergence

Mukti in the Advaita tradition is described as absolutely merging with the singular
ontological reality, Brahman. One of the most well-known illustrations offered to explain the
same is of the drop merging with water or the rivers merging with the ocean. These
illustrations are affirmed through the interpretation of the Upanisads, such as that of the
Prasna and Mundaka Upanisads which explain the rivers losing their name and form on
disappearing into the ocean (astari1 gacchanti). The Aksara-Purusottama Darsana, rejecting
this understanding of a metaphysical mergence of the arman with Parabrahman, offers a

different understanding of the illustration.

The Prasna Upanisad, in 6.4, states the sixteen elements (sodasakala) that belong to the
individual atrman with the will Paramatman. Accordingly, the analogy of the river merging
into the ocean in 6.5 is compared to the individual arman whose individuality in terms of its
respective sixteen elements is eclipsed (abhibhdva) due to the profound splendour of
Parabrahman.?** Moreover, the afman is referred to as the “purusa” as its individuality is not

lost but only overshadowed.

A similar explanation is offered of the same analogy stated in the Mundaka Upanisad 3.2.8.

Here too, the released arman is affirmed to discard its material name and form and attain the

892 (Bhadreshdas, ISadyastopanisatsvaminarayanabhasyam 363)
893 “And upon the indication of the equality of only enjoyment.” (BS 4.4.21)
84 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 403)
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Supreme, just as the rivers attain oneness with the ocean.?”> While interpreting this statement,

Ramanuja highlights the oneness with the Supreme as:

There is no identity (tadatmya) between the rivers and sea water, but there is only
disappearance of the distinguishing features (bhedakakara). In the same way the
individual selves do not become identical with Brahman but on the other hand,

they attain equality in respect of their nature.®¢

Sadhu Bhadreshdas does not accept any such equality with the nature of Parabrahman.
Instead, he understands mergence as being completely immersed in the devotional ocean of
Parabrahman’s infinite bliss. Thus, merging or disappearing (astam gacchati) is understood
in terms of constant mental connection. Sadhu Bhadreshdas concludes by offering a
supplementary example that would enable a clear understanding of the words ‘astam
gacchati.” These words, he suggests, should be read along the lines of the Sun setting in the
West—the Sun’s disappearance into the West does not mean that it no longer exists or has
lost its individuality. If it were so, the Sun would not rise again every morning.?®” In this way,
though the Upanisads assert mergence with the Supreme, it is not a metaphysical mergence
but a mental state and an affirmation of the supreme greatness of Parabrahman before whom
everything loses significance. More so, the released arman, even in its individuality, never
attains equality with Parabrahman in any manner but continues to worship him with deep
humility. Stressing on such subordination and essential distinction between the released

atman and Parabrahman, the Sudhda submits:

Paramopasanar mokse muktasya vartate sada |

Mokse sadhanamatram na moksaripamupasanam||®®

The worship of Parabrahman is explained not only as a spiritual endeavour but as the
essential form or sariipa of mukti. The state of mukti is nothing but worship of Parabrahman

in this lifetime and then in the divine abode Aksaradhaman.

895 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 404)

89 (S. M. S. Chari, The Philosophy of the Upanisads 127)

87 (Bhadreshdas, Svaminarayanasiddhantasudha 404)

898 “The released atman ever remains engaged in the upasana of Parabrahman in the state of liberation. Upasana
is not only a medium but also the very form of liberation.” (Karika 453)
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5.7. Summary

All jivatman and isvaratman are entitled to attain the ultimate goal of liberation through the
practice of the spiritual endeavour. The only way to reach this highest goal is to earn the
divine approval of the eternally pure Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. Thus, any effort
undertaken towards liberation must be directed towards earning such divine approval. In fact,

the effort becomes a spiritual endeavour only when it aims to earn divine approval.

Such divine approval can be earned through the attainment of brahmabhava. Thereby,
brahmabhdva is deemed the great endeavour or the sddhana-guru and is an aggregate of
various spiritual endeavours. Brahmabhava means acquiring qualitative oneness with the
Aksarabrahman Guru. Such oneness is asserted in various Upanisadic aphorisms of

9% <e

grammatical congruence, such as "brahmaveda brahmaiva bhavati,” “aham brahmasmi,” and
“ayamatma brahman.” The term ‘brahman’ in all these aphorisms is identified as the
Aksarabrahman Guru. The grammatical congruence is to be understood as attributive

similarity, like in the case of "simmho manavakah" or the lion-child.

Brahmabhava or qualitative oneness with the Aksarabrahman Guru can be cultivated through
the profound attachment in thought, virtuous actions and engaging in selfless devotion of
Parabrahman. Such profound attachment is maintained through constant contemplation on the

form and auspicious virtues of the Aksarabrahman Guru.

For acquiring the auspicious qualities of the Aksarabrahman Guru, one must identify one’s
atman with the Aksarabrahman Guru. Such identification enables one to perceive every
action of the Aksarabrahman as pure and divine and reflect on one's material vices and faults.
One must develop intense adoration with the Aksarabrahman Guru, making one’s thoughts
always centred on his form and actions. Intense adoration and imbibing the teachings of the
Aksarabrahman eventually leads one to acquire his auspicious virtues and realise
brahmabhdva. Furthermore, in this state of brahmabhava, one must worship Parabrahman

with deep humility.

Thus, the realisation of brahmabhava is not simply a discovery of one’s latent qualities but is
also characterised by the attainment of the auspicious virtues of the Aksarabrahman Guru.
This attainment earns the divine approval of Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman, ultimately

leading one to the goal of liberation.
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An essential endeavour that encompasses brahmabhava and leads to its realisation is
Ekantika Dharma. Ekantika Dharma is the four-fold system entailing four independent
components, namely, dharma (observance of injunctions), jiiana (self-knowledge), vairagya
(detachment) and bhakti (devotion accompanied with the understanding of God’s greatness).
However, amongst these, bhakti is the fundamental component. The remaining three
components, dharma, jiiana and vairdgya, should be observed to support or supplement the

practice of bhakti.

Dharma is observing the divine commands or ordinances of Parabrahman and the
Aksarabrahman Guru. It also includes performing various codes of conduct as per the
varnasramadharma and the samanyadharma. These moral codes do not restrict one from
cultivating noble and auspicious virtues necessary for progressing on the path of liberation.
These virtues can be cultivated through association with Aksarabrahman Guru and living
according to his divine commands. Dharma must be observed along with the practice of

bhakti, jiiana and vairagya for the realisation of brahmabhava.

Jitana in the context of Ekantika Dharma is the armanistha, that is, knowledge of the arman,
cultivating the virtues of the Aksarabrahman and focusing on Parabrahman. In other words, it
is the knowledge of the arman along with the focus on Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. It is
not merely an intellectual process but requires constant association with the Aksarabrahman
Guru. Upon such association, one must contemplate on his auspicious virtues and identify
one’s atman with Aksarabrahman (aksaram aham). Such a process ultimately leads one to

have the experience of Parabrahman.

Vairagya is detachment from all material objects and desires while cultivating attachment
with only Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. This attachment with Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman must be cultivated by knowing the true form and nature of Aksarabrahman and
Parabrahman. Further, vairagya can fulfil one’s goal of divine approval when supplemented
with the performance of righteous actions and bhakti. Thus, vairdgya does not mean inaction

or adopting a path of solitariness.

Bhakti is the profound love for Parabrahman upon the realisation of the brahmabhava. Such
love or worship is accompanied by the knowledge of Parabrahman’s greatness.
Parabrahman’s greatness is essential to bhakti as, without it, one cannot develop and maintain

a profound love for Parabrahman. The knowledge of Parabrahman’s greatness is explained
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through “upasana,” which primarily is meditating on the form of Parabrahman as the supreme
God-head, the all-doer, who eternally possesses a divine human-shaped form and remains
present on earth through the Aksarabrahman Guru. Thus, the updsyadeva of the Aksara-

Purusottama Darsana is Parabrahman Swaminarayan.

Taking firm refuge (asraya) of Parabrahman Swaminarayan as the sole bestower of liberation
and engaging in various devotional activities are also forms of bhakti. All these forms of
bhakti should be directed towards the Aksarabrahman Guru, who alone ever upholds

Parabrahman in entirety. Such “pratyaksa bhakti” alone can lead one towards liberation.

Some other forms of bhakti should be practised for reinforcing one’s profound love for
Parabrahman. These forms not only include enthusiasm (utsaha), patience (dhairya), habitual
recollection (abhyasa), faith (visvasa) for strengthening one’s relationship with the
Aksarabrahman Guru, but also affection (suhrdayabhava) and sense of unity (ekya) for
strengthening one’s relationship with fellow devotees. Further, one must daily engage in
worship of Parabrahman through devotional practices like pija, arti, scriptural reading,

manasi-pija and various spiritual thought schemes to direct one’s thoughts on Parabrahman.

Thus, such bhakti supplemented with dharma, jiiana and vairagya is to be practised not only
as a spiritual endeavour but also after one realises brahmabhdva. Bhakti towards
Parabrahman is a medium (sadhana) as well as the final attainment (sadhya) in the form of

liberation.

Mukti or liberation, in the Aksara-Purusottama Darsana, is thereby defined as worshipping
Parabrahman with deep humility upon realising qualitative oneness with the Aksarabrahman
Guru. This state of mukti can be attained in one’s lifetime (jivana-mukti) and after shedding
one’s mortal body (videha-mukti). In both these states, the released arman remains eternally

immersed in the bliss of Parabrahman.

In the state of jivana-mukti, while one’s desires in the form of the causal body get destroyed,
the material body continues till death as per the will of Parabrahman. Upon death, the arman
moves out from the susumna nadi and embarks upon the arci marg towards Aksaradhaman.

The released atman is guided upon this path by Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman.
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The released arman upon death attains a divine body made of Brahman known as the

“brahmi-tanu.” It joins the countless other released arman in Aksaradhaman and eternally

enjoys the bliss and service of Parabrahman.

In the state of mukti, the arman attains the qualities of omniscience, spontaneous

manifestation of desire and will. However, the arman does not desire or will anything apart

from the bliss of Parabrahman.

Despite attaining liberation, the arman remains essentially distinct and subordinate to

Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman. Though the arman acquires certain auspicious virtues of

Aksarabrahman, various other functions, such as that of creation and granting liberation,

remain exclusive to Aksarabrahman and Parabrahman.

Nature

Upanisadic References

QGrace

"yamevaisa vrioute tena labhya"
(Ka. Up. 2.23)
(Mu. Up. 3.2.3)

Realising

brahmabhava

"brahmaveda brahmaiva bhavati"
(Mu. Up. 3.2.9)
"aham brahmasmi"

(Br. Up. 1.4.10)

Association with
Sadhana Aksarabrahman Guru
as an endeavour for

brahmavidya

"adhyatmayoga" (Ka. Up. 2.12),
"dhyayatha’tmanam" (Mu. Up.2.2.6) -

Constant
contemplation on the

Aksarabrahman Guru

"pranavo dhanuh saro hyatma brahma
tallaksyamucyate"

(Mu. Up. 2.2.4)

Worship of

Aksarabrahman Guru

in the same manner as

"yasya deve para bhaktiryathadeve

tatha gurao"
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Parabrahman

(Sve. Up. 6.23)

Worship of
Parabrahman or
Aksarabrahman bears

same result

"tasmad vidvan etenaivayatanen

aikataramanveti" (Pr. Up. 5.2)

Mukti

Bondage is real

"hiranmayena patrena satyasyapihitam

mukham"(Isa Up. 15)

Jivana-mukti

"yada sarve pramucyante kama ye'sya
hrdi $ritah atha martyo'mrto
bhavatyatra brahma samasnute" (Ka.
Up. 2.3.14)

Parabrahman as guide

to Aksaradhaman

"tatpuruso’manavah sa enan brahma

gamayati" (Ch. Up. 4.15.5-6)

Aksarabrahman as
guide to

Aksaradhaman

“sa etena prajfienatmana’smallokad
utkramya amusmin svarge loke sarvan
kaman aptva amrtah

samabhavatsamabhavat" (Ai. Up. 3.4)

Omniscience of

released arman

"sa sarvajiiah sarvo bhavati" (Pr. Up.

4.10)

Enjoying
Parabrahman’s bliss

like Aksarabrahman

"so’asnute sarvan kaman saha

brahmana vipasciteti" (Tai. Up. 2.1.1)

Table 5.7-1 Sadhana and Mukti: Upanisadic References
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