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Gurvashtakam with meaning

ஸாrhத²³rhவShடகmh

Commentary by N. Balasubramanian

This work consisting of eight verses and one more known as

ப²லதி: or a verse that gives the benefit of reciting the

poem is attributed to Sri Sankaracharya. These verses are couched in

simple language and are easy to read and understand. In these verses

the poet stresses the need for devotion to one’s guru or spiritual

preceptor. He states repeatedly that all the wealth, fame, knowledge

etc., one might have acquired will be of no avail if one does not

have total devotion to his guru . Let us find out the raison d’etre

for making such a statement.

Strange as it may sound, our shastras and the saints who have

realised the truth stated therein tell that most of us do not know

what is happiness, what is sorrow, what is good for us and what is

not good for us. Had we known all this we should all be living a life

of utter bliss without a vestige of sorrow. But what do we find? Our

lives are full of trials and tribulations. In between we come across

spots of joy. This joy may be followed by grief or still worse may

leave us hankering for more of the same thing, thus leading to

avarice or frustration in case the desire is not fulfilled. This is

anything but joy. But the scriptures aver that our true nature is

totally different. They stress that we are divine in nature and free

from all forms of sorrow. But as of now we are not be able to digest

such a statement. Why is this so? If happiness be our true nature we

should be only too willing to go to any extent to find it. What

prevents us from doing so? These are vital questions that have been
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ஸாrhத²³rhவShடகmh

bugging people for a long time. These and related questions have been

answered by our scriptures and also explained again and again by

saints like Sri Sankaracharya in many of their works. Let us briefly

review what our scriptures have to say on this important subject. The

following abbreviations are used in the commentary:

(1) BG: Bhagavad Gita with Sri Sankara’s commentary. (2) BH: Srimad

Bhagavatham. (3) KU: Kathopanishad. (4) MU: Mundakopanishad.(5)

VC: Vivekachudamani.

When we say “I” they ask us what do we mean by “I”. This may startle

us a bit, but then we will point to our body and say “I” means the

body and includes the mind etc., that are at our disposal for use.

The scriptures say this is a fundamental mistake and is the root

cause for all our problems and misery. When we talk of the “body” as

usual, they point out that it includes not only the physical body but

there is an unseen entity called Self (or atma or jivatma as it is

called). This is what lends sentience to the body. Krishna says that

He is the Self seated in the heart of all beings.அஹமாthமா
³டா³ேகஶ ஸrhவ⁴தாஶயshதி²த: । BG (10-20). This Self is behind

our speech, actions, thinking etc. But because it is behind all these

activities it itself is unseen and unknown. That means the eyes, for

example, cannot see what enables them to see; the ears cannot hear

what enables them to hear and so on. In other words, atma is beyond

the reach of our senses. This is an important fact that requires to

be chewed and digested.

ேராthரshய ேராthரmh மநேஸா மேநா யth³வாேசா ஹ வாச◌ँ ஸ உ phராணshய
phராண: ।
சுஷசுரதிiµchய தீ⁴ரா: phேரthயாshமாlhேலாகாத³mh’தாப⁴வnhதி ॥
(Kena Upanishad. 1-2).

That who is the mind of the mind (cause); the vital essence of vital

forces, speech of the speech; ear of the ears and eye of the eyes;

(it is) He by knowing whom the wise ones become liberated,depart from
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the world and become immortal.

ந தthர சுrhக³chச²தி ந வாkh³க³chச²தி ேநா மேநா( ibid 1-3).
There neither the eye approaches nor the speech (includes other

organs of action and perception) nor does the mind.

Sage Yagnavalkya, while teaching this subject to his wife Maitreyi

asks: ேயேநத³◌ँ ஸrhவmh விஜாநாதி தmh ேகந விஜாநீயாth, விjhஞாதாரமேர
ேகந விஜாநீயாth (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. 2-4-14) “By what can one

know that by which all this comes to be known? By what you can know

the knower?”

Thus we have two entities, the body that by itself is inert and the

atma that animates it. The body by its very nature is subject to

growth, decay and finally death. But the atma who resides in the body

is eternal and not subject to any change. Krishna points this out to

Arjuna:

ந ஜாயேத mhயேத வா கதா³சிnhநாயmh ⁴thவா ப⁴விதா வா ந ⁴ய: ।
அேஜா நிthய: ஶாவேதாऽயmh ராே ந ஹnhயேத ஹnhயமாேந ஶேர ॥
BG ( 2-20).

It is same as the Supreme Being itself. Krishna says this in Gita :

மைமவாmhேஶா வேலாேக வ⁴த:ஸநாதந: । BG(15-7)

The atma being same as the Supreme Being has the same attributes like

the Supreme Being - it is eternal, of the form of bliss and wisdom.

ஸthயmh jhஞாநமநnhதmh ph³ரம । (Taittiriyopanishad.2-1). Vedanta

clearly states that we are that atma and not the body. Being atma we

are eternal and the embodiment of bliss. But as pointed out earlier

everyone identifies himself with the body and consequently suffers.

Thus when the body is sick one says he is sick,when it grows old he

says he has become old and when it dies people say that particular

person is dead. In addition one looks out for happiness and security.

He gathers around him people (in the form of friends and relatives)

to gain happiness and security. He imports their happinesses and

sorrows also on to himself. Thus if a close relative is sick, he is
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worried. If a close friend dies he is very upset. All of us will be

happy to have a fat bank balance as we know that a lot of money at

our disposal gives a feeling of comfort and security.

But vedanta thinks otherwise. What we think is good and contributory

to our happiness and security may not be so at all times. On close

examination we find that these things seem to give joy and security

but not in the long run. In fact it may yield the contrary results.

Too much money is a source of anxiety. A son or daughter may turn out

to be a source of worry or disappointment in one’s old age. Wealth,

health, familial bonds are all fragile. Our own body that we cherish,

becomes a source of worry when it grows old and decripit. We all know

this only too well. Still we tend to hold on to them. Why is this so?

This is caused by wrong understanding of the truth, say our

scriptures. The truth is that these things viz., our body, wealth,

family etc., are themselves not long lasting. They will go sooner or

later. They are not secure themselves. How can they confer security

on others? Such being the case it is sheer folly to look to them for

happiness and security. Attachment to them can only result in sorrow

and misery. Recognising this fact - that is, that every thing in this

universe is impermanent and Self alone is permanent is known as

discrimination or விேவக: -viveka. As we ponder over this fact
again and again in our mind, the truth of the scriptural statements

sinks in our mind. We realise that things we hang on to are finite and

limited by time and so cannot give us lasting peace and security. Our

mind starts turning away from these things and towards God who has no

such limitations. This is the second stage in spiritual growth. This

detachment from ephemeral things of this world is called vairagyam

ைவராkh³யmh. Next as the detachment takes root our search for God

also becomes intense. Our mind wants to get away from things that are

in the real sense a bondage and yearns to be liberated from them.

This yearning for liberation is callediµiµுthவmh. Coming up to

this stage is a rare phenomenon says Krishna.மiνShயாmh
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ஸஹshேரஷு கசிth³யததி th³த⁴ேய । BG( 7-3). Yama the god of

death, says that people are very much attracted by wealth and such

mundane pleasures that they are unwilling to give this up and look

beyond it. Such people are blinded by ignorance and come within his

grip repeatedly.

ந ஸாmhபராய: phரதிபா⁴தி பா³லmh phரமாth³யnhதmh விthதேமாேஹந ட⁴mh ।
அயmh ேலாேகா நாshதி பர இதி மாநீ ந: நrhவஶமாபth³யேத ேம ॥ KU(1-2-6)

The misplaced infatuation for wealth, health etc., is caused by

ignorance that veils wisdom that is our true nature.

ஆvh’தmh jhஞாநேமேதந jhஞாநிேநா நிthயைவ ।
காமேபண ெகௗnhேதய ³Shேரநேலந ச ॥ BG(3-39).

WISDOM. The question then is how to gain the wisdom. Scriptures say

that since wisdom is inherent in us as our very nature we need not do

anything to gain it. We only have to get rid of the ignorance that is

covering the wisdom. The source of happiness and security, thus, does

not lie outside in worldly things that are not permanent. The only

permanent thing is within ourselves as atma or Self. Its very nature

is supreme bliss. Any joy experienced by any being is just a droplet

derived from this bliss that is Brahman, says Brihadaranyakopanishad.

ஏதshையவாநnhத³shய அnhயாநி ⁴தாநி மாthராiµபவnhதி ।.(4-3-32). So
if we want peace, security and happiness we should shift our focus

from the body-mind complex to the Self that is inside us.

This knowledge is known as brahma vidya, atma vidya and adhyatma

vidya. Krishna calls it as sovereign science or raja vidya

ராஜவிth³யா. He says ராஜ விth³யா ராஜ ³யmh பவிthரத³iµthதமmh ।
phரthயாவக³மmh த⁴rhmhயmh ஸுஸுக²mh கrhமvhயயmh ॥ BG( 9-2).

It is the Sovereign Science, the Sovereign Secret, the Supreme

Purifier. It is called Sovereign Science because it talks about the

brahman. So also it is the king of secrets. Of all the purifiers, the

knowledge is the best purifier. The Mundaka Upanishad calls it as the
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higher vidya. It says that all other knowledge is inferior.

th³ேவ விth³ேய ேவதி³தvhேய இதி ஹ shம யth³ph³ரமவிேதா³வத³nhதி பரா ைசவாபரா
ச । தthராபர ’kh³ேவேதா³ யஜுrhேவத:³ஸாமேவேதா³ऽத²rhவேவத:³ ஶிா கlhேபா
vhயாகரணmh நிkhதmh ச²nhேதா³ jhேயாதிஷதி । அத² பரா யயா
தத³ரமதி⁴க³mhயேத ॥ MU(1-5).

“The knowers of Brahma say with a sense of certainty that there are

two vidyas worth knowing: Para and Apara. Out of these two; the

four vedas - Rik, Yajus, Sama and Atharva, the science of

pronunciation, Kalpa, grammar, Nirukta, Chanda and Jyotisha - all

these are Apara Vidya; Para is that through which the imperishable

Brahma is known.” Sri Sankaracharya in his commentary says:

அபரா  அவிth³யா ஸா நிராகrhதvhயா ।
தth³விஷேய  விதி³ேத ந கிசிthதththவேதா விதி³தmh shயாதி³தி ।
The Apara vidya constitutes only ignorance and so

is to be rejected. By knowing it the truth does not become known.

Krishna says that there is no gain that is equal to or superior to

this wisdom. Once established in the Self one is not moved by even by

greatest of the sorrow.

யmh லph³th◌⁴வா சாபரmh லாப⁴mh மnhயேத நாதி⁴கmh தத: ।
யshnhshதி²ேதா ந :³ேக²ந ³பி விசாlhயேத ॥ BG(6-22).

Such is the glory of the wisdom about the Self that Krishna says He

is this knowledge of the Self among all knowledges.

அth◌⁴யாthமவிth³யா விth³யாநாmh । BG(10-32). It is the chief among all

knowledges, because it leads to mokSha says Sri Sankaracharya in his

commentary.அth◌⁴யாthமவிth³யா விth³யாநாmh ேமாாrhத²thவாth phரதா⁴நmh அsh ।
Because of its exalted nature it is identified with Godesses. Thus

one of the names of Sri LakShmi and Lalitha is Vidya.

It has been said that one cannot gain the wisdom by one’s own effort

by studying the books. It can create doubts or worse still

misunderstanding. Our tradition says that one has to learn about it
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at the feet of a guru.ஆசாrhயாேத³வ விth³யா விதி³தா ஸாதி⁴Shட²mh
phராபயதி । (Chandogyopanishad). Then only the learning will be

fruitful. தth³விjhஞாநாrhத²mh ஸ ³ேமவாபி⁴க³chேச²th । MU (2-12).

The striver should approach a guru. Sri Sankaracharya in explaining

this statement says that the implication is that even one proficient

in scriptural studies should not try to do the inquiry by himself:

ஶாshthரjhேஞாऽபி shவாதnhthrhேயண ph³ரமjhஞாநாnhேவஷணmh ந rhயதி³thேயதth
³ேமேவthயவதா⁴ரணப²லmh ।
THE GURU. The next question that arises as a corollary is who is a

guru? What are his qualifications? Is it enough if he is a veritable

scholar in scriptures? These questions have been answered in detail

in the scriptures. These are important questions requiring an answer

by an anxious seeker as if he falls in the wrong hands he may be

mislead and would waste his time, effort and perhaps money also. Let

us see a few descriptions of a guru as given in the scriptures and by

our acharyas. The Prashnottararatnamalika of Sri Sankaracharya

says:

ப⁴க³வnh கிiµபாேத³யmh?³வசநmh ।
Question: sir, what is to be accepted?

Answer: guru’s teachings.

ேகா ³:?அதி⁴க³ததththவ:, ஶிShயதாேயாth³யத:ஸததmh ॥
Question: who is guru?

Answer: one who has learned the truth. One who constantly strives for

the upliftment of the disciples who have approached him.

The Mundaka Upanishad says briefly that the guru should be well

versed in the secrets of vedas and established in Brahman.

ேராthயmh ph³ரமநிShட²mh । The teacher should have learned at

the feet of his guru in the traditional way and had all his doubts

claeared and then got firmly established in Brahman. His knowledge is
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not shaky and so he can convey it with the same clarity to his

disciple. Yama says that any one who is not so qualified is inferior

and his teaching will not be effective.

ந நேரவேரண phேராkhத ஏஷ ஸுவிjhேஞேயா ப³ஹுதா⁴ சிnhthயமந: ।
அநnhயphேராkhேத க³திரthர நாshதி அணீயாnhயதrhkhயமiΝphரமாth॥ KU(1-2-8).

The knowledge is very subtle. It has to be taught by a wise person

who is established in Brahman. Sri Sankaracharya talks about the

qualifications of a guru in two places in his Vivekachudamani. First

he briefly saysஸnhதmh மஹாnhதmh ஸiµேபthய ேத³கmh।
The guru should be ᳚established in Brahman and exalted”. VC (8).

What is meant by மஹாnh or ᳚exalted”? Lord Rishabha Deva defines
an exalted soul or மஹாnh in the advice He gave to His sons before

He renounced and left the kingdom.

மஹாnhதshேத ஸமசிthதா: phரஶாnhதா விமnhயவ:ஸு’த:³ஸாத⁴ேவா ேய ।
ேய வா மயீேஶ kh’த ெஸௗ’தா³rhதா² ஜேநஷு ேத³ஹmhப⁴ரவாrhதிேகஷு ।
kh³’ேஹஷு ஜாயாthமஜராதிமthஸு ந phதிkhதா யாவத³rhதா²ச ேலாேக ॥
BH(5-5-3).

They alone are great who are even minded, exceptionally calm and

composed, (and as a result) are free from anger, (and so are)

kind-hearted and pious or again they who regard love offered to Me as

the (only) object of human pursuit, who take no delight in (the

company of) men (solely) engaged in pursuits (merely) calculated to

nourish their body.

In the above He used the wordஸாத⁴வ: or pious or saintly
persons. Lord Kapila gives in detail the qualities of a sadhu in His

advice to His mother Devahuti.

திதிவ: காணிகா:ஸு’த:³ஸrhவேத³நாmh ।
அஜாதஶthரவ: ஶாnhதா:ஸாத⁴வ:ஸா⁴⁴ஷ: ॥
மyhயநnhேயந பா⁴ேவந ப⁴khதிmh rhவnhதி ேய th³’டா⁴mh ।
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மthkh’ேத thயkhதகrhமாணshthயkhதshவஜநபா³nhத⁴வா: ॥
மதா³ரயா: கதா² mh’Shடா: ஶ ◌்’Nhவnhதி கத²யnhதி ச ।
தபnhதி விவிதா⁴shதாபா ைநதாnhமth³க³தேசதஸ: ॥
த ஏேத ஸாத⁴வ:ஸாth◌⁴வி ஸrhவஸŋhக³விவrhதா: ।
ஸŋhக³shேதShவத² ேத phராrhth²ய:ஸŋhக³ேதா³ஷஹரா  ேத ॥
BH(3-25-21 to 24).

᳚Saints are forbearing, compassionate and composed: they are friendly

to all living beings and inimical to none and follow the injunctions

of the scriptures. Their good disposition itself serves as an

ornament to them.(21) With an undivided heart they practise

unflinching devotion to Me; and for My sake they abandon even their

obligatory duties and forsake their kinsmen and relatives. (22) They

listen to and narrate delightful stories relating to Me, their minds

ever set on Me. Afflictions of various kinds, therefore, never

torment such people. (23) Such are holy men, free from all

attachments, O virtuous lady! Attachment to such holy men must be

sought for by you, for they destroy the pernicious effects of

attachment.”

Then later, Sri Sankaracharya gives in greater detail the qualities

of the guru.

உபேத³th³³mh phராjhஞmh யshமாth³ப³nhத⁴விேமாணmh ।
ேராthேயாऽvh’ேநாऽகாமஹேதா ேயா ph³ரமவிthதம: ।
ph³ரமNhபரத: ஶாnhத: நிnhத⁴ந இவாநல: ।
அேஹகத³யாnh⁴rhப³nh⁴ராநமதாmh ஸதாmh ॥ VC (32, 33).

The inquirer of truth should approach a wise preceptor, who confers

emancipation from bondage; one who is versed in the Vedas, sinless,

unsmitten by desire and a knower of brahman par excellence, who has

withdrawn himself into brahman; who is calm, like the fire that has

consumed its fuel, who is a boundless reservoir of mercy that knows

no reason, and a friend of all good people who prostrate themselves
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before him.

Sri Vedanta Desika similarly gives a detailed description of the

qualities of a guru in his Nyasa Vimsati. He says:

th³த⁴mh ஸthஸmhphரதா³ேய shதி²ரதி⁴யமநக⁴mh ேராthயmh ph³ரமநிShட²mh
ஸththவshத²mh ஸthயவாசmh ஸமயநியதயா ஸா⁴vh’ththயா ஸேமதmh ।

த³mhபா⁴ஸூயாதி³iµkhதmh தவிஷயக³ணmh தீ³rhக³ப³nh⁴mh த³யாmh
shகா²thேய ஶாதாரmh shவ-பர-தபரmh ேத³ஶிகmh ⁴ShiΝphேஸth ॥

“One who desires to attain liberation should strive to have a

spiritual teacher possessing the following qualities. He must be well

versed in established tradition, should have a strong mind, flawless,

well versed in the vedas, full of devotion to the Lord and full of

sattva guna. He must be truthful, conduct himself in accordance with

the prescribed codes of the given system, should be free from

arrogance and jealousy, should have control over his senses and

should be one of enduring relationship. He must be full of

compassion, should correct the errors, and should be a well-wisher of

himself and others.”

It is clear that a person possessing such exceptional qualifications

will indeed be a rare phenomenon.

IMPORTANCE OF THE GURU. The summum bonum of human life is liberation.

This is got by removal of wrong understanding about ourselves (known

as ajnanam). When tha ajnanam is removed our Self shines in all its

glory. The knower goes beyond sorrow, repeated birth and death cycle.

We saw that a guru’s guidance is required in this learning process.

Thus the role of the guru is important and cannot be described

adequately in words. Our scriptures say that one is not easily

blessed with a guru in his life time. They say that the human birth

is rare and very valuable as only humans are endowed with

discrimination to set their goals and the intelligence to work

towards achieving them. Animals are driven by instinct. They cannot
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set any goal for themselves. Thus only a human being can understand

the value of his life and work to reach the ultimate goal. It will

indeed the height of folly if this important point is not understood,

but the life is allowed to drift or spent simply in pursuit of

material pleasures (which we saw earlier are only ephemeral). Such

pleasures that gratify the senses are sought by even animals. So if

one keeps himself busy working for them he degrades himself and

wastes his precious life. Lord Rishabha Deva stresses this point in

His advice to His sons.

நாயmh ேத³ேஹா ேத³ஹபா⁴ஜாmh nh’ேலாேக கShடாnh கமாநrhஹேத விTh³⁴ஜாmh ேய ।
தேபா தி³vhயmh thரகா ேயந ஸthவmh ஶுth³th◌⁴ேயth யshமாth ph³ரமெஸௗkh²யmh
thவநnhதmh ॥
BH (5-5-1).

This human body does not deserve to be given up to (the pursuit of)

sensuous pleasures, which are (really) a source of misery and are

enjoyed even by swine, dogs and other animals (that feed on ordure).

It is worthy of being devoted to sublime austerities (pursuit of

knowledge) whereby the mind is purified; and from the purity of mind

follows the unending bliss of absorption into the Absolute. Thus

getting a human birth is difficult, thereto yearning for liberation

and most difficult is getting a qualified guru to guide one. These

are got by divine grace only. Sri Sankaracharya points this out.

VC(3).

³rhலப⁴mh thரயேமதth³ேத³வiνkh³ரஹேஹகmh ।
மiνShயthவmh iµiµுthவmh மஹாஷஸmhரய: ॥
Yama, the god of death tells the same thing to his disciple

Nachiketa.KU(1-2-7).

ரவயாபி ப³ஹுபி⁴rhேயா ந லph◌⁴ய: ஶ ◌்’Nhவnhேதாऽபி ப³ஹேவா யmh ந விth³: ।
ஆசrhேயா வkhதா ஶேலாऽshய லph³தா⁴ऽऽசrhேயா jhஞாதா ஶலாiνஶிShட: ॥
That which many people do not have the opportunity to hear; that
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which many people do not understand even after hearing; the teacher

of such a subject is indeed rare; the gainer of this is rare; and

well versed; that who is taught by a realised great soul and thus the

knower of this subject is also very rare.

Therefore, if anyone, who has got all the three gifts of god, fails

to take full advantage of them, such a one is indeed the most

ignorant and unfortunate. Krishna states this clearly in His advice

to Uddhava. BH(11-20-17).

nh’ேத³ஹமாth³யmh ஸுலப⁴mh ஸு³rhலப⁴mh phலவmh ஸுகlhபmh ³கrhணதா⁴ரmh ।
மயாiνேலந நப⁴shவேததmh மாnhப⁴வாph³தி⁴mh ந தேரthஸ ஆthமஹா ॥
Getting the first and foremost requisite, a human body which is like

a strong boat - so difficult to secure, with the guru as the

helmsman, and propelled by Me as a favourable wind - with such means

as these, the man who does not strive to cross the ocean of samsara,

is verily a suicide. It is the guru who has to help the disciple to get rid of his

ignorance.The Guru Gita defines the word guru thus:

³காரசாnhத⁴காேரா  காரshேதஜ உchயேத । அjhஞநkh³ராஸகmh ph³ரம
³ேரவ ந ஸmhஶய: ॥(1-32)

The letter “gu” denotes darkness. The letter “ru” denotes light.

There is no doubt that guru is the very same brahman that dispels

ignorance.

³காரசாnhத⁴காரsh காரshதnhநிேராத⁴kh’th ।
அnhத⁴காரவிநாஶிthவாth ³thயபி⁴தீ⁴யேத ॥ (1-33)

The letter “gu” denotes darkness. The letter “ru” dispels it. Since

the guru dispels darkness (ignorance) he got the name.

Our scriptures accord a very high place to the guru and emphatically

state he is Brahman Itself. The Taittiriya Upanishad commands that

one should venrate the teacher as God.ஆசாrhய ேத³ேவா ப⁴வ । The

popular verse given below confirms this notion.

³rhph³ரமா ³rhவிShiΝ:³rhேத³ேவா மேஹவர: ।
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³ேரவ பரmh ph³ரம தshைம  ³ரேவ நம: ॥
“My guru is Brahma, my guru is Vishnu, my guru is Maheswara - the god

of gods. My guru is verily the Supreme Brahman. Salutations to that

guru.”

The guru invests the disciple with knowledge about himself: thus

creates a new person out of him and in this process he is like Brahma

the creator. The guru holds the disciple’s hand during the learning

process and watches over his progress and nurtures him with tender

care like a mother bird would its chicks. In this way he takes on the

role of Vishnu the sustainer. The guru destroys the disciple’s

ignorance and along with it his imagined limitations and misery. In

this way the guru is like Siva. By taking on all the three roles the

guru is verily the Brahman itself.

In fact “guru” is one of the names of the Lord.³: -
ஸrhவவிth³யாநாmh உபேத³ShTh’thவாth ³: । Vishnu Sahasranama.(209). It

is also one of the names of Siva. Navaratnamala says that Devi

Herself appears as the guru and shows the way to attain the goal.

ேத³ஶிகேபண த³rhஶிதாph◌⁴த³யாmh । One of Sri Lalitha’s names is

³rhதி: । ³ேரவ rhதி: ஶரmh யshயா: ।
தாchசா²விkh³ரஹாmh ேத³வீmh ³பாmh விபா⁴வேய தி³தி நிthயா’த³ேயபி ।
Lalitha Sahasranama (603).

Because of these reasons our tradition insists that one should show

utmost respect to his guru; treat him on a par with God Himself and

never show disrespect to him. In the Taittiriyopanishad we saw the

teacher admonishing the studentஆசrhயேத³ேவா ப⁴வ । Venerate your

acharya as a deity. Krishna teaches this to His disciple Uddhava in

His last message.

ஆசாrhயmh மாmh விஜாநீயாnhநாவமnhேயத கrhசிth ।
ந மrhthய³th³th◌⁴யாஸூேயத ஸrhவேத³வமேயா ³: ॥ BH (11-17-27).
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One should know the teacher to

be My own self and never disregard or look down upon him as a man;

for the teacher is the personification of all gods. He advices Arjuna

also the same thing. BG(4-34).

தth³விth³தி⁴ phரணிபாேதந பphரேநந ேஸவயா ।
உபேத³யnhதி ேத jhஞாநmh jhஞாநிநshதththவத³rhந: ॥
“Know it (superior wisdom) by means of obeisance, exhaustive

questionings and service to the teacher. Knowers who have realised

the truth will impart to you that knowledge.”

One can never repay the debt one owes to the guru. The kindly guru

also does not expect anything from the disciple. The only way in

which the latter can show his gratitude to his guru is by serving him

with dedication. Krishna says this in His advice to Uddhava.

ஶுஷமாண ஆசாrhயmh ஸேதா³பாத நீசவth । BH (11-17-29).The

disciple should always worship the teacher and serve him as a

dedicated servant. The guru is won over by his humility and teaches

the supreme vidya. Sri Sankaracharya advises us to have devotion to

the guru and free ourselves from the grip of this world. (Bhaja

Govindam). (18).³சரmh³ஜ-நிrhப⁴ரப⁴khத:
ஸmhஸார-த³சிராth³ப⁴வ iµkhத: ।
One can also think of another reason for offering worship and service

to the guru. Prahlada talks of nine features that mark devotion to

the Lord. These are:

ரவணmh கீrhதநmh விShே:shமரணmh பாத³ேஸவநmh ।
அrhசநmh வnhத³நmh தா³shயmh ஸkh²யமாthமநிேவத³நmh ॥ BH(7-5-23).

(1)To hear the names, praises and stories of the Lord,

(2) chanting them,

(3) to remember Him as well as His names and stories,

(4) to wait upon Him,

(5) to offer worship,
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(6) offering service to Him,

(7) to dedicate one’s actions to Him,

(8) to cultivate friendship with Him, and

(9) total surrender (of body and belongings) to Him.

It is clear that till one gains knowledge of Self and as a result the term

“worship” takes on a different colour, one has to continue the

worship of the Lord using some representation like an icon or a

picture as most of the people do. In such a case how can one

practise some of the forms listed above such as (1) waiting upon Him,

(2) offering service to Him, (3) to cultivate friendship with Him and

(4) total surrender to Him? The answer is, that with one’s guru being

there as the personification of the Lord one can meaningfully wait

upon him, offer service to him, cultivate friendship and also totally

surrender to him. Arjuna was lucky in that he could have friendship

with Krishna and also surrender to Him at the time of the KurukShetra

war. But one need not consider oneself less lucky as he has his guru

whom he can serve and worship. It is, in all respects same as serving

the Lord Himself.

Sri Sankaracharya says that there is nothing in the three worlds that

can be compared with the guru.

Can one compare one’s guru with the fabled philosopher’s stone that

is said to be capable of converting base metals into gold? No, says

he; because a piece of gold thus obtained by convertion cannot

convert another piece of iron into gold. But the guru blesses the

disciple who had taken refuge in his feet with his own natural state.

In other words the guru not only transforms his disciple into a

knower but also confers on him the capabilty to transform another

into a knower.

th³’Shடாnhேதா ைநவ th³’Shடshth⁴வநஜட²ேர ஸth³³ேராrhjhஞாநதா³:
shபrhஶேசthதthர கlhphய:ஸ நயதி யத³ேஹா shவrhணதாமமஸாரmh ।
ந shபrhஶthவmh ததா²பி தசரணேக³ஸth³³ேராshshவீயஶிShேய
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shவீயmh ஸாmhயmh வித⁴thேத ப⁴வதி நிபமshேதந வா ெலௗகிேகாऽபி ॥
(Shatashloki)

It is like the case of a lamp lit from another lamp. What would be

the difference between the two? The second lamp also can light other

lamps; thus there is no difference at all between them. Kalidasa says

this: phரவrhதிேதா தீ³ப இவ phரதீ³பாth. (Raghuvamsam. 5-37).

From the above facts we derive that if one is blessed with the

guru’s grace, then ipso facto the Lord’s grace follows. Great acharyas

like Sri Vedanta Desika and Sri Sankaracharya who knew this truth

have said that it is enough that they have got their guru’s grace and

so do not worry about getting the Lord’s grace. Tamil saints like

Tirumular have spoken at length on the greatness of the guru and the

need to worship him. Let us see an example of what wise men have to

say about the glory of the teachings of the guru. The sage minister

Shukanasa said this in his advice to the prince Chandrapida.

(Kadambari). There is delightful punning on words in this passage

which one with knowledge of sanskrit will be able to enjoy.ஹரதி
ச ஸகலmh அதிமநமphயnhத⁴காரவ ேதா³ஷஜாதmh

phரேதா³ஷஸமயநிஶாகர இவ । ³பேத³ஶ: phரஶமேஹrhவய: பம
இவ பதேபண ஶிரஜஜாலமமrhவnh
³ணேபண தேத³வ
பணமயதி । ³பேத³ஶச நாம
ஷாண-மகி²ல-மலphராலநம-மஜலmh shநாநmh,

அiνபஜாத-பதாதி³ைவphயமஜரmh vh’th³த⁴thவmh,
அநாேராபித-ேமேதா³ேதா³ஷmh ³கரணmh,அஸுவrhணவிரசநமkh³ராmhயmh

கrhப⁴ரணmh,அதீதjhேயாதிராேலாக:, ேநாth³ேவக³கர: phரஜாக³ர: ।
The teachings of the guru dispel even the densest of darkness

(ignorance) just as the rising moon. Just like the onset of old age

(maturity) converts the darkness of the hair white (whiteness stands

for purity), so also the teachings make the turbulent sense organs
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pure by making them calm. They constitute a bath sans water that

washes away all the (internal) impurities; they confer maturity

(respectfulness) without the grey hair and other such disfigurements

that mark onset of the old age; they make one weighty without the

defect of obesity; they are adornments to the ears not made of

artificial golden ornaments; they illumine without light; they awaken

without disturbing or upsetting one.

Now let us study the verses proper.

॥ ³rhவShடகmh ॥

ஶரmh ஸுபmh ததா² வா கலthரmh யஶசா சிthரmh த⁴நmh ேமlhயmh ।
மநேசnhந லkh³நmh ³ேராரŋhkh◌⁴பth³ேம தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh ॥ 1॥
ஶரmh = the body.ஸுபmh = handsome. ததா² வா = as

also. கலthரmh = the wife (beautiful).யஶ: = fame.

சா சிthரmh = agreeable and pleasing.த⁴நmh =

wealth. ேமlhயmh comparable to Meru the golden mountain .

³ேரா: = guru’s.அŋhkh³பth³ேம = lotus like foot. மந: =
the mind. ந லkh³நmh ேசth³ = if not attached. தத: கிmh? =

then what is the use? தத: கிmh? = then what is the use?

தத: கிmh? = then what is the use? தத: கிmh? = then what

is the use?

Meaning of the verse. One may be blessed with a handsome body,

beautiful wife, great fame and immense wealth. But what is the use of

these things if one’s mind is not attached to the lotus like foot of

the guru?

The implication is that they are of no use. The repetion of the

question “what is the use?” four times stresses the point. The second

line is the same in all the eight verses.

guru8mean.pdf 17



ஸாrhத²³rhவShடகmh

கலthரmh த⁴நmh thரெபௗthராதி³ஸrhவmh kh³’ஹmh பா³nhத⁴வா:ஸrhவேமதth³தி⁴ ஜாதmh
।
மநேசnhந லkh³நmh ³ேராரŋhkh◌⁴பth³ேம தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh ॥ 2॥
கலthரmh = wife. த⁴நmh = wealth. thரெபௗthராதி³ஸrhவmh =

son, grandson and all that. kh³’ஹmh = house.

பா³nhத⁴வா: = relatives.ஸrhவmh ஏதth³தி⁴ ஜாதmh all these that are

available. Second line is same as in verse No. 1.

Meaning of the verse. One may be having wife, wealth, son, grandson,

relatives etc. But what is the use of these things if one’s mind is

not attached to the lotus like foot of the guru?

In the above two verses wife (husband included), children and money

have been mentioned twice. This is because one is strongly attached to

them. Attachment follows desire. Desire is for something one does not

have. One desires to have something because one feels that thing will

give happiness, comfort or security. Such things include wealth,

family, friends, house etc. Having got them one holds on to them.

This is called attachment. The utmost attachment is, of course for

one’s body. Every one wants the body to remain ever young and to last

for ever - knowing very well that this wish is unnatural and so can

never be had. Scriptures talk of three attachments; one towards the

husband/wife, one towards the children and lastly the one towards

wealth. The attachment, when it grows strong and becomes intense

clouds one’s judgement and makes one to act in unpredictable ways.

Prahlada had talked about attachment. He said that it is impossible

for a person who has not got control over his senses to free himself

from the attachment to his home. BH(7-6-9).

ேகா kh³’ேஹஷு மாnh ஸkhதமாthமாநமேதnhth³ய: ।
shேநஹபாைஶrhth³’ைட⁴rhப³th³த⁴iµthஸேஹத விேமாசிmh ॥
The attachment to money, for example, can make one to sacrifice even

one’s life for it. He had given three examples - of a thief, a
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soldier and a merchant.

ேகா nhவrhத²th’Shmh விsh’ேஜth phராேணph◌⁴ேயாऽபி ய ஈphத: । யmh
phthயஸுபி: ◌⁴ phேரShைட²shதshகர: ேஸவேகா வணிkh ॥ BH(7-6 10).

A thief will not hesitate to commit a murder or risk his own life to

get at money. He may try to snatch a gold chain from the neck of a

child and if necessary be ready to strangle the child to take the

chain. For him a golden chain is more valuable than the life of a

child. Next, a solder goes to the battle and stakes his life - only

to earn some money in return. Lastly, a merchant will take many risks

and go to strange and far off places to earn money.

ஷட³ŋhகா³தி³ேவேதா³ iµேக² ஶாshthரவிth³யா கவிthவாதி³ க³th³யmh ஸுபth³யmh
கேராதி ।
மநேசnhந லkh³நmh ³ேராரŋhkh◌⁴பth³ேம தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh ॥ 3॥
ஷட³ŋhகா³தி³ேவத:³ = veda with its six limbs.iµேக² = in the

mouth. ஶாthரவிth³யா as also the scriptural learning.

கவிthவாதி³ = intelligence and other qualitite. க³th³யmh = prose

composition.ஸுபth³யmh well structured. கேராதி = makes.

Second line is same as in verse No. 1.

The vedas have six members.that help in the correct pronunciation and

interpretation of the text. They are:ஶிா = the science of

proper articulation and pronunciation; ச²nhத³sh = the science of

prosody; vhயாகரணmh = grammar; நிkhதmh = etymological

explanation of difficult vedic words; jhேயாதிஷmh = astronomy

and; கlhபmh = ritual or ceremonial.

ஶிாகlhேபா vhயாகரணmh நிkhதmh ச²,nhத³ஸாmh சய: ।
jhேயாதிஷாமயநmh ைசவ ேவதா³ŋhகா³நி ஷேட³வ  ॥
One may have thoroughly studied the vedas and its six branches; be

able to reel off words of learned length and thundering sound from

them and quote from the scriptures extensively. This may greatly

impress an innocent audience and earn him accolades besides money.
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Similarly one may be able to compose great literary pieces - prose or

poetry. But these achievements will not help in gaining knowledge

about the Self. The upanishads very emphatic about this.

நாயமாthமா phரவசேநந லph◌⁴ேயா ந ேமத⁴யா ந ப³ஹுநா ேதந । MU (3-2-3).

The knowledge about the Self can be had only at the feet of the guru.

Till it is got all the learning one carries in his head can only be

termed a burden. Sri Sankaracharya says this clearly.

வாkh³ைவக² ஶph³த³ப⁴ ஶாshthரvhயாkh²யாநெகௗஶலmh ।
ைவ³Shயmh வி³ஷாmh தth³வth³⁴khதேய ந  iµkhதேய ॥
Loud speech consisting of a shower of words, the skill in expounding

the scriptures, and likewise erudition - these may bring in some

money or fame and as a result some joy to the scholar; but they are

of no use in gaining liberation. VC(69).

Bhartruhari also says this in his Vairagaya Satakam. He asks what is

the use of studying vedas, smritis, puranas, extensive shastras or

the maze of ceremonials? They may take us to heaven. One may stay

there for a long time ; but the stay is not permanent . As soon as

one’s stock of merit that has taken him to the place is exhausted he

is flung back to earth to take birth again. MokSha or liberation is

the only thing that will guarantee escape from rebirth.

கிmh ேவைத:³shmh’திபி: ◌⁴ ராணபட²ைந: ஶாshthரஈrhமஹாவிshதைர:
shவrhக³kh³ராமநிவாஸப²லைத:³ கrhமkhயாவிph◌⁴ரைம: ।
iµkhthையகmh ப⁴வ:³கபா⁴ரரசநாவிth◌⁴வmhஸகாலாநலmh
shவாthமாநnhத³பத³phரேவஶகலநmh ேஶைஷrhவணிkh³vh’thதிபி:◌⁴ ॥
Meaning of the verse. One might have thoroughly studied the vedas

with its six limbs, mastered the scriptures and be able to compose

wonderful poetry and prose pieces. But what is the use of these

things if one’s mind is not attached to the lotus like foot of the

guru?
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விேத³ேஶஷு மாnhய:shவேத³ேஶஷு த⁴nhய:ஸதா³சாரvh’thேதஷு மthேதா ந சாnhய:
।
மநேசnhந லkh³நmh ³ேராரŋhkh◌⁴பth³ேம தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh ॥ 4॥
விேத³ேஶஷு = in the foreign countries. மாnhய: =
respected.shவேத³ேஶஷு = in his own country. த⁴nhய: =
wealthy, fortunate.ஸதா³சாரvh’thேதஷு = in the virtual or moral

conducts or in observing traditional observances. மthத: =
proud or arrogant. ந ச அnhய: = none like him. Second line is

same as in verse No. 1.

One may be honoured in other countries and also be respected in his

own country. He may be virtuous and follow the prescribed duties as

per custom. But they cannot help in gaining the knowledge of the

Self. Works prescribed by the scriptures when properly done lead to

the purification of the mind. Knowledge can be had only by enquiry

under the guidance of the guru. Sri Sankaracharya says: VC(11)

சிthதshய ஶுth³த⁴ேய கrhம ந வshபலph³த⁴ேய ।
வshth³தி⁴rhவிசாேரண ந கிசிthகrhமேகாபி: ◌⁴ ॥
Meaning of the verse. One may be respected in his own country as well

as in other countries. He may also be known to be a follower of

duties as prescribed by tradition. But what is the use of these

things if one’s mind is not attached to the lotus like foot of the

guru?

மாமNhட³ேல ⁴ப⁴பாலvh’nhைத:³ஸதா³ ேஸவிதmh யshய பாதா³ரவிnhத³mh ।
மநேசnhந லkh³நmh ³ேராரŋhkh◌⁴பth³ேம தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh ॥ 5॥
மாமNhட³ேல = in this great globe/earth. ⁴ப⁴பாலvh’nhைத:³ =
by many kings and rulers.ஸதா³ ேஸவிதmh = always served,

attended. யshய பாதா³ரவிnhத³mh = whose lotus like foot. Second line

same as in verse No.1.

One may be very great and exalted. Kings may wait at his feet. But

wise men do not attach any importance to such a person if he carries
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only a crown and not knowledge of Self on his head. Sri Vedanta

Desika refers to kings who are puffed up with pride with contempt in

his Vairagya panchakam. He says a king never rules over the entire

world but only a small portion of it. But even this is enough to make

him proud. Sri Desika says he does not care for them but is

determined to worship the Lord who, in return for a handful of

pounded rice, made Kuchela rich as Kubera himself.

ோணீேகாணஶதாmhஶ-பாலந-கலா³rhவாரக³rhவாநல-
ுph◌⁴யthுth³ரநேரnhth³ர சாரசநா த⁴nhயாnh ந மnhயாமேஹ ।
ேத³வmh ேஸவிேமவ நிசிiνமேஹ ேயாऽெஸௗ த³யா: ரா
தா³நாiµShiµேச ேசலiµநேய த³thேத shம விthேதஶதாmh ॥
Bhartruhari says the same thing in his Vairagya Satakam. This verse

is addressed by a yati or sanyasi (one who has renounced the world)

to a king. The yati speaks of the vanity of the king’s possessions,

and declares that a yati is greater than a king. The reason is that a

king may be rich in wealth but the yati is rich in wisdom aquired at

the feet of his preceptor.

thவmh ராஜா வயமphபாத³phரjhஞாபி⁴மாேநாnhநதா:
kh²யாதshthவmh விப⁴ைவrhயஶாmh கவேயா தி³ு phரதnhவnhதி ந: ।
இthத²mh மாநத⁴நாதி³ரiµப⁴ேயாரphயாவேயாரnhதரmh
யth³யshமாஸு பராŋhiµேகா²ऽ வயமphேயகாnhதேதா நி:shph’ஹா: ॥
The yati says that if the king chooses to be cold towards him, he too

is perfectly indifferent towards the king!

Meaning of the verse. One may be very powerful and kings may wait at

his feet. But what is the use of these things if one’s mind is not

attached to the lotus like foot of the guru?

யேஶா ேம க³தmh தி³ு தா³நphரதாபாjhஜக³th³வsh ஸrhவmh கேர யthphரஸாதா³th ।
மநேசnhந லkh³நmh ³ேராரŋhkh◌⁴பth³ேம தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh ॥ 6॥
ேம யஶ: = my fame. தா³நphரதாபாth = by the glory of the

gifts. தி³ு = in all directions. க³தmh = gone or is spread.
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யth phரஸாதா³th = by whose favour or condescension.ஸrhவmh
ஜக³thவsh = all the things in this world.கேர = in hand.

Second line as in verse No. 1.

The same idea as in the previous couple of verses is restated for emphasis.

Meaning of the verse. One may claim that by his charities and gifts

his fame has spread in all directions and nothing in this world is

not obtainable by him. But what is the use of these things if one’s

mind is not attached to the lotus like foot of the guru?

So far the poet has been talking of a person who has attachment to

wealth, home, family, fame etc. In the next two verses he says that

what is said is equally applicable to one who claims to have shed

such attachments.

ந ேபா⁴ேக³ ந ேயாேக³ ந வா வாராெஜௗ ந காnhதாiµேக²ைநவ விthேதஷு சிthதmh ।
மநேசnhந லkh³நmh ³ேராரŋhkh◌⁴பth³ேம தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh ॥ 7॥
சிthதmh = (my) mind (is) ந ேபா⁴ேக³ = is not in enjoying

sensuory pleasures.ந வா வாராெஜௗ =not in either horses or in

being a king. ந காnhதாiµேக² = not in (looking at) my wife’s face;

(ie)., not having attachment to wife, child, and other members of the

family.ைநவ விthேதஷு = never in wealth. Even if one makes such

a claim; which implies that he has got detachment, what is the use of

this if one’s mind is not attached to the lotus like foot of the guru?

Meaning of the verse. Even if one has developed intense aversion to

worldly possessions and relations, such a detachment is of no use if

one’s mind is not attached to the lotus like foot of the guru?

அரNhேய ந வா shவshய ேக³ேஹ ந காrhேய ந ேத³ேஹ மேநா வrhதேத ேம thவநrhkh◌⁴ேய
।
மநேசnhந லkh³நmh ³ேராரŋhkh◌⁴பth³ேம தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh தத: கிmh ॥ 8॥
ேம மந: = my mind. ந வrhதேத = does not dwell on.

அரNhேய = (living in the) forest or வா shவshய ேக³ேஹ = (living

in) my own house. ந காrhேய = not in indulging in prescribed
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activities.ந ேத³ேஹ = or my body.  அநrhkh◌⁴ேய = not to

invaluable or priceless things. Second line as in verse No.1.

Meaning of the verse. Even if one claims that his mind is not

attached to forests, or house, or his own body or even wealth such a

detachment is of no use if one’s mind is not attached to the lotus

like foot of the guru?

Now the poet concludes after mentioning the ப²லதி: or
benefit of reciting the poem. They are stated so that one will

develop deep interest in studying the poem, mull over the contents

and in due course accept and act on them (ie.) develop devotion to

his guru. This devotion will, in due course bear fruit.

³ேராரShடகmh ய: பேட²thNhயேத³ யதிrh⁴பதிrhph³ரமசா ச ேக³ ।
லேப⁴th³வாசிதாrhத²mh பத³mh ph³ரமஸmhjhஞmh ³ேராkhதவாkhேய மேநா யshய
லkh³நmh ॥ 9॥
³ேரா:அShடகmh = the composition consisting of eight verses on the

guru. Nhயேத³ = one who has done meritotious deeds. ய:
பேட²th = if he reads. யதி: be he a sanyasi (ascetic).
⁴பதி: = a king. ph³ரமசா = a student studying under a

teacher. ச ேக³ = or a householder. He willலேப⁴th =

get. வாசிதாrhத²mh = desired goal. ph³ரமஸmhjhஞmh பத³mh =

the status known as brahman.³khதவாkhேய = in the teachings of

the guru. யshய = whose.மந: = mind.லkh³நmh = is

attached.

Meaning of the verse. Any one whose mind dwells on the teaching’s of

his guru, be he a king or an ascetic or a bachelor who is studying or

a householder reads these verses regularly he will, by the grace of

his guru, get his wishes fulfilled in this world and also attain the

highest goal known as mokSha.

CONCLUSION. The human birth is rare. One gets it after many inferior

births as birds, animals, insects etc. Such inferior births are meant
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solely for reaping the consequence of their past deeds. One who has

got such a birth cannot make any conscious effort to gain spiritual

progress. Only the one who has been blessed with a human birth has

the discrimination to distinguish between what is good for him and

what is not; what is temporary and what is permanent. Having found

this, he alone (not the animals, insects or birds) can set his goal

and make efforts to get at it. In this the Lord has been very kind to

give us scriptures that discuss about the goals. He has also sent us

many acharyas who, out of immense mercy, talked at great length on

this subject and answered every possible question one may have. It is

up to us to study them and make the best of the precious human life.

If we were to miss the chance we cannot say with certainty what our

next birth will be. The Kenopanishad (2-5) says that if one fails to

make a sincere attempt to attain the goal of life he makes a grave

error. The loss is inestimable.

இஹ ேசத³ேவதீ³த³த²ஸthயமshதி ந ேசதி³ஹாேவதீ³nhமஹதீ விநSh: ।
Thus the only way to make our life meaningful (that is to avoid

sorrow and miseries) is to pursue the spiritual path in this life

itself with the guidance of a guru. One has to hold on to his

teachings with absolute faith and serve him sincerely knowing

he is the very personification of the Lord.

॥ ௐ தthஸth ॥
Written and encoded by N. Balasubramanian bbalu at satyam.net.in
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