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The Diverse Paths to Realizing Brahman
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“The cell is the triumphal example of this solution (matter us. consciousness). It has an outer
membrane to protect the intricate structures within and complex metabolic pathways that process outside
material into internal structure. At the centre of this complex system sits a carefully coded DNA molecule,
or a family of them, the director of the cellular activity. Such cells now dominate the earth. All competitors
have been sweft aside by their phenomenal success. With the emergence of the cell, We have what fits
our standard conception of life — a self-maintaining, self-replicating, energy using system.’

The emergence of conscious intelligence, as one aspect of the living matter, must be seen against
the biological evolution in general.

(Church land, Paul, M. Matter and consciousness, Ch. 7, p. 192, Revised Edition, A Bradford Book,
The MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, London, 2013)
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The Diverse Paths to Realizing Brahman
Professor (Dr.) Ramaprasad Bandopadhyay

Every individual's spiritual path is unique. Even within the same broader tradition, each person advances
on their own path. Having resources and inspiration from a common spiritual trend, individuals gradually
advance in their own spiritual field. During this journey, elements emerge from two sources: the individual's
inner world and the external world. Not all practitioners of the same tradition follow a fixed pattern. This is
equally true in the Shakta (worshippers of the divine feminine) tradition. The pattern of two Shakta
practitioners is not identical. While there is a fundamental unity in their practices, there is also significant
diversity. The same applies to the Vedantic tradition. The core belief of two Vedantic practitioners may be
identical, but the intensity and depth of their realization maydiffer. Thus, variations in spiritual practice are
inevitable.

The pursuit of the formless and attribute-less Brahman (the ultimate reality) depends on the individual's
level of consciousness. If the seeker possesses awakened consciousness, they can realize Brahman as the
supreme intelligence (Prajnana), existence-consciousness-blessing (Sat-Chit-Ananda). Otherwise, the
contemplation and realization of Brahman take on a different form or level. The spiritual journey
towardsBrahman is therefore dependent on the seeker's level of consciousness. Here, also, the stages and
ways of practice are decided by individual uniqueness. This fact applies to all other spiritual paths as well.
Every individual's spiritual path is different, and because the path is unique, spiritual practice depends on
the individual. Spiritual practice is not carried out organizationally or collectively; it is inherently personal.
The role of an organization or group is different. It is the individual who must attain the results of spiritual
practice. Organizations or communities can provide supportive strength and companionship. They must
take initiatives to ensure the individual's efforts remain unobstructed. The efforts of a group or community
are primarily focused on creating a conducive environment or adding interest. Organizations can take various
forms-these can exist at the social or national levels. All organizations at the societal level play a highly
significant role.In the Ramayana, we see how the state fulfils its duty. The great sage Vishwamitra approaches
King Dasharatha and requests that the king entrust his eldest son, Shri Ramachandra, into his care.

With his son, the mighty and valorous Ram,
The heroic one with crow-black hair, the eldest,
May he be given to me. (Ramayana, 1/19/8.,9)

In Vedic yajnas (sacrificial rituals), when all the preparations weredone, and the stage of offering
oblations into the sacred fire arrived, powerful demons appeared and disruptedeverything. They threw raw
meat, blood, and excrement into the fire and the altar from the sky, preventing the yajna from being
completed.When Sage Vishwamitra approached King Dasharatha, to request Rama for just ten nights, he
informed the king that although the sages could destroy these evil forces using their spiritual powers,
they did not wish to do so. It was the duty of the king to take responsibility. In reality, Sage Vishwamitra
possessed divine weapons tokill the demons. He entrusted these weapons, along with their sacred mantras,
to Rama. In his first fights, Rama killed the demon Tataka using his own weapons. In further battles, he
used the weapons given by Vishwamitra. Rama learnt how to draw and wield these weapons from
Vishwamitra. In his conflicts with Ravana, Kumbhakarna, Indrajit, and other mighty and fortunate demons,
Rama made considerable use of these holy weapons.

The duty of a king or state is to create an environment conducive to an individual's spiritual pursuit.
In modern times, most states have become secular, and as a result, they are neither interested nor inclined
to facilitate inner spiritual growth. On the other hand, the state refrains from intervening much in an
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individual's personal world. However, for a spiritual aspirant, opposing forces have now gathered within
society and the marketplace. The knot in the social system has become visibly commercial, driven by
transactions. Commerce has engulfed human life, influencing relationships. Calculations of give-and-take
now permeate all aspects of life and relationships. Relationships are shaped by demands and exchanges.
This reality exists everywhere. The pursuit of self-interest-whether by individuals or institutions-forms the
foundation of connections. Relationships are woven based on whether interests are fulfilled and protected,
and all of this depends on individual support.

Spiritual practice is an individual's treasure; hence, one must decide whether to allow commerce, which
demands cooperation in every aspect of life, to infiltrate the spiritual domain as well. This choice depends
on one's inner disposition. One must understand what one truly seeks. If worldly desires remain among
one's priorities, reliance on external forces arises, giving commerce its foothold. For someone who seeks
only God, all other distractions fade. Grand ambitions-establishing oneself, fulfilling personal desires, or
achieving recognition-become meaningless to such an individual. As long as worldly aspirations persist-
no matter what form they take-God remains distant. Walking hand-in-hand with worldly pursuits can yield
fame, success, and great ventures, but the realization of the Supreme (Brahman) remains elusive and
speculative.

One must introspect and identify what they truly seek. Sage Vishwamitra told King Dasharatha that
neither Dasharatha nor his vast army of soldiers, elephants, and chariots were capable of subduing the
demons. Only Rama could accomplish this task, for the demons were destined to be slain by Rama's hand.
The fifteen-year-old youthful Rama alone was far more capable than the king and his massive army because
he is none other than Rama-the one who is as tender as a fresh blade of grass. Rama's awakening is essential.
The awakening of Rama within one's innermost heart prepares the aspirant for the open path of spiritual
practice and the attainment of Brahman.

""Hand over your eldest son, Ramachandra, who is as mighty as a lion, the embodiment of truth, and
unparalleled in beauty,'—this is the demand of Sage Vishwamitra. The reason behind this request is that
powerful demons are creating severe disturbances and atrocities in the sages' penance and sacrificial rites
(yajnas) in the forest hermitages. Demons like Tataka, Maricha, and Subahu are disrupting the sacrificial
rituals just as they are about to be completed. They are showering blood, flesh, and filth upon the sacrificial
fires, thereby defiling the yajnas. Although the sages could have dealt with these demons using their own
spiritual powers, the matter falls under the jurisdiction of the king. Hence, they approach King Dasharatha.

Despite having pledged to fulfil any wish of Sage Vishwamitra, King Dasharatha becomes hesitant.
Ram is only fifteen years old and has no experience of battle. The king firmly believes that it would be
impossible for Ram to confront and defeat the mighty demons. Therefore, Dasharatha pleads for an
alternative and offers to go himself, accompanied by his vast army and other forces, to annihilate the demons.

Vishwamitra, however, insists that only Ram can accomplish this task; it is impossible for anyone else.
He becomes annoyed and displeased with the king's hesitation. Eventually, with the intervention and
assurance of Sage Vashistha, King Dasharatha agrees to send Ram. Ram and his brother Lakshmana then
accompany Vishwamitra into the forest.

After visiting various hermitages and traveling along the path, Ram begins his demon-slaying mission,
starting with the ferocious Tataka. One after another, Ram and Lakshmana defeat and destroy the demons,
freeing the sages' hermitages from fear.Vishwamitra's hermitage is called Siddhashrama, a place of great
spiritual significance. It is said that Lord Vishnu Himself performed penance here for thousands of years.
In His incarnation as Vamana (the dwarf), He undertook prolonged penance in this very place. Sage
Vishwamitra's hermitage, therefore, holds immense sanctity.However, the demons were oppressing and
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obstructing the sage's penance and sacrificial rites, which is why Vishwamitra sought Ram's assistance.

The Steps of Sadhana :

The first stage of sadhana (spiritual practice) is selection or choice. The more accurate and sincere the
selection, the smoother and more fulfilling the path of sadhana will become.The second stage of sadhana
is contemplation. This stage proceeds along the chosen path. It establishes the individual within the flow
of contemplative union (manan yoga). It is an inner process of the individual.The third stage of sadhana
is devotion (anurag). A person full of devotion not only creates an inner environment but also an external
atmosphere. As devotion deepens, it turns the chosen path into the sole focus.The fourth and final stage
of sadhana is surrender (samarpan). In surrender, the seeker's or devotee's journey comes to completion.
After this, the seeker no longer colors their existence with individuality. Gradually, the flame of distinctness
fades away, ultimately dissolving completely into full extinction or absorption.

The First Stage of Sadhana: Choice or Selection :

The nature of one's spiritual path or life of sadhana depends on this initial stage of selection. Individuals
belonging to different philosophical schools make this choice based on their respective beliefs. Followers
of Shakta, Vaishnava, Vedanta, Shaiva, and other traditions select their path according to their own doctrines.
This selection process has various dimensions and aspects, such as choosing between the saguna (with
form) or nirguna (formless) concept of God, or something else entirely.

Those who desire God in their lives have already passed this initial stage of selection. For the seeker,
questions like whether God exists or not, and if He does, in what form He exists, are irrelevant. The seeker
desires God and has dedicated their choice to Him. However, this initial choice carries both careful
deliberation and elements of carelessness. One who has chosen God may not yet consider Him their sole
focus. Except in rare cases, this choice does not become truly meaningful, as seeking God often remains
symbolic.

In most cases, alongside the desire for God, there remain other desires-worldly achievements such as
wealth, power, fame, and reputation. Subtle aspirations also linger, such as feeding one's ego through the
establishment of certain names or symbols. There is also the inclination to align one's preferences or
ambitions with acts of service, sacrifice, or self-denial.In this stage of selection, the ego plays a dual role-
it can either support the process or act as an obstacle.

The first role of the ego's supportive function lies in active participation in selection. At this stage,
selection becomes essential for the individual because their spiritual thirst gains the support and
collaboration of the ego. Consequently, the choice aligns with the individual's values, nature, and
preferences. That is, the path chosen and its ultimate goal, based on values, nature, and preferences, aids
in the individual's spiritual awakening. For instance, someone with a Vaishnavite upbringing and disposition
may find Vedanta unsuitable.

When the ego's radiance is involved in the selection process, the individual gradually moves towards
the correct choice through judgment and analysis. Values can be easily recognized through the light of the
ego. These values are reflected in the individual's character and behaviour and are often quite prominent.
There are two kinds of influences of values: long-term or permanent influence and short-term or temporary
influence. Permanent influences are manifested in an individual's character traits, while temporary influences
are reflected in their behaviour. At times, behaviour aligns with character, but sometimes it does not.

Behaviour that aligns with character is eternal and rooted in the individual's inherent truth of existence.
On the other hand, behaviour that contradicts character is short-lived. Non-characteristic behaviour is often
imposed and, in some cases, reflects the individual's distracted thoughts. When an individual regulates
and presents their behaviour with a specific goal in mind, influenced by external circumstances or situations,
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that behaviour becomes artificial.

Natural behaviour aligns with one's character. For example, a fundamentally good and honest person
may commit a wrongful act under momentary temptation. This instance illustrates an artificial behaviour
where the individual suppresses their inherent character traits and prioritizes temporary gain or benefit.
Consequently, the individual becomes entangled in a web of artificiality, making escape difficult. To return
to their true aspirations, the individual must now exert considerable effort and meditation.

The selection of the sadhana path and its goal is a long-term process. Therefore, it is essential to
discover it through a path that aligns with one's character and conduct. Even when traditions (samskaras)
are reviewed, several dimensions of this process are revealed. However, this is not the place for an elaborate
discussion. Our responsibility is to understand the fundamental tendencies of tradition and the essential
traits of character and, on that basis, complete the selection process.

The methods discussed so far are logical approaches. Step by step, they help ensure that the selection
aligns with the individual's traditions, taste, and character. However, this is not always the case. While this
method is suitable in most situations, it may not apply universally. Selection can also occur spontaneously.
Sometimes, through one's natural wisdom or the awakening of latent devotion within, the choice is made
in a moment. Even in a completely unique and unconventional life, the path of spiritual aspiration
(adhyatmikabhipsa) may suddenly crystallize in the mind. It is along this path that the individual awakens
their eternal wisdom or amplifies the flow of dormant devotion. This sudden or spontaneous awakening is
a result of divine grace (bhagavatikripa).

Regardless of the method of selection, the next stage that begins immediately after is the stage of
contemplation (manan).

The Second Phase of Sadhana : Contemplation

One who seeks only God in life, yearns for the realization of Brahman, and is eager to serve the divine,
must pass through the phase of contemplation. Whether one follows the path of knowledge (jnana), devotion
(bhakti), or yoga, contemplation is essential. Some describe the phase of sadhana as a battle - the battlefield
of spiritual practice. Others call it the gradual descent of divine grace. Some view it as the rise and movement
of dormant spiritual energy (chaitanyashakti) along the sushumna path, ultimately leading to the sahasrara.
Others perceive it as a heavenly atmosphere where one becomes an eternal servant of the divine.

Struggle is inevitable in the phase of sadhana. The Upanishads reveal a unique method:

"Taking the bow of the Upanishadic great weapon,

Place upon it an arrow sharpened through meditation.

Draw it back with a mind absorbed in the essence of That,

And strike the target, which is the Imperishable, O gentle soul."
(Mundaka Upanishad 2.2.3)

[Using the great mantra of the Upanishads as a mighty weapon, one must constantly sharpen the
arrow of meditation. With the mind directed towards divine essence, focus must remain unwavering upon
the imperishable Brahman.]

Immediately afterward, the Upanishad emphasizes contemplation once again:

"The sacred syllable Om is the bow,
The self is the arrow, and Brahman is the target.
With unwavering attention,
One must strike the target and become one with it,
like an arrow merging with its mark."
(Mundaka Upanishad 2.2.4)
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[Om is the bow, the self is the arrow, and Brahman is the target. Only through unwavering and devoted
meditation can one reach and touch the divine.]

Contemplation is the weapon through which the realization of Brahman is achieved by deep, continuous
meditation. This is a struggle because the practice of contemplation demands intense effort from the seeker.
The struggle occurs both within the inner world and the outer environment. At every stage of this struggle,
personal impressions (samskaras) and surrounding conditions influence the seeker. The declaration "the
target is set" does not guarantee that the goal is truly fixed. Once the target is genuinely determined, the
spiritual awakening process begins immediately.

The concentration required to set the target demands prolonged preparation. Arjuna's unwavering focus
during his famous arrow shot is a fitting example. The ability to strike the target requires absolute absorption
- this is known as "sharavattanmaya" (becoming one with the arrow). The gaze must remain so fixed on the
target that it does not waver elsewhere.

One who sets Brahman as the ultimate goal of life must become absorbed in the essence of Brahman.
Constant contemplation of Brahman transforms the atmosphere of the mind. Overcoming the mind's natural
inertia, it gradually radiates with the light of consciousness. The seeker's determination solidifies as the
mind aligns itself with spiritual awakening and conduct.

Eventually, the mind becomes adept in the realization and pursuit of Brahman. Not only does the mind
foster the essence of Brahman, but it grows and develops by taking refuge in that essence. This is the
phase of contemplation. In this stage of contemplation, the seeker gradually perceives Brahman as the
ultimate and only truth. In the brilliance and sharpness of contemplation, the mind desires nothing else.
The mind is now directed towards Brahman, towards the divine.

Riding the chariot of devotion, carrying knowledge like grass in hand, the mind is now engaged in
struggle. This struggle in the process of contemplation ends in wholeness. It does not merely begin with
struggle and end with it. There was a battle, there is still a battle - a battle with one's inert nature, a battle
with opposing tendencies and influences, a battle between the divine part of the mind and its material part.
But the outcome lies not in the battle itself, but in harmony - where knowledge and devotion become one.
In the intensity and sharpness of contemplation, the distinction between paths fades. At that point, all
paths merge into Him. Knowledge, devotion, and yoga join hands and proceed in search of Brahman, in
pursuit of the divine.

To keep contemplation alive, to make it intense and sharp, some path is necessary. Regardless of which
path we choose, ultimately contemplation itself becomes the chariot of that path. This chariot does not
stop after initiating the process but gradually deepens and intensifies contemplation. Contemplation becomes
profound. Despite all external obstacles to the mind, contemplation remains.

Contemplation depends not only on the individual but also, in many cases, on the environment. Both
the inner environment of the individual and the external environment influence the process of contemplation.
What we think, do, say, where we are, how we are, and the condition of others - all of these manifests and
stir the outer layers of the mind. Through contemplation, the spiritual gateway of the individual gradually
opens. Contemplation is like a staircase to the roof. Climbing the stairs of contemplation builds a connection
with Him, and gradually this connection becomes inseparable.The devotee then sees only the beloved
deity and engages in their service. The wise bathe in the radiant knowledge of Brahman, while the yogi
remains immersed in the essence of the Supreme Brahman. Contemplation strengthens and smooths this
journey.
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