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Purushārthas
Understanding Human Life's Purpose

“What is the point?” “Why am I doing this?” Answer: “To support
my family.” “To pay the bills.” “Because I have to.” Your answers
seem valid, they even make sense. But the questions continue to
gnaw at your soul and the answers feel like one hollow excuse after
another. If you have reached this point, take a deep breath for you
are about to embark on the toughest and most rewarding journey of
your life.

For those of you on this path, you already know this is the road less
travelled but the only one worth travelling. Luckily, the Vedic sages
saw us eventually stumbling on this path and provided us with a
compass. I am fortunate to have been given this compass by my
teacher Āchārya Shunya,who comes from a long lineage of Vedic
gurus (teachers) herself. She handed this compass to me when I was
drifting through a dark patch, and in the spirit of a true guru,
Āchārya Shunya shed light to help me along my path. We have
never met, and yet I could sense her confidence in my capabilities
from afar. There is no better gift.

The compass I have been referring to is an internal one and it is
called Purushārtha (purush = human, ārtha = goal, purpose.)
Purushārtha literally translates to our “life purpose.” The four
“directions” are: Dharma (righteousness, duty), Ārtha (acquisition
of material wealth), Kāma (desire) and Moksha (liberation). Upon
reading these definitions, it is quite natural to denote moksha as the
kingpin (the North pole, so to speak) and place ārtha and kāma at
the bottom of the list. However, in today’s context it is important
that we fully understand the meaning of all four principles.
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Let us start with moksha. Our ultimate goal as spiritual beings is to attain moksha from this redundant
cycle of birth and death. We are aching to free ourselves from our karmic debt, say goodbye and
sublimate into an ethereal space. However, taken too literally, we lose sight of the subtle meaning of
moksha and some might wrongly interpret it as abandonment of the material world. Abandonment only
occurs to those who feel bound and attached tobegin with. In its true essence, moksha is what Nelson
Mandela experienced in the confines of prison and how Helen Keller chose to boldly live her life despite
lack of senses. To the undiscriminating eye they are bound. However, these brave souls understood that
no body, sense or set of four walls could confine them. The majority of us are miserable because we are
under the illusion that we are bound by finite objects like four walls. But how can the soul, which is
infinite, be bound? How can that which is free of time and space be entrapped by it? Shattering this
illusion is what moksha is all about. Moksha is not about abandoning your confines; it is about living
within the confines with the knowledge that you, the Ātman, are free. Confines can seem to come in
many different forms – take for example our responsibilities as parent, teacher, student, caretaker etc.,
which can seem like a burden at times. However, these roles are our life’s gifts, duties and therefore our
dharma. Our duties have been bestowed on us for a reason and all we can do is honor them with integrity.

So what is dharma? We have ‘n’ number of duties as student, boss, parent, daughter, teacher, etc. Think
of each of these duties as roles weare meant to play in an epic drama. To fulfill our dharma, we must not
only satisfy the requirements of each role assigned to us in this life, but also use our discernment to
prioritize our actions relative to the current circumstances. For example, a person may be both a student
and a son. When he is in class the first priority is to act as a student, but if he gets a call that his father is
sick then his dharma as a son is to set studying aside and go attend to his duties toward his father. Women
in the workplace often face this conflict between their roles as parent vs. employee. Often we get so
caught up in these roles that we forget who we really are. But when you are in the middle of a nervous
breakdown because you can’t take it anymore, remember that “You are me and I am you.” When I serve
you, I serve myself. I owe explanations to none other than the Self. Be grateful for getting each role the
way a struggling actor in NYC would be for getting a break. But more importantly, remember that it is
only a role. Remember that it too is temporary so don’t get too attached. The true actor within is a free
agent.

The last two Purushārthas (ārtha and kāma) deserve special
attention because they receive a lot of negative rep. However,they
are essential to our being human (earthly beings).

Ārtha (acquisition of material wealth) is important if we want the
basics - food, clothing, shelter. Acquiring or wanting wealth is not
wrong or sinful. If we truly are children of abundance, it is natural
to be drawn towards it. However, we live in a world with con-men
and corrupt politicians who have over-exposed us to artha’s
abused aspect. So naturally, we are afraid of following the herd of
money-driven individuals. Then again, whoever said money can’t
buy happiness was lying too. It can buy happiness! But the
disclaimer here is that it is a temporary state of happiness. Giving
yourself the essentials like nutritious food and a roof over your
head simply means that you are honoring this life and living it
well. Why then are we so afraid of seeking pleasure from objects?

To help us deal with this question, let us understand kāma. Kāma
is debatably the most controversial and misunderstood of all the
four Purushārthas. The most common interpretation of kāma is
desire, sexual pleasure and sense fulfillment. However, it becomes
controversial because one must “desire” moksha in order to attain
liberation as well.  So now let us make friends with kāma. In its
most overused sense, we seek pleasure frommaterial objects.
However, it is not the object itself that gives us pleasure because
the same object may not give pleasure to everyone – my lactose
intolerant cousin feels very differently about ice cream than I do!

It is the temporary state of bliss we feel aftergratifying a desire
that we are after.  We would continue chasing after it if we
weren’t so tired of the ups and downs that come with things like
getting a house, then losing it; losing weight, then gaining it;
making a friend, then saying goodbye. We are tired of the
temporary nature of these moments of bliss and we are now in the
pursuit of something more permanent, a bliss that’s not going
anywhere, one that feels like everything and nothing at the same
time.

So let us not fear kāma, let us embrace
the part of ourself that was once
addicted to something or someone,
because now we know what temporary
bliss feels like. We only want that high
when we are at our lowest low – when
we associate our inner Self with our
outer self (that is constantly changing
based on our roles). If you are as tired
of the temporary highs andlows as I am
then embrace your kāma (desire) for
moksha (freedom) and make it the
moral compass that guides your ārtha
(material acquisition) and drives your
dharma (duty) towards a
moremeaningful and purposeful life.

“So let us not fear kāma, let us
embrace the part of our self that was

once addicted to something or
someone, because now we know what

temporary bliss feels like.”

Ms. Gayatri Guhanarayan came to her teacher with questions on this topic and then wrote this
article based on Āchārya Shunya’s responses and teachings on a variety of Satsangha dates.
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Bade Bābā was born in 1872 in Ayodhyā, a city where, despite the strong Mogul influence in other parts of
Northern India at the time, the Vedic spiritual ethos was still intact. The Hindi language, Hindu religious
symbols, Sanskrit and Sanskritized culture were still alive. Ayodhyā was an active pilgrimage city for
Hindus from Rig Vedic times and the birthplace of Lord Rāma.

An interesting episode attached to Bade Bābā’s birth is the fact that while his mother was in labor, many
cows (and there are thousands of holy cows in Ayodhyā who roam free) arrived at the gate of the house as
if walking to a pilgrimage. With single-minded focus, they sat there peacefully, as if collected for some
auspicious assembly. There were more than three dozen cows gathered, enough for the neighbors to get
curious and talk and gaze in awe. A rumor spread that Kanaha (Krishna) was arriving shortly.

Since cows are honored, the women in the family began making offerings to them and ritually asking for
their blessings for an easy labor for Bade Bābā’s mother. Soon the buzz, crowd and commotion were
considerable.

As soon as news of Bade Bābā’s happy and easy arrival was conveyed outside to the gathering of neighbors
and sacred animals, the cows almost in one movement stood up. Their job of blessing complete, they
walked along their way, once again crisscrossing the narrow lanes of the ancient city of Ayodhyā, never to
return in this manner to the home again.

A cow adorned with flower
garlands, haldi and kumkum

duringa pūjā

Even today you can observe women in
traditional Indian households performing pūjā

in reverence of the family cows.

At birth, Bade Bābā was reported as a super content and smiling infant with sharp features and bright eyes,
that seemed to shine with an inner glow. Hence his grandfather, after checking with a priest, named him
‘Surjan’, literally meaning 'the divine one'.

Surjan grew up to become Shānti Prakash (Light of Peace) after Surjan’s Upanāyanam at age 11. At the
Upanāyanam, the family Purohit (priest) announced that Shānti Prakash would follow the guidance of his
new name in this loka and beyond.

This story has been adapted from Āchārya Shunya’s book, Vedika’s Sādhu Lineage.  

Lineage Story
Bade Bābā’s Unique Blessing at Birth
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anekajanmasamprāpta karmabandhavidāhine
ātmajñānapradānena tasmai śrī gurave namaḥ

“My reverential salutations to that
Guru, who, by impartingSelf-

knowledge, has burned away the very
bondage of karma from my prior

births, which would have otherwise
carried onto my next lifetime.”
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anekajanmasamprāpta karmabandhavidāhineātmajñānapradānena tasmai śrī gurave namaḥ

By the mandate of my teacher, Āchārya Shunya, I will be sharing a special part of the curriculum of the
Gurukula – the topic of Vinay.  From ancient times, the Gurukula has had its own distinct patterns of
cultural behaviors, called Vinay, which frame a proper approach to engaging with the shāstra (sacred texts),
the teacher and the kula (spiritual family) itself. These speci�c customs, mores and behaviors of our
Gurukula tradition help new students orient to the culture of a modern Vedic Kula. In thoughts, words and
deeds we are changing the habits that keep us in moha (confusion), and moving towards Ātmabodha
(knowledge of Self).  Vinaya is a gateway to shraddhā (faith), and shraddhā (in shāstra and guru) gives access
to jñānam (knowledge). Understanding Vinaya is as pertinent to those of us who have been here for 8 years
as it is for those of us who have recently joined the Gurukula.  

The literal translation of  Vinay is humility/humbleness. Practically, Vinay refers to all aspects of the way in
which we operate within a Gurukula – from the way we walk in, to our interactions with each other, to our
interactions with our teacher. To show humility is to show respect. Ultimately, Vinay is a re�ection ofour
own respect for this path, and our internal commitment to Self knowledge.

Why might we want to approach our lineage with humbleness? When we mindfully cultivate an attitude of
respect for another, we change the quality of the mind – we soften and open like a �ower. This energetic
quality of the mind (sattva) allows us to become open to receiving knowledge.

Rather than creating a block of resistance (tamas) or
competitiveness with the teacher (rajas), when we
endeavor to cultivate Vinay, we provide ourselves with an
opportunity to learn. The rishis and sages of Advaita
Vedānta were masters of the mind, dedicated to
understanding the ways in which the human mind interacts
and engages with theworld. Vinay is the first step to
moving beyond our limiting mind engagements to more
easily come to a state of awareness, which allows us to
truly know our Self.

VINAY REFERS TO ALL ASPECTS OF THE WAY
IN WHICH WE OPERATEWITHIN A GURUKULA –

FROM THE WAY WE WALK IN, TO OUR
INTERACTIONS WITH EACHOTHER, TO OUR

INTERACTIONS WITH OUR TEACHER.

This column will become an ongoing resource to explore this rich topic of Vinay – from explanations
to common cultural etiquette requirements, to more detailed teachings on tapasya, daily dharma,
etc. Please read, contemplate and share your experiences and questions –together we benefit from our
combined mananam.

Vinaya is practiced in our thoughts, our speech, and our actions.

We approach and sit with our teacher with respect. We listen first. The entire Vedic tradition is
called Shruti – because it is based upon being HEARD.  The literal meaning of Upanishad comes
from upa (near) + nishaddha (sit down/below the feet of the master). So our whole tradition is based
upon sitting below and hearing the teacher. This is not because the teacher needs an ego boost – rather,
it is because the student needs an ego balancing. Looking up to a teacher physically directs us to a
more still and open posture, conducive to learning and listening.  

We do not show the soles of our feet to our teacher. In many cultures, showing the soles of one’s
feet is a sign of disrespect. In a Vedic Gurukula, it is even more important that we follow the teacher’s
footsteps rather than showing them our footsteps. We perform the Pāda Pūjā at the beginning of each
class to acknowledge this: “Ah! My teacher has already walked that path, I want to learn how to walk
that path (to Ātmabodha) too, so I’m going to follow in their footsteps.” We show our respectful
intention not only through ceremony, but also in the way that we sit and learn from our teacher.  So if
you do have to stretch out your legs, it’s fine, but cover them with a blanket, etc.  

We treat our fellow students with respect and communicate with respect.  We do not gossip.  As a
kula we are committed to creating an environment in which we can all be vulnerable and able to grow
towards Self knowledge. We want to create an environment in which we are safe to process these
changes that we committed to making for our own development. So thoughts may come up,
experiences may come up – our minds may create stories and we may have a lot of confusing thoughts
that arise, but we have a personal responsibility to mindfully control our speech (vāktapas) and
actions.  As we take responsibility for our thoughts, speech and actions, we allow ourselves to grow
and allow others to feel safe to grow in the gurukula.  

Aparna Amy Lewis is being personally groomed by Āchārya Shunya ji
to teach Vedika Gurukula's Vinay curriculum.

Vinay
Introduction to This New Recurring Column
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What are Vāsanās and where do they come from?

Every action we take, word we speak, object perceived by our senses, or thought we have leaves an
imprint on our mind, called a vāsanā. Once an imprint is made, it is easier to do, say, feel or think that
same thing again. If we desire something, the more we pine for it, the stronger that desire becomes.
Each time we act according to the impulse of a vāsanā we strengthen it. Our tendencies in behavior,
thought and desire are an amalgamation of these imprints, and these vāsanās travel with us from
lifetime to lifetime, embedded in the mind.

Suffering occurs when the pursuit of purushārthas (the legitimate human goals of pleasure,
productivity, nobleness and Self-knowledge) becomes a pathological obsession due to deep-rooted
vāsanās. We experience the power of a vāsanā once our quest for physical comfort, or professional
success, or even knowledge of spiritual texts becomes so powerful that it clouds our perception of
reality and distracts us from our deepest purpose of becoming free from spiritual ignorance.
Day-to-day life is commonly dominated by these inflated desires, and they are what stand in the way
of connection with our own Self that is eternally healthy, blissful, powerful.

The Vedas say there are three types of vāsanās that exist in every human and impede spiritual growth.
These teachings are scattered throughout the Vedas, and it takes a teacher to point out the references,
connect the dots, and shed the light of meaning on the written words.

In kāma vāsanā the mind identifies the Self
with the body. For example, if a person
physically goes to the temple and takes the
prasād without any devotion, they still come
home thinking the job of worship is done.
Likewise, when the body goes to visit one’s
aging parents without an attitude of
gratefulness and service, they come home
thinking their debt to parents is paid. Under
kāma vāsanā’s control, the body’s simple
presence is all that a person thinks is required
to meet responsibilities.

The body can also become the criteria for our
judgments of people. We inflict damage on
others because of the color of their skin,
physical deformities, height, weight, age, etc.
Similarly, we hold on to the damage others
inflict on us because of our physical
appearance and make it part of our identity.
Both are equally a kind of kāma vāsanā. The
one inflicting the damage is ignorant and
consumed by the body, and the ‘victim’ who
goes on engaging and identifying with that
ignorance is still acting on an obsession at
the physical level. All racism, sexism, agism,
etc. that equates people’s value with their
body description is rooted in the ignorance of
kāma vāsanā.

Loka vāsanā
The second vāsanā is loka vāsanā. This
refers to the ignorant way in which we view

the world. The words, thoughts and actions
of people around us take on exaggerated
importance.We struggle to gain the world’s
approval for our thoughts and actions at the
expense of following our own inner voice.
Where kāma vāsanā kept us occupied at the
body level, loka vāsanā traps us at the mind
level.

According to dharma, we should respect and
listen to our parents, spouse, children, etc.
Yet there is a limit to the healthy
accountability we show to the people in our
lives and the effort we expend to bring
harmony to our relationships. Unchecked,
this urge can become pathological and grow
into a vāsanā that makes us a slave to the
expectationsof others and making us bend
over backwards for their approval.

It is right for us to churn out creativity, gain
power, accept credit, and earn degrees – all
generally valued things in society.This is the
ārtha purushārtha that comes naturally when
we put our talents and capabilities to work in
the world. But as we pursue ārtha, we should
ask ourselves if we are getting promotions,
becoming rich, living in a certain
neighborhood, or gaining credentials in a
desperate attempt to gain outside approval.
There is no freedom while constantly anxious
that we are succeeding by others’ standards.

While our deepest spiritual self may be urging us to follow our own path, it is loka vāsanā that keeps
us walking in the steps of others. When some years ago Āchārya Shunya took a decision to stop
earning money from her work in Āyurveda, she encountered a mixture of disapproval and approval
from well-meaning souls around her. She describes her Self-attuned attitude while following her inner
message thus:

“I just had to politely say, ‘Here I am alone. This is my leap of faith and I will live it.’ […] And that
leap took me many places. Good and bad, hard and soft. But that’s my leap. And I dared to take it.
[…] Whatwas more important for me was to listen to my inner message and know, ‘Is this an
impulsive message? ‘ or, ‘It is time.’ So therefore your Self awaits you when you disengage.” (Vedic
Spiritual Studies Satsangha, February 20, 2014.)

Where kāma vāsanā kept us occupied at the body
level, loka vāsanā traps us at the mind level.

Shāstra vāsanā
The third vāsanā is shāstra vāsanā. This vāsanā relates to an ignorant relationship with shāstra
(scriptural knowledge). It is quite interesting to see that the Veda itself is a shāstra, and still it is
cautioning us not to get overly obsessed with its words. The Veda clearly states that if we are studying
for the thrill of the intellect but not living by the message, then we are not coming any closer to Truth.
Only when we have listened closely to the teacher and practiced the teachings in our personal world,
will we experience the Self.

Many students in āshrams and schools across the world are suffering from shāstra vāsanā. Many have
become obsessed with voracious reading and arguing intellectual points. People everywhere are
ignoring the message of One-ness taught by religions. Instead many are loving the book more than
living the message and thereby ignorantly creating hostility and friction where it was never intended
to be.

For thousands of years the words of the Veda were not even written, but now the book is separate
from the teacher so some students may feel the teacher is optional. This is ignorance because the
granthas (scriptural texts) will not come awake without a teacher as a guide. A certain amount of
humbleness is required to be a student who can sit and receive embodied knowledge from the teacher.
Shāstra vāsanā prevents this transmission by blocking the necessary humility of the student with
inflated spiritual ego. 

ReducingVāsanās through Observation
There is nothing we can do to remove the vāsanās stored
within us, nor can we change an action that strengthens a
negative vāsanā once it has taken place. However, there is a
small window of opportunity between the two where we can
redirect ourselves and that is at the thought level. The
practice is to vigilantly observe our thoughts and impulses
while asking ourselves, “Is this coming from a vāsanā?”
When we see that a vāsanā is about to take over, we can
choose to change the tide of suffering by replacing the
thought or choosing a different action that is informed by
knowledge of eternal principles of Truth rather than
unchecked obsessions and compulsions.

As Āchārya Shunya taught in the February 20, 2014 Vedic
Spiritual Studies Satsangha, “The best way to be free from
the vāsanās is to recognizeyou have them… This recognition
is important because once you know if one […] or all three
have played a role, and you know [the nature of] them, the
next time they start directing your behavior, you have a right
to say ‘No.’ You are the Self, you are not the mind where the
vāsanās live. The best freedom is knowledge. This is jñāna

The content of this article comes from Āchārya Shunya’s Vedic Spiritual Studies Satsangha teachings
on February 20th, March 6th, March20th, and April 3rd, 2014. Her student Ishani Naidu has tried to
compile the essence of these teachings out of inexpressible gratitude for this paradigm-shifting
wisdom, and any errors here are the writer’s own.

Vāsanās
The Karmic Seeds Impeding Our Spiritual Path
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Āchārya Shunya has begun the systematic study of Sri Adi Shankarāchārya’s TattvaBodhah. Her
teachings on the first verse as taught on August 7th, August21st, and September 4th, 2014 have been

compiled in this article by her student Vidya Deepa Gupta.

Scripture Highlight
Tattva Bodhah selection onThe Four-Fold Student Quali�cations
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This magazine is a sevā offering created by Sadasya members for the benefit of the entire
Sadasya kula. There are many ways you too can gift your words and insights to the rest

of your conscious community. Ifyou are interested in writing an article on a topic
covered in a recent Satsangha, sharing your personal reflections on how this knowledge
is changing your life, editing stories from our lineage, or transcribing selected teachings

from recordings, please contact Ishani, magazine Editor, ishani@vedikaglobal.org.

Sevite Team

VOL. 2 ISSUE 1

Ishani Naidu .......... Editor
Aarti Chandnani .......... Layout Design
Fiana Anderson .......... Content Editor
Ananta Ripa Ajmera .......... Content Editor
Aparna Amy Lewis .......... Contributing Writer
Vidya Deepa Gupta .......... Contributing Writer
Gayatri Guhanarayan .......... Contributing Writer
Girija Nicole Matthiesen .......... Photo Archiving

A Note on Sanskrit Spellings
Sanskrit words have been transliterated from the original Devanagari
using a blend of phonetic spellings and diacritical marks. We have tried to
use a format that will allow a reader who may not be very familiar with
technical standardized Sanskrit transliteration to read the articles
naturally and intuitively understand a close approximation of the
pronunciation of the words.
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anitya : ephemeral, non-eternal
ārtha : material wealth
ātmabodha : experience of the Self
ātman : the Self
Brahman : the One Universal Consciousness that is both experiencing and manifesting all of creation
as the innermost reality; the underlying spiritual reality
dama : sense control
deha vāsanā : obsession with the body – both its appearance and its comfort  and concern for its
continuity (manifested as fear of death)
dharma : righteousness, duty, noble values
dukha : sorrow
Granthas : spiritual texts from which teachers unfold knowledge of the Self for students (also known
as shāstra)
jagat : the objective phenomenal, outer  world (as opposed to samsāra which is the subjective inner
world, a creation of the mind)
jñānam : knowledge of the Self  
jñāna yoga : path to knowing the Self through study of Vedānta scriptures (specificallyUpanishads)
kāma : pleasure, desire
kāma vāsanā : the obsessive pursuit of sensorial pleasures
mananam  : contemplation, the second step of learning from Guru in Vedic tradition
kula : spiritual family
loka vāsanā : giving excessive importance to the outside world for material achievements,
accomplishments, approval and to define one’s self-worth and sense of identity
moha : existential confusion
moksha : spiritual freedom
mumukshutvam : desire to know the truth of Self and God
nitya : eternal
Pāda Pūjā : worshipping of the Guru’s feet, symbolizes reverence for the path the teacher has walked
to reach the Self
purushārtha : the legitimate human 4-fold goals of pleasure, productivity, virtue, and acquisition of
Self-knowledge
rajas : energizing/agitating quality of mind
samādhānam: concentration, steady focus of the mind
sādhanā : voluntary dedicated discipline to reach self-determined spiritual goals
sampradāya : spiritual lineage imparting knowledge of the Self
satsangha : gathering of students to hear spiritual discourses from a spiritual teacher
sattva : quality of the mind manifesting inner clarity, harmony, inner intelligence
sevā : selfless service
shama : act of self controlling one's mind for sādhanā
shāstra : sacred texts revealing Self
shāstra vāsanā : an obsessive relationship with shāstra defined by an ego-driven intellectual drive to
gather intellectual knowledge; rather than actually living as per the precepts of the texts  (as
expounded by a Vedic Guru and Vedānta); It leads to one becoming a scholar (only) and possessing
the “ego” of scholarliness
shraddhā : faith, a functional openness in our minds, allowing us to receive new teachings from the
shāstra and guru
shruti : Highest knowledge of the Veda communicated via speech transmission of the guru (sound);
Vedic wisdom is meant to be taught through an oral tradition of speech from master (guru) to disciple
(shishya)
sukha : pleasure, happiness in the material world
svadharma : our duties based on our karmic placement in life  
tamas : quality of inertia/resistance in the mind
titikshā : sādhanā indicating deliberate endurance of opposites, tolerance of cold and hot, pleasure
and pain, etc.
Upanishad : section of the Vedas imparting Advaita Vedānta, literally translates to “sitting at the feet
of a master”
uparamah : our duties based on our karmic placement in life
uparati : accepting what comes in life as part of the cosmological order
vāktapas : sādhanā of self-controlled speech
vāsanā : hidden desires, wants and traits borne from an imprint on the mind created by our actions,
thoughts and perceptions in the past
vinaya : literally humility or humbleness, also the behavior and attitude the student mindfully
cultivates toward the teacher
virāgah : discrimination between what is eternal and non-eternal and letting go of all mind-based
value judgments, taking what we encountered in life objectively since we know it to be temporary
vishishta dharma : duties specific to a role we are performing in the cosmological order (such as
wife, father, teacher, etc.)
vivekah : sādhanā of discrimination between real and unreal, eternal and non-eternal
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