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Introduction

About This Book

Explanation of the Title

People often become dissatisfied with their lives, for all sorts of reasons. The reasons are irrelevant as far as this book is concerned (although, interestingly, many spiritual teachers will claim that they are very relevant, and they will devote most of their efforts to addressing them). The point is that, because of these reasons, people start to think about the meaning and possible purpose of their lives. Of course, they do this because they are looking for some relief, end of suffering, happiness etc. The precise way in which they rationalize this is not relevant. They want a way forward which offers some promise of fulfilment.

Unless such a person has been brought up in a religious environment, with their family and maybe even friends believing in a god or gods, they are unlikely to look to organized religion to provide their direction. Instead, probably by searching the internet, they will look at alternative offerings. In this way, they are likely to become a ‘seeker.’

Probably the most frequently encountered way in which popular approaches talk about this process is as looking for (and hopefully finding) your true or real Self. Thus, the person may be described as ‘seeking the Self.’ Hence the title: ‘Self Seeking.’ Unfortunately, it does seem to be the case that lots of so-called spiritual teachers see this as a great opportunity to make lots of money at the expense of these gullible seekers. Thinking of it in this way, we might imagine the book to be more appropriately titled: ‘Self-seeking.’ The hyphen signifies a world of difference!

The intention was that this book would highlight those topics which are often misrepresented by some teachers and books, and examine all of the things a seeker should consider when looking for a teacher. The book would then conveniently split into two: 1) Teachers — what to look for and what to avoid; 2) Topics often misunderstood (by teachers as well as seekers).

Unfortunately, it became obvious before I completed both aspects that combining the two would make the book too long — probably approaching 200,000 words, when the publisher’s guideline was an absolute maximum of 80,000. Accordingly, there will now be two books — one for the teacher aspects and one for the topics. This is the ‘How to find a teacher’ book, otherwise known as ‘Beware of Teachers’!

The Mining Metaphor

Searching for the truth is rather like trying to find gold, or other rare metals. It is certainly possible simply to stumble upon a nugget whilst looking for something else entirely. One can also waste years sifting through silt on the bed of a stream, only occasionally finding a few particles of value. And then there is the ‘fool’s gold’ of pyrites or iron sulfide, which may superficially resemble gold but is of zero value.

It is especially appropriate for Advaita, which is the metaphorical gold to be sought and sifted from the ore of the Vedas. As will be explained below, the larger portion of the Vedas relate to the actions — rules and rituals — to be followed by the seeker. These certainly promote a worthy lifestyle, respectful and sympathetic to others, and presumably give some sense of achievement and virtue to the performer. Since they also help to prepare the mind for the real task, they are certainly not without any value. But they are the mineral content only; there is no elemental gold here.

When someone decides to embark upon a spiritual search, trying to find the ‘meaning of life’ (however they might phrase this), they do not usually know where to look and certainly do not have the tools to undertake the extraction of gold from ore themselves. They probably do not even know quite what they are looking for, in which case they are reliant upon the ‘stumbling’ technique.

Slightly more aware seekers may know that gold can be found by panning, and they will visit satsang teachers whom they have been led to believe are productive streams. If they are lucky, they may even come across the occasional fragment, but not enough to assemble into a meaningful understanding.

It is likely that such a prospector will be aware that there are proven mining techniques, through which pure gold can be extracted from the ore. But they also realize that this requires special tools and techniques, as well as lots of scientific knowledge. Few wish to commit to the long-term studies that this will require; they want results now.

If they do investigate further, they will learn that the raw ores are the ancient Vedantic scriptures and the tools used are knowledge of Sanskrit and the traditional ways of interpreting and explaining the text. Gaining these skills for oneself is an almost impossible task. It would take many years of total devotion and this option is simply unavailable to most.

Consequently, the most reliable method — the one most likely to provide the results one is after — is to find a teacher who is proficient in the proven skills, who can use the methodology that has been shown to work; who can read the traditional texts in the language in which they were written and interpret them for someone who is ignorant of the messages contained in them. Such teachers are unfortunately rare, and one may have to travel unfeasibly large distances to find one. Since the traditional approach requires that one attend talks regularly for many years, this method requires implicit trust and total commitment — something usually lacking in new seekers. Reading books and listening to recorded talks is therefore the only way open to most.

If it were the case that the seeker had to do something, then the task would be much easier. In the ‘panning for gold’ metaphor, instructions could be given for finding the most likely stream, how to make a ‘pan’ and so on. But, as will be seen, discovering the truth is not about ‘doing’ anything. The ‘truth’ is already the case; it is not something that we bring about. Our present situation is one of ignorance about our real nature and the only way to remove ignorance is to input knowledge.

The classic metaphor is the one about the lady who thought she had lost her necklace. She thought that it must have fallen off at her friend’s house, from which she had just come. Accordingly, she returned there and asked the friend if she had found it. The friend pointed out that it was still around the lady’s neck, having slipped down beneath her dress. The question is: did the lady need to go the friend’s house in order to find the necklace? The answer is that the lady did not realize that she still had the necklace and needed to be told this by the friend. Similarly, we do not realize that we are already ‘perfect,’ ‘complete’ and ‘eternal’ and this has to be pointed out and explained by the teacher.

The ways in which teachers attempt to point this out vary significantly and will be examined in detail later. There is a natural tendency to assume that all modern teachers are fully acquainted with the historical method and, having the benefit of modern science and technology, are able to bypass outdated and religion-oriented approaches and go straight to the bottom line. But actually, modern teachers are in no better position than ancient teachers when it comes to Advaita. We all apparently live in the world and see it as separate from ourselves. And the fact of the matter is that, even when we have realized the truth, this situation remains unchanged! The difference lies in the knowledge we have of what is actually the case, beyond the appearance. Simply telling someone that reality is non-dual makes no difference whatsoever. We have to approach the truth gradually, with deep understanding, not wishful thinking!

One final point regarding this mining metaphor. I will be promoting traditional over modern teaching throughout this book but traditional, too, is not immune from being confusing or misleading. If one thinks of the Vedas as being crude ore, the Upaniṣads, Bhagavad Gītā and Brahmasūtras have to be thought of as refined ore. These, too, have to be ‘processed’ by a skilled and qualified teacher in order to extract the pure gold of Advaita teaching. One can even consider that there are varying levels of purity here — increasing carat counts! It may even be true to say that there is no teacher who can deliver 24 carats! All are necessarily affected by the brilliance or not of their own teacher and the extent to which they themselves have overcome their own pre-realization conditioning.

But, in the presence of a qualified teacher, it is most likely to be your own qualifications that determine the outcome. If your mind is not prepared, you are very likely to reject even the purest gold.

The Dangers!

The prospectors of the Californian Gold Rush of the 1850s were presumably subjected to various scams by the unscrupulous. I am no historian, but I would guess that some were sold deeds to land known to be devoid of gold. And maybe they were sold fool’s gold, in the belief that they would be made rich. Wherever there is a demand, one is certain to find people prepared to offer a supply of false or substandard product in exchange for profit. Such is the world we have always lived in.

The parallel is clear. There will always be seekers of truth. Some (probably very few these days!) may be prepared to give up their day-to-day lives and become monks so that they can learn from a teacher over many years. But most will only be prepared to buy a book or two (and maybe even read them!) or travel a short distance to attend an occasional satsang. They might delude themselves that, as soon as they start to see some positive effect, they will extend their commitment.

Since the advent of the internet, anyone is able to make themselves aware of the situation regarding such people. They can see how popular the various means have become and may just be tempted to take advantage of one or other in order to make some money. Cynical, this may be but, with even the best intentions, this signals a serious danger for seekers.

The qualifications for a good teacher are many and stringent. It has to be said that there are very few of those writing books or holding meetings today who have them all. (I do not, for a start!) Yet books sell and ‘silent residentials’ etc. are held, and well-attended. Lots of money changes hands along with, no doubt, some provocative ideas. But, I am confident in saying, some of these ‘teachers’ are not ‘enlightened,’ and maybe even do not know exactly what that means.

Regarding reading books, one immediately interesting point to note from perusing Amazon is that those titles containing the word ‘Advaita’ and giving the impression of being ‘serious’ do not usually have a large number of reviews. even where those are all 5*. It is those books with provocative, ‘self-help-oriented’ titles which catch the attention and clearly draw the readers. People want a quick and easy solution to life’s problems. Not to escape life but to convert misery into happiness and start to enjoy life. They do not want to have to study dry scriptures or listen to what might be thought of as ‘preaching.’ I hope I haven’t lost you already!

My Qualifications for Writing This Book

This section reproduces an article that I wrote nearly 10 years ago for my publishers’ magazine (it was never published for some reason!).

Dreaming of God

A philosophically-inclined wit once inquired into the difference between having God speak to one in a dream and dreaming about God. This metaphysical query is the basis of this article on Mind-Body-Spirit books in general and my own writing in particular.

Let’s assume for a moment that I am a ‘successful’ author (by which I mean that I have written books that are acknowledged as ‘worthy’ rather than that I have made much money from the pursuit!). There are effectively two elements to this success:


	being able to write, and

	being knowledgeable about the subject-matter of the books.



If I am deemed to have achieved those accomplishments, what were the principal factors?

Writing Ability

Three elements have influenced this: a deprived childhood, an enquiring mind and a good education. By ‘deprived’ here, I mean ‘socially deprived.’ There were no other children of my age in the neighborhood. I had to provide my own entertainment. This was mainly achieved by reading around three books per week from the library throughout most of my childhood and adolescence. Mostly SF, I concede, but I also graduated to some traditional and modern classics as well as a little nonfiction. This had the effect of developing a wide vocabulary (I always looked up new words in the dictionary) and an appreciation of how to put those words together in an interesting and informative manner.

This academic style of leisure activity both supported and enhanced my education and my attitude to it, so that I gained a scholarship to a prestigious school. There, I was obliged to study Latin. Although I did not at all appreciate it at the time, this provided an understanding of the underlying structure of words and the importance of correct grammar.

On leaving university, having spent the previous 10 years specializing in Chemistry, I got a job as a computer programmer. Some years later, I discovered that I had a hitherto unrealized skill for explaining difficult concepts, when I was asked to write a manual to explain the functioning of the software in a complex telecommunications system. Provided that I could fully understand the intricacies myself, I found that I was able to break things down into their fundamental elements and document this knowledge in such a way as to educate others. But, in order to reach that stage, I had to sit down with the authors of the software and get them to explain to me all of the interactions and functions until I understood everything for myself. This was an absolute requirement!

Knowledge of Subject

I also have my education to blame for this aspect, to some degree. Since it was an all-male school, in addition to the woeful social skills that I had gathered earlier, my ability to interact with the alien female of the species was virtually non-existent. This shortcoming significantly helped to bring about my general dissatisfaction with life and engendered an interest in philosophy and matters spiritual, to try to fathom some meaning and purpose.

I floundered for some years in the mass of miscellaneous material available before I finally became aware of Advaita. Again, it took some years even to find out what exactly this was about, since there was (and still is to some extent, in the West) a dearth of books on the subject.

Having decided that I sincerely wanted to understand this teaching, I soon discovered that there is actually only one process for achieving this. Ṥaṅkara, who is the principal historical teacher of Advaita and responsible for making it more generally available in around the eighth century CE, states it as follows: Listen to the teaching (from someone who is qualified to give it); ask questions to remove all doubts; dwell on what you have learned until it is completely assimilated. [Note that these stages are called śravaṇa, manana, and nididhyāsana respectively in Sanskrit.]

This poses an immediate problem: how does one find a ‘suitably qualified’ teacher? Such a person has to know the scriptures inside out, understand Sanskrit, and (most importantly) be able to explain it to a ‘suitably qualified’ seeker. This level of knowledge is really only available to someone who has studied for a long time with another, already-qualified teacher. I have received emails from seekers all over the world asking if I can recommend a good teacher in their area. I am rarely able to oblige. [This book is, in fact, an attempt to answer their question comprehensively!] If you live in India, there is no problem. If you live in one of the major cities of the civilized world, there is a possibility. Others have only two choices: relocate or resort to reading and the internet, as I had to do.

Experience and Knowledge

Writing about ‘spiritual’ matters is fraught with language problems. Many authors in the MBS category are presumably attempting to communicate their ‘experiences’ of whatever topic they write about. I say ‘presumably’ because I freely admit that I have not read any of those books that claim to use extrasensory means of acquiring information, whether from angels or crystals or any other source. This is not because I believe such books are entirely fictional. But, even if they are based on what the writer believes to be fact, it is simply not possible to communicate experience in an unambiguous manner. Experience is ultimately ineffable; only masters of fiction write about it with any degree of success.

To some degree, even ‘objective’ data suffer from these problems. After all, unless we are talking about the axiomatic or mathematically defined, even physical ‘facts’ are observer dependent or relative to the frame of reference. Attributes of objects depend upon the nature and acuity of the senses that perceive them, as well as on the individual’s prior knowledge and experience. Thus it is that anyone attempting to describe or teach a system of philosophy needs to tread very carefully, as it were, when they speak or write.

I actually began my first book, The Book of One (Ref. 84), in a similar spirit to that with which I had approached the Technical Manual; I wanted to reach that level of understanding with respect to the teaching of Advaita. And the process was the same — read extensively, ask lots of questions of others more knowledgeable than me. I began in relative ignorance but acquired more and more understanding as I continued. I often encountered views that were mistaken but, over time, the correct views were reinforced by constant repetition from different sources and the erroneous ideas were discarded. There was the constant need to be alert to the dangers, cross-referencing every new source against previously read material, looking for reinforcing or contradictory views, and always exercising doubt and reason to question and validate new information.

The vast amount of research I conducted on Book of One enabled me subsequently to write Back to the Truth (Ref. 467), since I had collected hundreds of excellent references from other sources. This process has been the cornerstone of all of my books. A-U-M: Awakening to Reality (Ref. 379) is an exposition of a book I had read some 25 years earlier. I recognized its importance at the time but was quite unable to understand it, or to find anyone who could explain it to me. In researching it, I acquired virtually every book (in English) that had been written, including several that had extremely low print runs in India. And I listened to hundreds of hours of talks from acknowledged experts. The annotated bibliography in the book runs to 34 pages.

Without such background research, discovering the truth from those who already know it, it is impossible to write books such as these in other than a cynical manner. Of course, there are those who are perfectly aware that what they write is little better than fiction, but their livelihood depends upon persuading others through their books and lectures. Some may genuinely delude themselves also but there will always be complete charlatans in any field.

The advice I would give to any seeker-of-truth, whether via a proven path such as Traditional Advaita or via some of the more recent, questionable paths is as follows. Only accept and give credence to books that provide knowledge that seems to be authentic, and which include lots of references that can be checked. Such books must also not be contrary to reason and need to provide convincing arguments if they are to change one’s views. If a book is constantly saying ‘this is what I have found,’ ‘I believe,’ ‘it has been my experience’ etc. — by all means read it (if you must) but take all that is said with a large pinch of salt and look for a book that does not rely on such tactics. Remember the premise of this article: Experience equips one to write fiction; knowledge equips one to write nonfiction.

Background to Seeking and Advaita

Why Seek the Self, and Why Advaita?

This is another article, previously only published in Ref. 531.

If you are reading this book, I suggest that there is a high probability that you are not happy! It is an undeniable fact that the majority of people today are dissatisfied with what they perceive as being a mediocre existence. They may feel that they are limited by an unattractive and illness-prone body or by a mind that is imperfectly educated and unable to make intellectual leaps of understanding. There are very many things that we want — objects, partners, lifestyle, jobs etc. — but few that we seem to be able to obtain. (And, even when we do obtain them, their rewards are invariably ephemeral.) Western society relies upon the media advertising all of these things, and thereby continually reinforcing the desires. Being repeatedly frustrated by this materialistic lifestyle, it should be hardly surprising that many turn towards the spiritual in the hope that this might bring about peace and a durable happiness.

The problem is that all ‘paths’ and ‘systems’ can only promise you a future happiness, so that we need to have some sort of reassurance that the commitment of our time and effort will prove worthwhile. Unfortunately, the majority of the ‘new age’ techniques bring with them no reassurance at all. Frequently, these systems are quite contrary to reason and often rely upon putting one’s belief into something that is totally unbelievable. Cynically, one might think that the only reason that there are several books upon a particular topic is that the later authors realized after the first book that there was money to be made out of a gullible public.

A ‘spiritual seeker’ might be defined as the person who has realized that the attaining of ‘things’ does not, in fact, bring about lasting happiness. All it does is trigger the beginning of the next desire. This is what leads people to seek the magical, the fantastical that will shatter our mundane existence once and for all. Whether this be foretelling our future through tea leaves or crystals, or communicating with aliens or angels hardly matters; our minds make the leap from the worldly to the unknowable, other world where we are promised something that will truly satisfy.

But of course it doesn’t, because such worlds are not only unknowable but also imaginary. The fact that this cannot be proven to be so allows such ideas to exist but makes no difference to the outcome. Desiring the illusory is even less satisfying than obtaining the desirable.

We need to think about what it is that we really want and then refine our desires; evolving from wanting mere gross objects to the desire to discover our own nature and that of reality itself. It is discovered that our desires develop from the gross to the more refined. There is a natural and a necessary progression involved here. We begin with wanting simply things in the outside world (of course these may be people or situations etc.). Then we realize that it is not the things themselves that we want but the happiness that we believe they will bring. The objects are many but the happiness is actually only one. Moreover, there usually comes a time when the object ceases to give happiness and you want to get rid of it!

The next step follows logically from the previous. The fact that things do not always give happiness means that the happiness is not actually in the object but in our self. It is never anywhere else! And it is this fact that deserves serious investigation. The suggestion is that happiness is our natural state and that this is revealed whenever a desire is removed (e.g., when we obtain something that we want and the desire for it goes away). Clearly, since we do not experience happiness all the time, this natural state must somehow be covered over. So the next startling realization is that nothing I can do could ever obtain happiness for me (since I cannot choose whether or not to have desires). Indeed, it seems that most of the things that I do bring unhappiness! Instead, what has to happen is that I must come to know this natural state, i.e., my true self. This true self is not something to be obtained but something I have to know. Accordingly, the penultimate refinement of my desires is from wanting to find my Self to wanting Self-knowledge.

And thus we come to Advaita. Advaita is a proven teaching methodology to give me knowledge of my Self. The knowledge is contained in the scriptures called the Upanishads, which were written down thousands of years ago, having previously been passed down by word of mouth from the ancient rishis. Since they were necessarily in fairly dense form, and written in Sanskrit, they need to be interpreted and explained by someone who both knows the Self and is familiar with the techniques, stories and metaphors used to unfold these scriptures. These techniques have themselves been passed down from guru to disciple in a structured manner. Accordingly, the last refinement is from wanting knowledge, to wanting to hear these scriptures explained by a qualified teacher.

So, what does Advaita actually say? Very briefly, we presently experience ourselves as separate persons in a universe of objects. Despite this seeming duality, according to Advaita, reality is actually non-dual. This non-dual reality is called Brahman. As a matter of fact we do feel ourselves to be other than our body or mind. Advaita calls our essential self, which is beyond body and mind, the Atman. And the fundamental message of the Upanishads is that this Atman is Brahman.

[Important note: whenever I use the word ‘Brahman’ on its own in this way, I am referring to the non-dual reality, called ‘nirguṇa Brahman’ — Brahman ‘devoid of qualities.’ If I want to talk about the Brahman that apparently creates and governs the world, called ‘saguṇa Brahman’ — Brahman with qualities — I will use the word Īśvara. There is, of course, only ‘Brahman’ — the differentiation is only for the sake of teaching.]

There is an oft-quoted sentence which is said to summarize Advaita. This is:

brahma satyam, jaganmithyā, jīvo brahmaiva nāparaḥ (this is the Romanized equivalent of that Sanskrit sentence). Translated, it means: “Brahman is the reality; the world is not in itself real; the individual self is not different from Brahman.” And the purpose of the teaching is simply to bring about this realization.

Unlike religions and most other spiritual systems, you are not asked to set aside reason and accept the unprovable as truth. On the contrary, you are encouraged to question everything until all doubts are satisfied. The only ‘practices’ you are expected to follow are those which promote self-control of mind and senses so that discrimination may operate in a still mind. Thereafter, it is simply a matter of listening or reading, clarifying confusion and reflecting until there is ‘enlightenment.’

Advaita

[Note that some of the material in this section appeared in the earlier book Back to the Truth. It is simply a very brief explanation of what Advaita is in case any reader should be unfamiliar with the term.]

The literal meaning of the word ‘religion’ is ‘to bind back’ (from the Latin re-ligare); i.e., to return to the reality of our true nature. All religions have the same objective and, though most will deny this, the same truth. Reality itself cannot be spoken of, however (that would necessitate that we, doing the speaking, would have to stand outside of reality), and herein lies the ultimate problem and the root of all contention between the different teachings.

Philosophy is the secular approach that uses reason and logic to look for meaning in our lives and to explore the nature of reality. It does this without reliance upon faith in something that initially lies outside of reason. Nevertheless, the aim of both religion and philosophy is one, as Swami Nikhilananda has pointed out: “The goal of philosophy may be Truth, and the goal of religion, God; but in the final experience God and Truth are one and the same Reality.” (Ref. 193)

Advaita is both a philosophy and a religion in the original meaning of the word. It is one of the few teachings that provide what is effectively a graded approach that is suitable for practically everyone, excluding only those who will not listen. For those who do not yet have the driving desire to discover the ‘meaning of life,’ there are preliminary practices intended to prepare the mind and promote the right attitudes. Whatever the nature or circumstances of the individual, there is a strategy to suit. Note, however, that only knowledge will take you all the way. Supposed ‘paths’ such as Karma Yoga and Bhakti Yoga etc. cannot themselves give enlightenment. Only knowledge can do this.

The teaching strategy of Advaita uses a number of models or metaphors. The novice spiritual aspirant is initially taught that the grossest level or approach represents the true situation. As her understanding grows, however, this provisional story is shown to be untrue and a new picture, which is more subtle, is given. Ultimately, each description has to be rescinded since none could ever be true in any objective sense, but the giving up of the grosser standpoint entails the sublation of the mistaken ideas which are preventing the intuitive realization of the truth. This method is fundamental to the teaching of Advaita and is called adhyāropa-apavāda. More will be said about this below.

The word ‘ignorance’ is usually used to refer to our initial lack of understanding but — let it be said at the outset — ‘ignorance’ is not a really-existent entity. It is simply the word we use to talk about not having sufficient knowledge about something. Lots of deeply philosophical texts on Advaita have been written over the past thousand plus years. Many of these speak of ignorance as though it were a real entity. They argue amongst themselves and end up writing virtually incomprehensible material that is thoroughly confusing!

Advaita, being the non-dual reality, necessarily points to the essential truth in all religions. For example, sayings from the bible such as those of God to Moses (“I am that I am”) or of Christ (“The kingdom of heaven is within you”) express the fundamental truth of Advaita, the non-dual reality of Brahman. The difficulty with books and teachers is that you need ones that speak to your current level of understanding. Begin with the simple, and graduate to the more sophisticated. Ensure that the sources that you use know what they are talking about! A teacher who does not understand the goal, and the means of teaching it, is obviously not going to be very helpful at explaining them! And the most serious problem of all is that, to begin with, you are not going to be able to differentiate good teaching from bad.

Sources of the Teaching

Access to the Vedas is the greatest privilege this century may claim over all previous centuries… In the whole world there is no study so beneficial and so elevating as that of the Upaniṣads. It has been the solace of my life and it will be the solace of my death.

Schopenhauer (Quoted in Ref. 140)

Advaita Vedānta is a philosophy that was systematized in India around the eighth century CE by someone named Ādi Ṥaṅkara. [‘Ādi’ means ‘first.’ There have been other Ṥaṅkaras since and some care must be taken not to confuse them.] In fact, the essence of the teaching had been around for very much longer than this, being derived from the material contained in the Upaniṣads. The Upaniṣads are a part of the sacred Indian texts called the Vedas, written around 1500 BC, though they are said to have existed in spoken form long before this. (Some evidence suggests this may have been prior to 6000 BC, with the written Sanskrit alphabet — Devanagari — in use in 3000 BC in Western India.)

The Vedas consist primarily of hymns and rituals. We are supposed to follow the instructions contained therein and behave in accordance with their ethical principles in order to attain our desires and fulfill our ambitions. The Upaniṣads are mostly found in the final sections of the Vedas, which are called Vedānta, i.e., end or culmination (anta) of the Vedas. They deal with the philosophical aspects regarding the nature of reality, the Self and the world, and it is from them that Advaita is derived.

It is a non-dual philosophy, which means that in reality there are not two (things). This is the literal meaning of the word ‘Advaita’ — a meaning ‘not,’ and dvaita ‘two.’ This is an alien and apparently meaningless concept to most people at first hearing and I will not attempt to elaborate further at this point.

The sources of this teaching, then, began with the Upaniṣads. Over the centuries which followed the writing down of those scriptures, other important works, which interpreted or attempted to summarize them, followed. Amongst these, perhaps the most famous is the Bhagavad Gītā, the ‘Song of the Lord.’ This is a book whose importance to the Hindu religion is on a par with that of the Bible for Christians. It forms the central part of a much larger, epic poem called the Mahābhārata, said to have been written by the same author — Vyāsa — who compiled the Vedas.

At the level of the story, the Gītā (as it is often called) speaks about the crisis of confidence confronting the prince Arjuna, as he faces his old teachers and members of his family, at the start of a great battle in which most of them will be killed. His charioteer is the lord Krishna and the Bhagavad Gītā tells of the conversation in which Krishna persuades Arjuna that it his duty and destiny to fight. It is, of course, very much more than this, effectively using the essence of the Upaniṣadic philosophy to provide guidance to the ordinary person as to how to live his or her life.

Sri Parthasarathy begins the introduction to his 3-volume Srimad Bhagavad Gītā with the words:

The Bhagavad Gītā, the ‘Song of the Lord’, begins with the word ‘dharma’ and ends with the word ‘mama’. Together they mean ‘my dharma’ or ‘my essential nature’. This phrase indicates the prime message of the Gītā, that the ultimate purpose of life is to realize one’s essential nature. To discover It within and become one with It. One’s essential nature is the supreme Self within. It is God. The philosophy of the Gītā guides one to the attainment of this supreme goal. (Ref. 387)

One of the clearest traditional books on the subject is called Vivekacūḍāmaṇi — the Crest-Jewel of Discrimination. It may have been written by Ṥaṅkara, although there are some good reasons for doubting this. But, nevertheless, it covers all of the essentials, from the initial assessment of the human condition to realization of the final truth of Advaita, in an eminently readable manner. Early in the text, the seeker lists the seven questions that he wants answered:

50. The pupil said: “O my Master, please listen to my question. My ends will be realized if I can hear the answer from your lips.”

51. “What is bondage? How does it arise? What keeps it in being? How may one escape from it? What is the not-self? What is the supreme Self? How can one discriminate between the two? Please tell me that.” (Ref. 388)

And the teacher answers all of these questions and more in the text that follows.

The sources for the teaching of Advaita are the following. The section on ‘Recommended Reading’ later indicates my personal recommendations from these. As a general warning, scriptural sources should never be consulted (other than for original quotations) unless they are accompanied by a recommended authoritative commentary. This should ideally consist of Ṥaṅkara’s commentary (bhāṣya) with further clarification as needed by the translator.



	Original scriptures: prasthāna traya: This simply refers to the ‘three methods or sources’ from which the teaching derives. Ṥaṅkara has provided extensive commentaries on them:

	śruti — the Upaniṣads, of which around 108 still exist from the many more original ones. Ṥaṅkara provided commentary on 10 of these, which are consequently referred to as the ‘principal’ or ‘major’ Upaniṣads. The word literally means ‘that which is heard’ and the texts were learned by heart down the traditional lineages (sampradāyas), from master to disciple.

	smṛti — this is almost invariably used to refer to the Bhagavad Gītā, although other texts of this category exist. The word means ‘remembered.’ They comprise laws and guidance based upon the Vedas.

	nyāya prasthāna — this invariably refers to the Brahmasūtra. Nyāya is the system of logic and reason used in Indian philosophy.



	Later Independent Treatises: Prakaraṇa Granthas: This refers to stand-alone texts which cover particular aspects, or even the entirety of the teaching. The one which is certain to have been written by Ṥaṅkara is Upadeśa Sāhasrī, the ‘Thousand Teachings.’ Other classics not written by Ṥaṅkara include Aṣṭāvakra Gīta, Dṛgdṛśya-Viveka, Pañcadaśī, and Yoga Vasiṣṭha. (But note that one should beware of such post-Ṥaṅkara texts as there will almost certainly be statements which cause confusion and some which contradict Ṥaṅkara.)

	Historical Sages before Ṥaṅkara: This is principally Gauḍapāda, who is generally thought to have been the teacher of Ṥaṅkara’s teacher (Govinda). He wrote an extensive commentary (kārikā) on the Māṇḍūkya Upaniṣad (which is said to encapsulate the essence of the teaching of Advaita). [My book A-U-M (Ref. 379) was written to explain this text.]

	Historical Sages post-Ṥaṅkara: There are quite a few of these, depending upon whom one regards as a ‘Sage.’ Refs. 380 and 381, for example, provide voluminous material from, and essays on, some 40–50 teachers between 800 and 1200 CE. Most names are unfamiliar to all but Advaitin scholars these days, but some left a legacy of specific ways of interpreting Ṥaṅkara. In particular, Advaitins in the post-Ṥaṅkara era started to analyze the logical implications of some of the concepts used to help the seeker remove Self-ignorance. (This is effectively in defiance of the fact that all these concepts are only interim and have to be discarded eventually.) In particular, scholars could not reach agreement over concepts such as māyā and ignorance itself (avidyā). This led to a split into two schools — Bhāmatī and Vivaraṇa. (Entire books discuss these differing views but a short essay on the distinction can be read at Ref. 528.) Key teachers and texts followed in both schools and further divergence of views have also developed. Sureśvara was a direct disciple of Ṥaṅkara, and his teaching with its slight differences is called Vārttika, in recognition of the mammoth text that he wrote as commentary on Ṥaṅkara’s bhāṣya (commentary) on the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad. (The word ‘vārttika’ means an ‘explanatory’ or critical ‘gloss’ on another text.)

	Recent Sages/Teachers: Ramakrishna and his direct disciple Swami Vivekananda are responsible for instigating what now exists as a network of centers and ashrams around the world, each with their resident monks and teachers who presumably pass on the message as taught by their teachers. (This teaching is known as Neo-Vedānta and does not always correspond precisely with traditional Advaita, although maybe 90% is common.) Swami Chinmayananda also established a chain of missions and centers, and this applies also to Swami Dayananda, who was in part a disciple of his.
Other key teachers, responsible for inspiring many others, were Nisargadatta Maharaj, Ramana Maharshi and Atmananda Krishna Menon. Osho also has to be mentioned, although he incorporated material from other traditions and is nowadays regarded as a charlatan by many.


	Modern Satsang Teachers: Most claim allegiance to Ramana or Nisargadatta but there are numerous ‘independent’ teachers who claim not to belong to any lineage but to have attained enlightenment on their own (usually after many years of searching and questioning). New ones also ‘pop up’ from time to time. A ‘subsection’ of this group are the ‘Neo-Advaitins,’ who effectively claim that no teaching of any kind is actually required.

	Other Teachers and Writers: Advaita is not a ‘popular’ path in the West, as is attested by the paucity of books on the subject in the High (Main) Street bookstore. But many books are available, even if you have to order them from India. See the details of my own ‘library’ on the subject at Ref. 529. (Warning: I have not been keeping this up to date as I can no longer easily maintain the website.) Also, over the past 10–20 years, as the internet has expanded, increasing numbers of articles and blogs can be found. Some of these can be very good indeed. The problem for the new seeker is discovering which! And the same applies to the books, of course. Many of these are written by academics, who are studying Advaita as part of a course at university. Unfortunately, unlike most subjects, an academic is not the best person to consult! The extent to which Advaita can be treated as academic is limited. Ultimately, we can say nothing at all about reality. Since it is non-dual, it cannot be objectified. There is no ‘subject’ and ‘object.’



The Content

Back to the Truth

This endeavor could be considered to be a follow-up to my book Back to the Truth (Ref. 467), published in 2007 — 17 years ago as I write this. There are two reasons why I felt I should do this.

Firstly, I have just received an email from the publisher saying that this book has sold another 500 copies — a total of 7000 so far. (This is very good for a book on Advaita. Most would-be seekers stop at Mindfulness or Eckhart Tolle.)

Secondly, I recently read a (15 page!) review of my last book (Confusions in Advaita Vedanta: Vol. 1 Knowledge, Experience and Enlightenment, Ref. 398) in The Ramana Maharshi publication Mountain Path (Ref. 468). This review criticized a number of points where I had pointed out that Ramana’s teaching diverged from the traditional, and thereby was a cause of confusion in seekers. In particular, it made the point that:

The author of this book is extremely well read, pedagogical and has a deep knowledge about Advaita Vedanta but does seem to have little knowledge about other holistic aspects of Hinduism or the Indian context. He treats his readers as uttama adhikārīs [highest-level seekers] who are of course very rare. Further, one would guess these traditional Vedānta texts are read by less than 1% of the general population and this book caters to the top 1% of that 1%.

Whilst I accept the praise and criticism of the first four points, I disagreed with the last point. I actually state in the book that: “Both beginners and long-term seekers will have some difficulties with this book.” I point out that: “The benefit is, however, greatest for the beginner because this will enable him or her to proceed more quickly, avoiding some potentially dangerous confusion later.” As regards the experienced seeker — the ‘uttama adhikārī’ of the reviewer:

He or she may have to let go of some cherished concepts that were believed to be sacrosanct. The benefit, however, is similar to that for the beginner. Ideas that were held erroneously may have been preventing further progress. Once removed, the way once again becomes clear for the progression to full understanding.

However, if it is the case that the beginning seeker, or indeed anyone without Sanskrit or scriptural familiarity, is turned off by the approach of that book, then there is clearly a need for a more ‘approachable’ text to address these issues. In particular, many seekers’ only source for this knowledge may be via Western teachers who themselves do not actually know very much about ‘pure’ (i.e., traditional) Advaita. Accordingly, there is a clear need for a book to remedy this situation. This, then, aims to be that book.

Back to the Truth tended to suggest that any of the various approaches could prove successful, presumed to be dependent upon the skills of the teacher; that one should look for a teacher whose approach best suited one’s own outlook and background. Accordingly, I presented extracts and quotations from the widest possible range of sources. I selected them on the basis of how well they succeeded in expressing the teaching aspect that I was presently addressing, regardless of whether or not the overall approach of that teacher/writer could be recommended. I did not point out that even a poor teacher can occasionally make profound statements. And I overlooked the possibility that a reader might take an extract as being fully representative.

Since then, I have read much more, discussed topics with many others, and written another six books on Advaita. (And my library of Advaita-related books has grown to nearly 1500, not to mention the gigabytes of electronic documents!) My book Enlightenment: The Path Through the Jungle looked at the meaning of the term ‘enlightenment’ and the various ‘paths’ available to the seeker for reaching that objective. The relevant conclusion of that book was that most of the teaching available in the West today is unlikely to prove effective. The research that I have carried out for this book indicates that the situation is actually very much worse.

The proven effective method of teaching is that provided by Traditional Advaita. This consists of regular (usually weekly) series of talks on particular scriptural texts, carried out over many years by qualified teachers. ‘Qualified’ in this context means someone who is ideally enlightened themself, who has good general teaching skills and, most importantly, has learned these proven techniques from his or her own teacher. This entails that the teacher belong to a sampradāya, i.e., a lineage of teacher-disciple, stretching back for generations, in which these skills are passed down. Since the scriptures were all written in Sanskrit, excellent knowledge of that language is ideally also required. Ṥaṅkara warns us (Bhagavad Gītā 13.2) that “One who is not a knower of the traditional interpretation is to be ignored like a fool, though he may be versed in all scriptures.” (Ref. 389)

James Swartz points out that teachers who claim to be enlightened, and teach mainly by talking about their ‘experience’ should be avoided:

An enlightened person is not necessarily a qualified teacher and a qualified teacher is not necessarily enlightened! If my teaching is nothing more than me and my enlightenment story – what I did, what happened to me — it is not going to work for you. My enlightenment and the conclusions I draw from it do not amount to a teaching because the problem is generic ignorance. The solution for self-ignorance is self-knowledge, and knowledge is not personal. (Ref. 447)

This new book then will suggest that, if you want a truly reliable approach, well-proven to be successful, you are obliged to seek out traditional sources. In this way, you will find yourself going back to the authenticated Truth; far more likely to break through the habitual thought patterns of twenty-first century man, despite being 5000 years old!

And, just to reiterate, this ‘book’ is actually two books. The one in your hands — Finding a Modern Teacher — is specifically aimed at helping you to find a teacher or to decide which books to read. It will explain what enlightenment is and what you must do to ‘get it.’ Most importantly of all, it will give you a whole list of warnings, explaining what to look out for (and what to reject) when you are looking for someone or some books to explain Advaita to you. Many teachers either do not know or choose not to follow the proven path. There is much to discover on many topics before you will be convinced of the truth. It is the job of the teacher (or book) to explain all of these and remove any remaining doubts that you may have. The partner book — Mining for the Truth — will address all of these topics and show how most teachers fail to clarify the true situation, leading to your confusion, and either delaying or preventing enlightenment.

Note on Sanskrit Representation

Note that just a few Sanskrit terms will be used in this book where they are deemed necessary, since you are very likely to encounter them when reading other texts on Advaita. The actual Devanagari script will not be used, however, since few readers are likely to be familiar with it. Instead, they will be shown in IAST format (International Alphabet of Sanskrit Transliteration). I usually include a glossary of the words used and a guide to IAST or ITRANS (the other frequently encountered form), but because there are so few Sanskrit terms used, I have not done so in this book. Please refer to one of the other books if necessary (or buy one if you don’t have any!).

The titles of scriptural texts, together with the names of Indian teachers and characters from the scriptures will usually be given in IAST rather than their English or ‘Romanized’ version. Both forms will be encountered in reading but, while the Anglicized version can easily be worked out from the IAST, the reverse is not the case! Thus, Ṥaṅkara will usually be written in the correct form — Ṥaṅkara — and Gaudapada will be written as Gauḍapāda. Similarly, scriptural texts such as Vivekachudamani and Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upanishad will be shown as Vivekacūḍāmaṇi and Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad.

Quotations

Note that all quotations from other books will be in italic font.

In this book, I provide many quotations that I criticize for one reason or another. Those seekers who claim the originator as their guru will probably argue against my condemnation. (I know because this has happened many times on my website!) A typical argument is that the quotation was not intended to be taken literally or is taken out of context. And they may be right. Perhaps it was intended as a metaphor or even, in an extreme case, as antiphrasis (a rhetorical device of saying the opposite of what is actually meant in such a way that it is obvious what the true intention is).

But no arguments of this nature can provide an adequate defense. The bottom line has to be that the purpose of any teaching is to reduce confusion, not add to it! If simple, common-sense reasoning shows that what is said cannot be true, then it has to be rejected, whoever is claimed to have said it.

When I give ‘negative’ quotations from books or other sources, I will still aim to give a reference. (Otherwise, it might be claimed that I am inventing it for the purpose of my argument.) But I do not want to criticize any author unjustly. Mistaken or misleading statements can appear even in otherwise good books. It may be that, for whatever reason — lack of editing or language skill for example — what one reads is not quite what was meant. This, of course, is the positive interpretation. It may also be that the writer simply did not understand Advaita. Whichever the case, my aim is to indicate the apparent confusion and not to damage the author’s credibility. That is, I am criticizing the statement, not the author. It may have been many years since a book was published and the author’s possible misunderstanding then may now have been corrected. Such quotations serve to illustrate how a seeker may be misled and should be taken in that way without further criticism.

Here is an example of how this will work. In the Preface to Back to the Truth, I said: There is a path for those who wish to use only the clearest reasoning to approach an understanding of the nature of reality and there is one for those who merely want to surrender all of their day to day worries to a personal God. Yes — I said that! And it is misleading, although I could argue that, since I used the word ‘path,’ it is pedantically correct.

The fact of the matter is that there is only one means of ‘becoming enlightened’ and that
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