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Here is a doctrine at which you will laugh. It may be important to great thinkers to examine the world; to explain and despise it. But I think it is only important to love the world, not to despise it, not for us to hate each other, but to be able to regard the world and ourselves and all beings with love, admiration and respect.1

Siddhartha, by Herman Hesse

The bhakti sutras of Narada form the principal text of the yoga of spiritual devotion. As Patanjali’s sutras are to the raja yoga schools and the Upanishads to the Vedanta schools, likewise is the significance of the Narada sutras to bhakti yoga. For those unfamiliar with the form, many traditional yogic teachings are presented in a series of terse verses whose meaning binds them together into a sutra, literally “thread,” as in a thread on which is strung a garland of fragrant flowers. A teacher may then write an original commentary on the verses for the purpose of helping the flowers blossom in a reader’s consciousness.

There are several translations of the Narada Bhakti Sutras in English, but I am not aware of a translation and commentary completed by a Westerner. The existing commentaries all share one shortcoming—they fail to address the nature of bhakti in a manner that does justice to the psychological needs of twentieth- (and soon to be twenty-first-) century Westerners and other global citizens. The traditional Indian approach to bhakti is oriented toward students from a nontechnological society with cultural and religious premises that are at great variance with those of contemporary Western society. The ancient Indian teachers of bhakti yoga never had to contend with many of the social and personal issues that face present-day students, issues such as the value of personal freedom, the more egalitarian status of women, and the widespread Judeo-Christian guilt over some ancient concept of a prebirth “original sin.”

Even with yoga having spread from its birthplace in India and taken firm root in the West, there are still few significant works on the bhakti tradition available to sincere students. This is of concern because the teachings of bhakti, I believe, will exercise a great influence over the future development of yoga in the modern world. Yoga in the West is taking a form contrary to the world-negating view that has developed in India, and this may prove to be the West’s gift to the yogic tradition. The yoga of the next millenium will, in my opinion, provide aspirants with philosophies and practices that will enable them to be both citizens and yogis, to be in the world but not of it. This is where bhakti, with its positive approach toward love, relationships, and activities in the world, will be most significant.

In his Yoga: The Technology of Ecstasy, Georg Feuerstein remarks on the current status of resources available for Westerners and alludes to the potential for bhakti to exert a strong influence on the future of yoga. He writes, “The history of the bhakti cult and subsequent movement is vastly complex, and modern scholarship has only scratched the surface. What is clear, however, is that India has not only had its share of world-denying mystics but can also take pride in many generations of thousands of love-intoxicated seekers and realizers.”2 Yoga in contemporary Western culture is not cultivating world-denying mystics, but with the proper resources and training in bhakti, the West can produce love-intoxicated seekers and realizers. It is my hope that this book will serve as one of those resources.

In addition to my hope that this book will be of value for Westerners, I also present it as an offering to our Eastern elders, those who have kept the lamp of yoga burning for so many millenia. In light of our burgeoning global village, I hope this book may serve as a bridge between the traditions of Indian yoga and the birth of Western yoga. Though Narada pours the old wine, we in the West must drink from bottles of our own making. Our goal should not be to become like our Indian predecessors, but to cultivate our own vineyards and produce our own vintages.

As for myself, I am American by birth and have been a practicing yogi since 1979, having studied formally with several teachers from different lineages. I was hardly born enlightened on a lotus flower. My spiritual progress is primarily the result of stubbornness and grace; I am a fool who came into some wisdom by persisting with my folly and trying to be receptive to my teachers. If I can progress on the spiritual path, so can anyone who reads this book and commits to love.

I received initiation into my yogic name from the silent yogi Baba Hari Dass. In 1990, Baba Hari Dass gave me permission to teach. Since 1991 I have served as director of the Green Mountain School of Yoga, where I continue to teach traditional ashtanga yoga.


A Note on the Translation
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This book is intended to serve two purposes, which, while mutually supportive, result in two different styles of presentation of the romanized renderings of Sanskrit terms. One purpose is to satisfy those students who wish to study the sutras in their original Sanskrit. This is addressed in the translation and word analysis of the sutras, which are meant to be accurate reflections of the language that Narada used to present his message. The English transliterations from the Sanskrit are given with the necessary diacritical marks in order to meet the requirements of formal scholarly and scriptural study.

The other purpose of this book is to assist those who wish to cultivate spiritual devotion as a means to enlightenment. This is the basis for the commentary, which is intended to be accessible to aspirants at all levels of familiarity with Sanskrit. In my commentary, English renderings from the Sanskrit are presented phonetically in order to help bring alive the beauty and poetry of Sanskrit, without the diacritical marks which often prove visually distracting to the nonspecialist.


Introduction
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Yoga is the science and art of the union of the individual soul with God. This union is not something to be generated or attained, per se; it already exists, needing only to be realized and expressed to its fullest potential. In the same manner that waves are already part of the ocean, being the very power of the ocean, likewise are the individual souls to God. The goal of bhakti yoga, the path of spiritual devotion, is the realization of this relationship between the soul and God.

In the yogic traditions God’s nature is described as sat-chit-ananda: eternal life, infinite consciousness, and limitless bliss. God is the One—the timeless, universal consciousness of unconditional love, as well as the source of the souls and their own creative impetus. The individual soul is a spark from the sun of God that experiences the universe during a journey in the manifest worlds.

The individual soul is the same sat-chit-ananda nature as God, but the soul’s voyage in the spheres of relative existence engenders a confusion of identity. Through identification with the various bodies she produces, which are the vehicles that make the voyage possible, the soul forgets her true nature. She comes to believe she is those bodies, and hence, that she is mortal, limited, and subject to suffering. This confusion is not due to any original sin deserving punishment from God; it is a primal energy that is itself the seed of the cosmic drama of separation and reunion.

Suffering reaches its most poignant state in a human being, awakening a sense that “all is not well.” This recognition of elementary dissatisfaction is the beginning of the conscious spiritual pilgrimage by the soul. She begins to search for answers that address the causes of suffering and its appeasement. The contemplative power of the soul, the intuition, begins to raise the Great Question, the atma-vichara: “Who am I?”

The soul spends many incarnations exploring this question and the multitude of answers available in the world. Finally she reaches the point where the atma-vichara becomes the primary influence in life, and the search for a satisfactory answer motivates the undertaking of spiritual practice.

The yogic tradition provides two principal paths of spiritual practice. One is the path of jnana yoga, the yoga of wisdom, for those oriented toward answering the atma-vichara in terms of sat (eternal truth). The jnana yogi performs a dissection of the eternal soul from its bodily vehicles and external environment. Through this process the soul realizes herself as distinct from all that is temporal and prone to suffering.

The jnana yogi applies the axiom Neti, neti, “not this, not this,” to all phenomena that can be identified as being transient, until what alone is eternal is distilled. Within the context of sat, the temporal forms are realized as insentient manifestations resulting from the intercourse of objects, senses, and mind. The soul is realized as the eternal conscious witness to this process of nature.

The second primary yogic path is that of bhakti yoga, or the yoga of spiritual devotion. It is this path that this book adresses. Bhakti yoga is for those oriented toward answering the atma-vichara in terms of ananda (blissful love). The bhakti yogi performs a dissection of pure love from all that contains a contamination of selfishness. By making love his polestar, the bhakti yogi follows its light along the path of life until the soul realizes it is one with that light.

The bhakti yogi does not undertake processes involving discrimination against phenomena, for to him all phenomena are reflections of God. He seeks to see all form as partial manifestations of shakti, God’s creative, intelligent energy. Within the context of ananda, the temporal is realized as the reflection of the eternal, and the soul is realized as the expression of God.

A comparison of these two paths is provided in this book (verses 25–33). Also in this text is an examination of the roles played in spiritual development by karma yoga (selfless activity) and raja yoga (Patanjali’s system of meditation). For the moment it will suffice to say that, while all paths lead to the mountain summit, these bhakti sutras declare that spiritual devotion is the simplest, easiest, and most accessible (verses 58–60).

The Narada Bhakti Sutras are considered to have been composed sometime around the twelfth century A.D. It is possible that they were transmitted orally before being circulated in writing. The authorship is attributed to Narada, an archetypal figure of spiritual devotion mentioned throughout millennia of yogic writings.

Narada is said to be a realized sage who travels throughout the universe, often singing and playing the vina, a stringed instrument of India. His mission is the dissemination of the teachings of bhakti yoga, and his pastime is participation in ecstatic kirtan (chants and songs to God). Some believe that when a kirtan becomes highly charged it will attract Narada, whose subtle presence can be experienced by the participants.

The contentions that Narada is a figure of antiquity and somehow the author of these sutras, a pseudonym employed by the author of these sutras, or some other possibility are all, for practical purposes, equally plausible. The work is neither elevated nor diminished by the status of its author. The Narada Bhakti Sutras are revered because they are a concise summation of an authentic spiritual path and they provide a thorough set of guidelines by which an aspirant can attain Self-realization. Questions of scholarship can remain with scholars. The experience of God awaits those who practice the yoga described in this text.
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athāto bhaktiṃ vyākhyāsyāmaḥ

atha—now, in a spirit of auspiciousness

ataḥ—commence

bhaktim—bhakti (spiritual devotion)

vyākhyāsyāmaḥ—we shall expound

Verse 1:

Now, in a spirit of auspiciousness, we shall commence to expound on bhakti—spiritual devotion.

Atha, “now,” is regularly used in yogic writings as a general introduction to a subject. In addition to its exoteric definition, the word atha carries this meaning: Now, in this present moment, should the student give his full attention to this text. The aspirant should hold his mind in a state of focused concentration, of contemplation, of immediacy, in order that the deep truths of these teachings can be assimilated. The bhakti sutras are not intended as casual reading; they are instructions for the attainment of the supreme goal of human life—divine love. The author begins by asking us to be alert, receptive, and appreciative of the treasures that are before us and that, together, will be explored.

As stated in the introduction, bhakti yoga, the path of spiritual devotion, is considered one of the two main yogic paths. Practically, however, all spiritual practice has devotion as its keystone. Without devotion, jnana yoga becomes dry intellectualization, karma yoga dilutes into mere social service, and raja yoga will not bear its fruit because it is undertaken for personal, rather than selfless, reasons. One who practices meditation solely for his own spiritual development may advance on the path but will fail to attain the supreme goal. This failure is because his practice is limited to a desire for his individual accomplishment, reinforcing the egoistic knot of separative consciousness that spiritual practice is intended to untie.

Devotion is actually nothing other than love. To be devoted means to engage with love. The Sanskrit root of bhakti is bhaj, “to engage with affection.” This text will deal with the nature of supreme love—love for God, love for all: how it is cultivated and nourished, and how its fruits are enjoyed.

Contrary to fundamentalist dogma, devotion to the Divine is not a sectarian practice, honoring one idea of God to the exclusion, and even the persecution, of other ideas. All forms are equally applicable for devotion and all bear the same fruit. The experiences of great yogis such as Paramahamsa Ramakrishna bear testimony to this fact. Sri Ramakrishna personally underwent disciplines that resulted in his direct experience of the Divine in the forms of Kali, Hanuman, Jesus, Mohammed, and others.

Our stresses, anxieties, pains, and problems arise because we do not see the world, others, or even ourselves as worthy of love. The development of spiritual devotion does not change anyone or anything; it heals this diseased perception. When the dew is rolled away from our eyes we perceive the worthiness of all beings to be loved, and we take delight in being a channel for the manifestation of love in this world. The world itself is then transformed from an arena of struggle for the mundane














































	animan, “atomization”—the ability to become infinitely small;

	mahiman, “magnification”—the ability to become infinitely large;

	laghiman, “levitation”—the ability to overcome gravity;

	prapti, “extension”—the ability to reach anywhere;

	prakamya, “irresistible will”—the ability to overcome the properties of material elements;

	vashitva, “mastery”—dominion over any aspect of creation;

	ishitritva, “lordship”—mastery over nature;

	kama-avasayitva, “fulfillment of desires”—the ability to manifest all desires.


























































































































































































































	puja bhava—worshiping state of mind;

	stava bhava—praying state of mind;

	dhyana bhava—meditative state of mind;

	brahma bhava—mind merged in God.































	dasya bhava—attitude of a servant;

	sakhya bhava—attitude of a friend;

	vatsalya bhava—attitude of a parent;

	shanta bhava—attitude of a philosopher;

	kanta bhava—attitude of a spouse.




























































































































































































































































































































































































































	annamaya kosha, “physical body”—a gross structure comprised of physical matter, such as carbon, nitrogen, and so forth;

	pranamaya kosha, “energy body”—a subtle structure comprised of primal energies that provide the physical form with life force;

	manomaya kosha, “mental body”—a vibratory structure comprised of thought energy, which is thoughts and emotions generated by experience resulting from contact between the mind and the external world through the senses;

	vijnanamaya kosha, “intuitive body”—a more subtle vibratory structure comprised of intuitive energy that reflects insights about the spiritual nature underpinning all experience;

	anandamaya kosha, “bliss body”—a starlike radiance too subtle to be seen or imagined, comprised solely of a reflection of the soul.































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































	Sanatkumara, the guru of Narada and a “mind-born” (verse 30) son of God;

	Vyasa (verse 16), compiler of the Vedas and numerous other works. Some sources report he is a disciple of Narada;

	Shuka, son and disciple of Vyasa, was the narrator of the devotional scripture Srimad Bhagavat-Purana;

	Shandilya (verse 18), author of the Shandilya Bhakti Sutras;

	Garga (verse 17), renowned astrologer and author of the Garga Samhita;

	Vishnu, God in the form of the sustainer, appearing in his incarnations as Rama, Krishna, and others for the upliftment of humanity;

	Kaundinya, son of Sandilya and a great bhakti yogi;

	Shesha, the mythic thousand-headed serpent said to support the fourteen worlds. Patanjali is considered an incarnation of Shesha;

	Uddhava, a beloved intimate of Krishna. Their dialogue is recorded in the Uddhava Gita;

	Aruni, a great sage and son of a great sage;

	Bali, originally a demon king, grew into a great bhakti yogi through his interaction with Vishnu;

	Hanuman, considered an incarnation of Shiva, was the powerful monkey devotee of Rama as described in the Ramayana;

	Vibishana, the brother of the evil Ravana (verse 42), the Ramayana describes how he experienced a change of heart and became both a great devotee of Rama and a righteous king.
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