The Place of Bhakti in
Sri Sankara’s Gi ta-bhashya

I

Sadkara treats the Gita with the utmost veneration. It is
his conviction that it contains the quintessence of the sacred
wisdom of the Vedas culminating in the Upanishads. He says
"afsz Marang TREATM ATdgEyan ' (Introduction).  Hence his
views expounded in the course of the exegesis on this central _
classic ought to be taken as represenling his final standpoint.
While commenting on the 15th Chapter of the Gita, he asserts
that the chapter sums up its entire message and that, in conse-
quence, it sums up the entire substance of the Vedas. That the
Gita is the pivot of the scriptures on  Vedanta is left in no
uncertainty.. Such is $arkara’s estimate of the work and there-
fore, coaclusion based upon his interpretation of the text carry

the greatest weight.

II

Two general principles are cnunciated concerning the role of
Bhakti. While laying down the qualification for meriting
instruction in the Gita, Bhakti is specified as the necessary and
sufficient qualificatjon. “ofagardn Faw  arerggey qrivafs
(18-68). It is an integral part of the attitude of Bhakti to rely
upon Divine Grace as the determinant of all spiritual attainment
and grace is thought of as responsive to the aspiration of the
devotee. This principle of responsive grace is stated in all its
amplitude of dimensions,

“q qur At yqwEy qr7 gia warErER M g-11

I warfa: arg waer, ¥ armwrferr: e A [ramET
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I

That 8ankara understands the Git
the pathway of actiyn is often over-looked and he i3 alleged to
have advocated the pathway of contemplation combined with
renunciation of actions, That this is a wrong statement of his
position is broughtout very clearly in the following pussage.

CAETY FATET qeasd AR vnarg qer qrarziarafad s
Yzefieg=ads safzofy )

That the Way of Work involves desirelessness and the
renunciation of the fruits of action is fairly well understood in
every ancient and modern exposition of the ethics of the Gita.
But it is not equally well understood that the concept of ‘desirs-
less” action does not exhaust the meaning of Karma-Yéga and
in fact it leaves out its core. Karma-Yoga is devotion to work
in a spirit of worship. It is no mere duty for duty's sake, but
it is duty for God's sake. Sankara takes particular care to give
prominence to this aspect of dedication to God, in all his
deliberate formulations of the principle of Karma-Ydga. For
instence :

a a3 enjoining on Arjnna

uia gaifn axiofl d=aw saregaqar)
fAarf: sy ear geae famgeac 0
qfa a1g2a widet uda yatefd uaifor suifg wsasq - Siyer,
seqren |491 - of 4f Ay Heqaq N CERIECET {aar qegsq "
Activity desireless and dedicated to God is the essence of
Karma-Yoga and as such involves the factor of Bhakti as a
constituent element,  Karma abstracted from Bhakt is not the
Karma-Yopa of the Gita according 1o Saikara, however desices
less 1t may be

The last verse of the Thih Chapier embodies for Sadkara
the hinal dmport ol the Karma-Yoga inculeated in the text as a
whole,
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“qgTr gder Marmemeg grogE: ol el qgseawdT
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sgfyg |
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vafg | |
Here we have the full-orbed scheme of Karma in which
actions are done for God’s sake, the goal aimed at is God, the
agent is filled with love of God, and it frees from all attachment
to things earthly and from hatred even towards those who hate.
This is zest for action anchored in the love of God and detach-
ment and non-hatred are just the consequential implications.
In Karma thus conceived, the factor of Bhakti instead of being
merely an element constitutes the very centre and innermost
essence.

Sankara does not leave it to us to infer for ourselves this
central role of Bhakti in Karma. He. affirms it in the most
emphatic words. He says  awfysstar: goq s $9T gyorar
(18-65)- The deepest secret of devotion to works is  the
surrender to God. Thus Sankara’s elucidation of Karma-Yoga
serves to render it an expression and manifestation of the spirit

of fervent adoratjon,
- v
So far the task has been easy. Sankara facilitates both by

implication and explicit assertion the interpretation that Karma
has Bhakti as its ‘inward essence. Doubts may be entertained
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as to the possibility of demonstrating the primacy of Bhakti on
the plane of Jiiana. But the remarkable fact is that Saikara’s
commentary on the Gita presents the presence and primacy of
Bhakti in the Jfiana-Yoga with even greater clarity and power.
No special investigation in this direction is called for and we see
the alround dominance of Bhakti in the pathway of knowledge.

1. The antithesis of knowledge is Maya. It is the principle
of obscuration and delusion. It is characterised by the three
aspects Sattva, Rajas and Tamas. It is that by virtue of which
creatures do not see the omnipresent and self-revealing reality.
It is by overcoming this fundamental hindrance to enlightenment
that one comes face to face with the truth of truths.

Twice in the Gita and Saikara’s commentary thereon the
method of superseding and passing beyond the obstructive
machinery of Maya is enunciated. It is Bhakti that enables the
aspirant to get beyond the three-stranded Maya. '

4T ST TR At By 14T EFAT |
qAT T qUe=T Jra@ar ada J (711
qi = AT safaario wiagaiT gad) -
S0 - ¥ QU S9dRAAIT ARYATT FIAI 60 (14-26)
gdentq_afeass AT Araifad @ gaferr & goasy § waf
o g ganifeAt g afasaftaa o (711D

i T E% ATUAv gdvaEEand ar afa FHT ar Irsafirsrr
SATANE - 4FF @ g gAdRT GATT qeEET . AwNaTT R
gagt wafg - . (14-28)

2. While Bhakti is thus destructive of the hindrance to the
knowledge of ultimate reality, it has an additional positive
potency. It is the source of knowledge. Knowledge in its real
and final sense is the direct apprehension of the absolute Being,
and this apprehension is said to be granted to an aspirant by
Divine Grace in response to Bhakti. In other words, Bhakti is
the source of knowledge through the Grace of God. This truth
is the import of the great final verse of instruction (18-66).
Therein Lord Krishna enjoins on Arjuna to abandon all other
courses of karma and to resort to Him alone as the sole refuge.
In response to such utter surrender. He promises to libarate

8
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114 STUDIES IN VEDANTA

him from all sins and exhorts him, in consequence, to put down
depression and despair. Commenting on this verse Safkara
explains that the Lord liberates the self-surrendering devotee by
revealing Himself to him. That signifies that the liberating
vision is a gift conferred on the devotee and is by no means an
achievement by mere personal effort. This direction of the
flow of Divine Grace - is made possible by the nature of the
devotion involved in the surrender. God saves through
knowledge *=aremvra uarfi#Tor’ and that self-revelation on his
part is a reciprocation to the complete self-surrender on the
part of the devotee. In this sense Bhakti is source of Jiiana.
This point has already been laid down in the statement
‘q yeHATET: FgaE: A FAAIAT F37vafa . Further, the entire
doctrine of Jiiana as arising from Bhakti through the mediation
of Divine Grace is manificently eIaborated in the Gita and the
Bhisya of Sankara,

Iui ggagaqar waar MfagaFa 1o
gafa gfgat & 37 Frgaafa u

. uERATIFFAr A AT a4 | _
AT PG RAIFELY FTTSAT wreTaT Il (10 10, 11)
ui gaggsar fAaifvgaarai F#gaa'mrcmmr
wwrat JaarArar fa arfdearfgar art'?ﬁ‘zrra- _
mifagaa mifa: @8 Tsgds A7 IqaGi....)

 gaify wa=oify gfgarm gfe: gsamds-.
qrazafaed 7 4 gfgay T & afgans !
7 gfgama exaedTaanT af
gERAATHATRAYS rcAead sagita afqgera |
Jorda Fo4 a9 8F: ara _gfa sgEsar

| ZATEAY: yEAATAS AfAIFT: TG freamrea aaet
AlEraFTe TH: ATAANH JITATAT: JIIAT:
viT: erEa:aToag: afersaa fega: g araEaT
fadwgeagsor. .. . grqreada wreaar (10-10, 11)

3. Moving forward from this characterization of Bhakti as
the hindrance of hindrances and as the source of knowledge
Sankara boldly identifies it with knowledge. This is the
decisive and the most weighty part of the argument. The

4
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PLACE OF BHAKTI IN GITA-BHASHYA 115

identiﬁcation is made in several crucial points -of the
commentary. I select five instances.

(@) The seventh chapter classifies devotees of God into

four types and the greatest kind of devotion is said to be that
of the man of knowledge.

Fgfaar v /i 991 gFhaarsdT |

1t Rrsrg st areft = sreaday o

I8t @1t Preaga: uavfe: fafasad | (7-16, 17)

dwi wgort wed vt qeafhg_ qeafasanm,

Preagaa: wawfagas sraea wafiaeg

JEATT_ 3 umlaa: fafasad afafead

(b) In the eighth chapter the supreme spirit: is-held to be

attainable by the highest type of Bhakti and-§anikara maintains
that this Bhakti has knowledge as its defining characteristlc

TE: § 9T O 9T AE g T5g 47 | - (8-20)

geu: gt 9791 Quiargt @ 9w frefaga: gz gssrg 7 O
fHfEa_g: waar qeazg FATTAAIT ATFTGT JreAfATTTL |

(c) In the 13th chapter devoted to the metaphysical
discrimination of the spirit and matter and the description of
the highest know}edge, there occurs the characterization of that
knowledge as “ Bfy srgegatiT wferaafiarton ” (13-10). This
is the least theistic chapter and it is 51gn1ﬁcant that the supreme
knowledge described in it is said to contam as an element the
highest Bhakti. . 8ankara says.

afg iw‘c ATT TN aquaqqﬁar ¢ aEds wTaR)y argéirm qT
fe orq: g og nfq:* g3 fAfaar seafvaifod gfe: ssaam 39 v
af¥w: 3. safwggornar esafufen ar = sram

No supersession of Bhakti by philosophical knowledge even at
its highest stage of dcvelopment is contemplated.

(d) The 12th chapter is very important in this connection.
Arjuna raises the question of the relative superiority of devo-
tion to the personal God of religion and the contemplation of
the impersonal Absolute. Sri Krishpa praises the former as its
fructification is both easy and quick, while the contemplation
of the Absolute is difficult, though it also eventually leads to-the
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116 STUDIES N VEDANTA

same consummation. Then follows a glowing description of
the ideal Bhakta who is said to be very dear to the Lord. In
the normal course of interprctation by a commentator who
accords a lower status to Bhakti than to knowledge, this account
of the ideal devotee ought to have been taken as dealing with
the devotion to the lower Brahman. But Sankara does not do
so. He assimilates it to the ideal of knowledge and sees in it a
grand unfoldment of the highest Bhakti that is identical with
the highest knowledge. Commenting on the last line :

©CQRTHT W Ay N Rrar: 7’ (12-20)
he writes -
“ mgEwh IFRF eI argacort wiwaiar ade & faar

In reality, the considcration of Sapkara’s commentary on this
chapter is by itsclf sufficient to demonstrate how he actually
welds Bhakti and Jiidna into one integral mode of Sadhana and
knows nothing of the Jiidna supposed to surpass Bhakti.

(¢) This unity of Jiana and Bhakti is set forth with all
the requisite clarity and adequacy in the 18th chapter.

“ AWMYT: gEARAT T WAfF T FighT |
T 997 Y'Y AE a9 g1 0
a1 AEfaaraifa arargafa g a0
TqT AF FeIar @rear fand agaw 1 (18-54, 55

arfTes: @fEg: afr adat 9fw; ¥4 ot Rt Seat Tgat
Y 99 TET 419 a3 AdT | A7 arandatey s Paatad
f& afg waraaram_ aragTda )

MEATATFIIZAT Aravafadyg geFreeret afgfrggeants I tf<afeTer
T AT ATTS AATIARAFTAAITE FHAMLFTE Yegfy Fraeas - go-
FHEATA afgqer @rargva Maawn g9 s@end §r g Saevst
Teqd | gq arafqser qffy wiwaaear g wgat wiwfifa awr1 qar
qTAT w@Ar wnasd gead: afvaraife) geeaig (farg-drar-Nagfz:)
aqa: (349 ) aq: wrafresr astorar e i gfwarrafa gfy a7
f_a'miqﬁ |+
/ This culminating fusion of Jilina and Bhakti discredits conclu-
Bively any attempt to distinguish them Qualitatively and to exalt
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PLACE OF BHAKTI IN GITA-RIIASHYA 117

Jiiana over Bhakti. Sankara is ng party to the spurious
intellectualism of the popular Adyaitin. =

4. Jiana one with Bhakti is the means of deliverance. Buf
Satikara maintains that deliverance is granted to the devotee
with ripe knowledge and devotion by God. The completeness
of the means does not render the Grace of God superfluous.
On the contrary, it makes the completion of the condition for
the descent of Grace. This scems a strangely theistic way of
looking at the matter. But Saiikara seems definitely to admit
this amount of theism. The Grace issues in liberation for the
individual if his devotion is of such a character asto invoke
that direction of the opcration of Grace. As we have already
noticed, Sankara understands Lord Krishga to say

“F ety wrafea: ggaa: am Newgr aggeEfs 7

Deliverance is a gift of Divine Grace and God is prompted to
grant this gift by the quality of devotion in the highest illumined
devotee. So the liberating grace is directly determined by the
excellence of Bhakti.

God is said to take upon Himself the sole responsibility of
conserving the spiritual goods and effectuating the highest
attainment in the life of the supreme devotee. This proposition
is most movingly presented in the elucidation of the following
passage :

“ Fregifaragsar °9f F FET 9ZaTEd |
gui fasgifagrat aymay agreag o (9-22)

Sarkara sets down his interpretation in these words :

“g ga. freEan gsgvefga: ywsan gungan At ¥ Argaw
gregedq mar dq; fasagsa: Af @ w9 weafoa: agarad, It oean-
gfimi Faeafagsral  aaqfaafira; aYnde - avm gmreasa qraw &
azgol | agwd agifv qraafy s |

77 aeaaraf v aQ qeeda wrar aw agRda e fag o
fada:—- = 4 vieon: & grenrd wgnfa Andst fev 1 afe  ffy v
ar gread: g gdfa Wad soraseToned | g WA et Quags
qm | L}
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118 STUDIES IN VEDANTA

In the state of absolute sclf-surrender, the possibility of
self-effort is extinguished and hence, Divine Grace becomes the
sole operative factor. That it blesses the devotee with the fina,
‘emancipation is due to the very height of love and adoration
that has both extinguished self-effort and thrown the entire
responsibility on Divine Grace. Self-obliteration in devotion is
the way for the self-exaltation through the sole initiative of the
Supereme. |

The final efficacy of Bhakti in relation to deliverance neceds
no more effective affirmation. Knowledge independent of
surrender and grace is'not the means of release. God's grace
is the liberating power. This power is‘rendered operative by
knowledge in so far as it develops into absolute self-surrender.
The man of perfect knowledge is ¢ saved’ because his knowledge
has acquired fruitfulness by becoming self-surrender. In the
last analysis it is the Bhakti involved in knowledge that brings
about emancipation. . :

Thus in the elevated plane of knowledge also the role of
Bhakti is dominant as (1) it destroys hindrances to Jiiana,
(2) it constitutes the source of it, (3) it is one in substance with
Jiana, and (4) as itis the cause of the descent of the emancipat-
ing Divine Grace. To Satikara, Bhakti is al] in all in spiritual
life.

Though this counclusion dawns on us with the force of
revelation, it is fundamental in the philosophy of Sarkara as
embodied in his commentary on the Gita. It is indeed a radical
error of interpretation not to see in his philosophy a powerfu
vindication of the importance of Bhakti. '

i
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