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Value of Values
Acaryopasana (6/20)
By Sunitha Suresh, Mumbai

Acaryopasana is a critical value for the study of vedanta. The word Acarya means one
who understands (svayam acarati) and makes others understand (anyan
acarati). Gurukulavasd, living with your guru in the gurukulam and learning from
him/her was the traditional way dcaryopasana was done. The literal meaning
of Acarya Updsana is meditation on the teacher ie. on the teachings as the Guru

stands for the vision of the teaching. A general understanding of Acaryopasana would
be service and surrender.

Seva or Service to the Guru

Seva to the guru implies a mind that is willing to surrender the ego and
deprioritize raga-dvesa (personal likes and dislikes), a
willingness to give with an attitude of respect, love and devotion
for the Guru. The service and surrender is for the sake of the
student and not the teacher as the Guru has clear knowledge of
the self and has no needs.

In my early years of working for a corporate, I was advised by a
well-meaning senior. The advice was...”If your boss asks you to
jump, the only legitimate question you should ask is How high!”.
Later, when I became a student of Vedanta, I understood how pertinent this statement
is when it come to a Guru. The inner readiness to do seva if called upon and happy to
do whatever is required, as no seva is too big or small for the Guru coupled with an

unquestioning attitude is Acaryopdsana. The Guru becomes the altar of surrender and

the student is blessed with the knowledge. As Bhagavan Krishna promises in
Bhagavad Gita (4:34)
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Understand that by approaching with a prostration, by asking proper questions &
by service to the Guru, the Guru who has the vision of the truth will teach you

And that’s why it is often said, when the student is ready, the Guru appears.

Importance of a Guru & the Pramana
We are asked to seek refuge in a Guru as the truth cannot be understood merely by our
own contemplation, reading or any other effort on our
own. Any knowledge requires a means of knowledge,
a pramana. To know the self the 5 pramana we are given,
are inadequate. They help us know the world. If there is a
common basis, that includes me and the universe of time
and space, I have no way of knowing it through my 5
available means of knowledge. To put the pieces of the
puzzle together one needs to understand the reality of
oneness and the ability to resolve the apparent
contradictions. And hence it is said...

Acaryavan Puruso Veda ( Chandogya Upanisad 6.14.2)
A person who has a Guru, knows

This statement reaffirms the importance of a Guru. The sruti is the pramana and
between the sruti and the student who wants to understand the sruti, is the teacher.
The guru wields the pramana and we must allow it to work on us like our eyes.

With adequate light, our eyes when open, see an object. Our will is not involved. There
is no option. This is how a pramana works and it is no different for the sruti. However,
unlike our other pramana-s which are intrinsic, Srutiis from the outside. The

difference is Sraddhd. When we see an object with our eyes, we do not question the
validity of our eyes as a means of knowledge to see. Even if the object is distorted, we

know a correction is required. We don’t switch or change the pramana, for egs using

our ears to see! Likewise, Sraddhd in Vedanta must be absolute as it is about the
limitless, it cannot be improved upon nor is it a point of view. In Bhagavad Gita

(4:39), Bhagavan Krishna says
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The one who has sraddha gains the knowledge

Jagadguru Shankaracharaya defines sraddha as:
Guru vedanta vakyesu dridho visvasah sraddha




The respect, love and devotion towards the Guru & the therefore the teaching
is sraddha.

What we learn depends on our state of mind, our notions, our biases and is subjective.
(Different people can learn different things from the same source.)
Having sraddhd means our ahankara is under check. If this is not done, we only
understand what we already know and not what the pramana has to offer. While
listening if our ahasnkara does not interfere, the pramana works and negates the
reality of our aharnkara. When sabda is the pramana, the ahankara does not/need
not do anything. What happens is that the sabda creates a vrtti showing you that you
are the Atma that is Brahman. To keep the ahasnkara in check, Sraddhad is required.
With sraddha, absorption of the knowledge takes place naturally without any

obstacles. When faced with this knowledge, the ahankdara is helpless because it is an
error that has been corrected by the knowledge.

The Role of the Teaching Methodology or Sampradaya

The sampradaya, which is an oral tradition, requires the teacher to use words we
know, to convey something which is beyond words by implication. Wherever
F implications are there, context must be created. A special
andling where words are explained elaborately and
defined so what is meant is what is received by the
student. Apparent contradictions and paradoxical
statements are explained and resolved so that the implied
meaning is seen. The Guru creates this inner environment
using logic, reason & often our own experiences to enable
us to see the truth of the self, the world and I$vara. A
position from where you cannot but see; is to be created, and that only a teacher who

is a sampraddayavit can do.

And hence it is said, where a student was a teacher is now!

Seva to the Guru is Seva to Sanatana Dharma

When we worship a form Shri Dakshinamurti in a temple, we know that it is not the
form we are worshipping but I§vara himself. In the same way when we do seva to the
Guru, it is not to the individual person but to the sampradaya and the teaching itself,
for what he teaches is not separate from him. Seva to the Guru is Seva
to Sanatana Dharma. And is an expression of our deep gratitude and the fulfillment
of our rnam to the rishis and our Gurus who stand in the parampara.

So what can I do?

Our education system has unfortunately not helped create respect and national pride
in our ancient history. We live in a society where people are biased by their education
and denigrate our own native traditions. The history of India that we are taught in
schools and colleges is a western view and disconnects the ancient Vedic times. This
lack of historical awareness alienates us from our roots ie. The ethos

of Sanatana Dharma.




As Vedanta students, helping our Gurus preserve the Vedic tradition is one of the best
seva-s we can do. The Sampradaya is kept alive and thriving and we pay it forward to
the generations to come. There are many ways to do this when one has the willingness
to serve and experience the irreplaceable joy that only 'seva’ can bring. The next article
outlines some ways of contributing to Vedic culture.
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