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Eﬁ'lT” (XI: 12)1 The vision is without beginning or end; all worlds are pervaded by it.
The gods stand in amazement, singing praise. Into Krishna's many mouths, studded
with terrible tusks “glowing like the fires of univer-sal destruction,” are cast all the
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players on the battlefield: the sons of Dhr taras t ra, the sage Bhis ma, the teacher

Dron a, and all the others. Having revealed what time will bring, Krishna tells Arjuna

to stand up, to conquer his enemies. “By Me these have already been struck down; be
the mere instrument” (X1:33). Overwhelmed by Krishna's powers, Arjuna praises him

as the first of gods, the primal purus a, the knower and what is to be known. After

expressing homage and obeisance, he asks Krishna to return to his human form, and
the dialogue once more resumes, but with a difference.

Arjuna has now had direct experience of what has been so lavishly praised and

described by Krishna. The true self is no longer a theoretical abstraction but has been
revealed in embodied form. From chapters 12 through 18, Arjuna no longer implores
Krishna for definite answers about what he should or should not do. Rather than
fo-cusing on his own selfish concerns, Arjuna asks for further explanations on the
nature of the devotion by which he has been given his vision. He asks Krishna to talk

more about the difference between purus a, the knower of the field, and prakriti, the

field of change. He asks more about the three gun as and how they function within

prakriti; he finds out how the yogins see the highest self through the eye of wisdom.
Krishna elucidates the distinction between liberating and binding conditions and then,
in the concluding chapter, explains the Yoga of Freedom by Renunciation. The
contents of the chapter reflect concerns that Krishna has addressed consistently since



the second chapter: sacrifice of the fruits of action, the distinctions of the gun as, the
cultivation of equanimity, the importance of nondoership.

The pivotal verse of the last chapter, indicating that Krishna's task as teacher has
been completed, is as follows: “Thus to thee by Me has been expounded the
knowl-edge that is more secret than secret. Having reflected on this fully, do as thou
desirest” (XVIII:63). Until this point, even after receiving the vision of totality, Arjuna
has re-garded Krishna as his teacher and relied utterly on him for guidance and
instruction. Krishna's command “Do as thou desirest!” signals that Arjuna's
knowledge has now been fully embodied, that he has reached the point where he can
in full conscience act without hesitation. His decisions become his own. Arjuna's final
statement, notable for its first resolve in contrast to his lack of nerve in the first
chapter, is this: “Delusion is lost and wisdom gained, through Thy grace, by me,
Unchanging One. I stand with doubt dispelled. I shall do as Thy command”
(XVIII:73). Arjuna, at the conclusion of the Gita, is free to act.

In our brief overview of the Bhagavad Gita, we have encountered a multiplicity of
teaching. Arjuna stated his anguish in chapter 1 and, for the next nine chapters,
re-ceived plausible advice from Krishna. Considered separately, it might even seem
that any one of the nine yogas prescribed in those chapters by Krishna would be
sufficient for Arjuna to solve his dilemma. However, all these yogas as well as
everything else are ultimately negated by the vision of the True Self provided in
chapter 11. In the final chapters, these teachings, and in fact the world itself, are
resurrected in service of an enlightened way of detached action.

The unfolding of the Gita may be summarized in four movements: the crisis of Arjuna
in chapter 1, his instruction by Krishna in chapters 2 through 10, the revela-tion of
chapter 11, and then continued instruction in chapters 12 through 18. It might be
supposed that the enlightenment experience of chapter 11 would be for Arjuna an
eschatological event, that his vision of Krishna as Lord would utterly transform his
relationship with the world, thus putting an end to any need for further teaching. But
this is simply not the case: the vision is followed by further affirmation of what
Krishna has taught, a sequence of chapters “which show the 'rehabilitation’ process of
a man who has seen the emptiness beyond his own old structures of meaning and does
not know yet how to proceed in the interpretation of the new” (de Nicolas, 273).
Furthermore, if we look at the larger story of Arjuna as it unfolds in the great epic,
even the autonomy that Arjuna achieves in chapter 18 does not help him when he
at-tempts to enter heaven; the lessons of the Gita must be repeated again and again, as
new circumstances, new worlds, arise and fall.

Herein lies one of the special contributions of the Bhagavad Gita: the religious vi-sion,
like the Hindu conception of life itself, is a forever repeating experience. The in-struction
Arjuna received before his enlightening vision remains essential following this experience,
and is also deemed helpful for all who heed it. This is illustrated in the final verse of the

text, in which Sam jaya poetically proclaims: “Wherever there is Krishna, Lord of Yoga,



wherever there is the Son of Pritha, the archer (Arjuna), there, there will surely be
splendor, victory, wealth, and righteousness; this is my thought” (XVIII:78).

Theologically, the approach presented in the Gita differs from generally accepted

notions about Moks a as requiring the renunciation of the world and of samadhi as

trance-like obliteration of all things and thoughts. The Gita presents a view of
reli-gious practice at variance with the classical tradition as found in the
Dharmasastra, a view that Madeleine Biardeau attributes to a more open conception of
liberation char-acteristic of the later sections of the Mahabharata. She writes that this
new approach

gave every svadharma (one's own duty) religious content and an access to ulti-mate
salvation. The Brahmanic model was not lost sight of, but was generalized so as to
fit all other categories of Hindu society, including Sudras, women, and all impure
castes. Once the kshatriya gained access to salvation through his . | |

activities, the generalization became easy. I | | Nothing was outside the realm of ultimate
values, though at the same time the status of the Brahmans remains
unimpaired.(77)

As Biardeau points out, it is no longer one path, the path leading from studentship to
householding to renunciation to blessedness that enables one to lead a full religious
life. In the model presented by the Bhagavad Gita, every aspect of life is in fact a way
of salvation. Krishna tells Arjuna of innumerable ways to achieve peace of mind, to
resolve his dilemma, and it is clear that the answers are provided not only for Arjuna
but are paradigmatic for people of virtually any walk of life. The Gita becomes a text
appropriate to all persons of all castes or no caste; its message transcends the limits of
classical Hinduism.

It is interesting to note that just as Krishna presented many perspectives to Arjuna, so
have many scholars, both traditional and modern, held many perspectives on the Bhagavad
Gita. Robert N. Minor, whose own position is that “the Gita proclaims as its highest
message the lordship of Krishna and the highest response of the human being to that

lordship is devotion, bhakt” (xvi), notes several different usages of the text. For

Samkara (AD 788-820), the message is the “end of the world and its accompanying "

activity.” Madhusudana and Venkatanatha, while not rejecting Samkara's view, place more

emphasis on devotion, as does Jilanes vara, the Marathi commentator. Bhaskara- .

takes issue with Samkara's interpretation, asserting that the world is a real aspect of
Brahman. Ramanuja used the Gita in support of his position that “the true self is not
divine and not one with the other selves.” Nimbarka, a twelfth-century thinker,
prompted interpretations that see Krishna as teaching “innate nonidentity in iden-tity.”
Madhva (1238-1317), the famous dualist, “radically reinterprets the text so that it
asserts an eternal and complete distinction between the Supreme, the many souls, and
matter and its divisions.” Minor also cites modern interpretations by Bal Gangadhar
Tilak and Mohandas K. Gandhi, who used the text to help inspire the independence



movement, and Sri Aurobindo, Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan, and Swami Vivekananda,
who took a syncretistic approach to the text (xvi—xix).

Few of the scholars cited here seem to agree on the meaning of the text, yet none of
them can be said to be incorrect. It may be argued that this utter contextualization of
the text causes it to fall into a fatal relativism; that the text, because it is open to so

many interpretations and has been used to confirm opposing positions ranging from *

Samkara's monism to Madhva's dualism, is trivial and perhaps meaningless. But how,
then, could such a text survive? How can one account for or even describe a text that
includes and is used to support a virtual cacophony of traditions and positions?
Set-ting aside even the interpretations of the aforementioned later commentators, how
can the explicitly nontheistic Samkhya appear alongside with the thoroughly theistic
bhakti approach also taught by Krishna?

Max Mueller addressed a similar issue when trying to cope with the multiplicity of gods

in the R g Veda and invented a term to describe it:

To identify Indra, Agni, and Varuna is one thing, it is syncretism; to address either Indra
or Agni or Varuna, as for the time being the only god in existence with an entire
forgetfulness of all other gods, is quite another; it was this phase, so fully
developed in the hymns of the Veda which I wished to mark definitely by a name
of its own, calling it henotheism. (40)

The Vedic method which extols different gods within the same text is similar to that
employed in the Bhagavad Gita, in which each time Arjuna asks Krishna for one truth,
again and again Krishna offers Arjuna yet another perspective, another chapter,
another yoga. Each view, whether that of a god being sacrificed to or a yogic
discipline being practiced, is given life as long as it proves effective. Multiplicity is
the rule, with one god, one perspective gaining and holding ascendancy as long as it,
he, or she proves efficacious. That one is then swept from its elevated position as new
situations, new questions emerge: and yet, if pressed, a Hindu will always admit, of
course, Indra is best; of course, Agni is best; of course, Varuna is best; of course,
Karma Yoga is best; of course, Bhakti Yoga is best.

Paul Hacker has referred to the accommodation of multiple teachings within one
tradition as “inclusivism.” Antonio T. de Nicolds has explained this phenomenon
philosophically as

a systematic and methodic effort to save rationality in its plural manifestations through an
activity of embodiment that emancipates man from any form of identification,
allowing him the freedom to act efficiently in any one identifiable field in the
social fabric. (164)



Just as the many gods of the Vedas are effective in different situations, so the many
yo-gas are prescribed in the Gita without compromising or subordinating one to
another. Mutual paths are allowed to exist in complementarity.

In a sense, the Gita is composed in the spirit of the Jaina approach to truth. The
Jainas assert that every statement is an utterance of partial truth; all postulation is
rendered senseless by the ultimate postulate that no words are ever totally adequate to
experience (avaktavya eva). Similarly, Krishna painstakingly guides Arjuna through
many yogas, yet, the entire problematic is obliterated when Krishna reveals his true
form to Arjuna. All the words, all the individual personalities and collective armies
are swallowed up by the gaping mouth of Krishna, the origin and dissolution of all
things. The net result is that all possibilities are present for Arjuna when he gains the
knowledge that all are impermanent.

The Bhagavad Gita sets forth a multiplicity of possible paths. A panoply of
per-spectives is offered to the reader in a nonjudgmental way; the many positions
pro-posed by Krishna do not necessarily compete with one another but rather
complete one another. If one needs to act, one uses Karma Yoga; if one needs to
meditate, one uses Dhyana Yoga. This “henocretic” text is written with a gentle
tolerance, allowing various practices and positions to be pursued.

In a manner true to the construction of the text itself, the present rendition by
Winthrop Sargeant does the least violence to the original of all the translations of the
Gita with which I am familiar. He shows the reader the possibilities offered by the
text, setting out in menu form variant English-language samplings for each of the
Sanskrit terms. His work makes a unique contribution, inviting the reader to sample
the translation he serves up, but also inviting the reader to experiment with creating
his or her own delicacy.

USER'S GUIDE FOR THE WORD-BY-WORD

ANALYSIS OF THE BHAGAVAD GITA

Reaching into another culture, whether the ancient phase of one's own people or the
heritage of ancestors other than one's own, requires a spirit of adventure and inquiry.
Texts, whether the Bible or the Confucian Analects or the Bhagavad Gita, often serve
as the portal or entry point for engaging and comprehending a worldview. However,
any attempt to understand a text carries the risk of missing the mark. To know the
meanings of the words of any book does not guarantee understanding of authorial
in-tent or how others following the author have interpreted the text. As we reach back
in history the context can easily shift. For religious texts even one simple turn of
phrase can generate multiple redactions.

For Mahatma Gandhi, the text designed to gird the warrior Arjuna for battle became

an inspiration for India's nonviolent revolution. Reader, take your place, perhaps take

sides, and take heart that this book can serve many people in many ways.



Sargeant situates the place of the Gita within the context of Sanskrit literary
history, indicating its use of participles, finite conjugated verbs, rules of euphonic or
sound combination (samdhi), and the complex systems of noun endings (declensions)
and compounds (pages 3—8). In the very first edition of this book, Sargeant provided a
simple word equivalent for each Sanskrit term with some identification of the
gram-matical part of speech. In the editions of 1984 and 1994, I provided a deeper
analysis of each term, locating its verbal root origin where possible. I also expanded
the range of possible meanings for each word, following a convention also observed in
translat-ing Patafijali's Yoga Sutra (see my Yoga and the Luminous, 143-215).
This approach gives the reader the toolbox of approaches available to the translator
and provides an op-portunity for the reader to develop his or her own rendering of the
text within a range of reasonable possibilities.

Each translator brings a distinct methodology to the task. One of my favorite
trans-lations of the Bhagavad Gita is perhaps also the most inscrutable. Franklin Edgerton
not only translates every single term, including the now widely accepted and under-stood
terms karma and dharma, but he also retained Sanskrit word order, stretch-ing the English
language into amazing contortions that rival the most advanced yoga poses. Christopher
Isherwood and Swami Prabhavananda alternate between prose and verse renderings, utterly
at variance with the original cadence and word order. George Thompson surmises that the
text was primarily recited or sung and chooses a simplified word flow that sounds
melodious and clear in the English language. My own training in classical yoga included
the memorization of the 1943 Gita Press translation of the second chapter of the Gita,
replete with such neologisms as “car-warriors” for what Thompson renders “great chariot
warriors” (35) and “self-controlled practicant” for what Patton renders as “that person
whose thought is placid” (65). In an attempt to capture a hint of the cadence of the original
‘lokas construction, a lilting, symmetrical play of four sets of eight syllables in each verse,
Laurie Patton stretches each verse into eight lines.

As one example of choices made by three translators, we will consider verse 11:49.
This verse includes a key technical term employed in the original, buddhi-yoga,
indicat-ing the importance of the first emanation of prakrti (the creative matrix),
which is the buddhi. Buddhi, related to the word Buddha or Awakened One, is often
translated as the “intellect.” In Samkhya philosophy, the buddhi also carries the
residues of all past karma in the form of enduring inclinations or the state of being
known as the bhavas. It determines the state or mood into which one awakens. In
Samkhya, as in the second chapter of the Gita, the modality of knowledge ( jnana)
within the buddhi guarantees freedom.

Sargeant renders this verse:
Action is inferior by far

To the Yoga of intuitive determination,
Conqueror of Wealth (Arjuna).

Seek refuge in intuitive determination!

Despicable are those whose motives



are based on the fruit of action.

Sargeant attempts to retain vestiges of the ‘lokas form by dividing the verse into four
lines. He also retains the epithet for Arjuna while also making clear to the reader that
Krishna is addressing Arjuna, who has many nicknames.

Thompson does not attempt to retain the versification in a literal sense, but divides
his translation into three discrete sentences:

Arjuna, action is far inferior to the yoga of insight. Seek refuge in insight. Those whose goal
is the fruits of their actions wind up miserable.

Thompson, for the sake of clarity, eliminates all of Arjuna's variant names and makes a
very different word choice for the term buddhi.

Patton agrees with the usage of the term insight for buddhi and retains the epithet
for Arjuna. She stretches out the versification:

Winner of Wealth,
action is far inferior
to the yoga of insight.
Look for refuge

in insight;

for those who are
motivated by fruits
are to be pitied.

Her choice of the term pitied stays closer to the original than either despicable or
miser-able. From all three translations, we get the sense that thinking or reflection is
better than acting on one's first impulse for the sake of greed or desire or selfishness.

If we turn to the Sanskrit analysis, the original grouping of the terms can be clearly
discerned:

duren a hyavaram karma

buddhiyogad dhanam jaya
buddhau saranam anviccha

kr_pan_ah_ phalahetavah_



As previously noted, the buddhi holds the history of one's past actions. Without using in-sight
or intuitive determination, one might plunge headlong into the performance of ac-tion
motivated solely by yearning for its fruits (phalahetu) rather than taking into account the
larger picture. By seeing the prominence of the term buddhi at the start of the second and
third lines, and by feeling the impact of the imperative verbs “seek! wish for! desire!” at
the end of the second line, scrutiny of the Sanskrit can help deepen the understanding



