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The basic concern of all authentic Scrip
tures o f World Religions is the integral 
liberation o f human beings. They show 
ways of salvation from the existential 
estrangement o f human life. They point 
to the state o f  ultimate self-realisation. 
The process towards this state of mukti 
is not a denial of this world but a trans
formation o f the ambiguities of this 
w o rld  to  a l ib e ra te d  s ta te . T h is  
soteriological concern is dominant in the 
Bhagavad Gita. W hat is significant is 
that the G ita 's  way of liberation com 
prises the diverse aspects of life, per
sonal and social, rational and emotional, 
historical and cosm ic. This becom es 
ev iden t w hen the text is read in the 
religio-cultural context of its composition.

The Theological Context of the Gita

T he  w o r ld -v ie w  o f  the  Vedic 
times (ca. 1500-900 BC) was based on 
an intuitive perception o f reality in its 
totality and interdependence. The power 
that preserves this ontic unity o f reality 
is rta (RV. 1,24,8. 10,133,6. 7,86). 
Through rta the Divine is immanent in 
the universe. G o d 's  being is being-in- 
the world; G o d 's  being is becoming. 
Rta is the cause of integration in hu
man persons, harmony in society and 
order in the universe. Liberation con
sists in a life o f  harmony with others, 
with nature and ultimately with the Di

vine. By attuning oneself with the rta 
of the cosmic totality one gets liberated 
from the ambiguities o f life. The Vedic 
hymns present an integrated attitude to 
all aspects o f life. “The Vedic optimism 
is not anthropological but on the whole 
cosmological...It starts from a more 
holistic perspective which views man 
and cosmos as a dynamic unity in which 
both are engaged in the very existence 
of the Universe.” 1 The Vedic hymns are 
addressed to the devas , which are ac
tually personifications o f the cosmic 
powers of life. The cultic performances 
(yajnas) were originally meant to pre
serve the cosmic order and social har
mony. But towards the end o f the Vedic 
period they were manipulated by the 
dominant priestly class and converted 
into magical forms o f procuring favours 
for those who perform them .2 The im
manent power of the Divine thus got 
reified in the idols o f ritualism, and so
cial life was fragmented into a hierar
chical caste structure.

The Upanishads evolved as a spiri
tual protest against this ritualistic cul
ture. The Upanishadic sages (ca 1000
500 BC) in their passionate quest for 
Self-realisation turned into the depth of 
their own being. “W hen we pass from 
the Vedic hymns to the Upanishads we 
find that the interest shifts from the 
objective to the subjective, from brood-
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ing on the wonder of the outside world 
to the meditation on the significance of 
the self. The human self contains the 
clue to the interpretation of nature. The 
Real at the heart of the universe is re
flected in the infinite depths of the soul.”3 
The major concern of the contempla
tive pursuits of the Upanishadic mas
ters has been ‘to see the Self in the self 
through the se lf’.4 Integral liberation is 
ach ieved  through this in trospection  
(Jnana). When the inner light of jnana  
shines forth, the veil o f ignorance 
(avidya) is removed. The enlightened 
one is then enabled to 'see the Self in all 
things and all things in the Se lf  (Isa 
Up. 6). Hence, the unceasing prayer: 
“From the unreal lead me to the Real; 
from darkness lead me to the Light; 
from death lead me to Im m ortality” 
(Brih .U p. 1.3.28). All values of social 
life are subordinated to this normative 
experience of achieving jnana  through 
mystical introspection. Consequently, 
the Upanishadic schools gradually be
cam e rather elitist in their life and 
thought. They were insulated from the 
existential struggles of social life and 
hence unreachable for the common 
people. ■

Buddhism emerged as an ethical 
protest against the trends of ritualistic 
objectification in the Vedic circles and 
of the mystical subjectification in the 
Upanishadic schools. Siddhartha pen
etrated right into the root-cause of suf
fering and discovered that desirous pas
sion (thrishna) is the cause of all suf
fering in the world. Desire gives rise 
to a t t a c h m e n t  (upadana),  g ree d  
(kam a),  a n g e r  (krodha),  d e lu s io n  
(moha), lust (mada) and aggressivity 
(matsarya). With these, human life is

bonded to the cyclic process of birth and 
death (samsara). Liberation from this 
bondage is possible only through a radi
cally new way of life. For this, Buddha 
proposes the eight-fold path: right grasp 
of reality, right resolve to follow the 
Truth, right speech in harmony with 
Truth, right action with due respect for 
life and Truth, right livelihood with a 
morally sound profession, right endeav
our to conquer evil, right mindfulness 
focused on the ideal of life and right 
meditation.5 Emphasis on ethical de
mands is evident in these elements of 
liberative praxis. However, Buddhism 
refuses to relate them to the experi
ence o f a personal God or to the tran
scendent Divine reality. There is, how
ever, a great emphasis on radical re
nunciation in pursuit o f the high ideals 
o f  life . T he  c o m m o n  p e o p le  still  
searched for an integrated way o f lib
eration: a spiritual path (marga) that 
would integrate mystical introspection 
with social commitment, ritual perfor
mances with concern for nature, devo
tion to the personal God with the aware
ness o f the transcendent Divine. It is 
partly to meet this spiritual need that 
the Bhagavad Gita was written (ca. 300 
BC).

The Gita accepts the holistic vi
sion of reality found in the Vedas and 
upholds the need for nourishing the cos
mic powers of life (devas) (3:9-13). But 
it is highly critical of the ritualistic cul
ture of the later Vedic times (2:42-44, 
7:23). However, the Gita advocates the 
need for rituals in as much as they are 
genuine expressions o f surrender to the 
divine Lord (9:23-26) and hence means 
of inner purification (18:5). In fact ritu
als are ways of deepening one's atten
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tive devo tion  to the Lord (sraddha ) 
(7:21-22). Thus, the Gita bridges the 
gap between the Vedic extroversion 
and the Upanishadic introversion.

M uch o f the mystical insights of 
th e  G i ta  a re  ta k e n  f ro m  the  
U panishad ic  pursu its  o f  m editation. 
Jnana  is extolled  as the param ount 
way of spiritual integration (4:38,7:18). 
The goal o f meditative introspection is 
described in Upanishadic terms as ‘see
ing the Self in the self through the se lf’ 
(6:20). Such an inner culture liberates 
the individual from bondage to egoism 
(aham kara ) and awakens the person 
to in te g ra l  s e l f - c o n s c io u s n e s s
(atm abodha ) (4:37-42). With all this, 
however, the Gita does not advocate 
an elitist culture in spiritual pursuits. The 
unfolding of jnana  is to take place right 
on the battlefield o f life, in the midst of 
the struggle to determine what is right 
and what is wrong (2:7). The inner en
lightenment is meant to perceive one’s 
p ro p e r  d u ty  (d h a r m a ) in soc ie ty  
(18:45). Solitude leads to solidarity.

In developing the ethical perspec
tives on life the Gita owes much to 
teachings o f  Gautam a Buddha. In B ud
dhist terms the Gita describes the net
working o f  inordinate passions in the 
psyche (2:62-63) and upholds the need 
forascetical practices for getting lib
erated from bondage to them (2:55
6 1 ). A liberated individual is a merciful 
one endow ed with virtues like com 
passion (karuna ), friendliness (maitri), 
j o y  ( t u s h t i ) an d  e q u a n im i ty  
(sam adarsana)  (12:13-19). He is not 
bound to a stable home, not affected 
by praise or calumny, not swayed by 
enmity or attachment but passionately

committed (ratah) to the welfare o f all 
beings (12:18,14:24,6:9,12:4). In these 
attitudes of asceticism and concern for 
the world some of the basic values of 
Buddhism find their entry into the Gita. 
However, unlike Buddhism Gita gives 
centrality to devotion to the personal di
vine Lord (bhakti) in spiritual life. In 
unambiguous terms Gita emphasises 
that ‘only through bhakti one could 
know, see and enter into the D ivine’ 
(11:54) Hence, the ultimate state of 
integration is not that o f  self-extinc
tion (nirvana) but that o f 'l iv in g  in the 
Lord, becom ing one with the divine 
L ord '(12 :8 ,14:19)

The Cultural Context of the Gita
It is not easy to offer sufficient 

documentary evidence for an analysis 
of the cultural milieu in which the Gita 
was written. Two dominant spiritual 
movements which significantly shaped 
the attitudes to life were Buddhist mo- 
nasticism and Sankhya dualism. In both 
o f  them there had been overtones of 
ascetical values. Buddhism advocated 
the impermanence (anitya ) o f  reality 
and Sankhya upheld the irreconcilabil
ity between the two ontic principles of 
spirit (purusha) and matter (prakriti). 
C o n seq u en tly , the B u d d h is t  m onks 
found in a life of radical renunciation a 
higher form o f  liberated life and the 
Sankhya preachers motivated seek
ers to a life of withdrawal from all forms 
o f involvement in secu lar  life in order 
to liberate the spirit from the cave of 
matter. “The age was dom inated by the 
ideas o f  renunciation  and retirem ent 
from active life. ... A school o f think
ers preached that spiritual realisation 
could only be achieved by an intensive
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pursuit of that ideal which necessitated 
the renunciation o f all active life. Re
tirement from active life was necessary 
for spiritual relaxation, and after the at
tainment of that goal action was unnec
essary. This a ttitude resulted  in the 
popularity o f the doctrine of renuncia
tion. Different orders of monks, ascet
ics and friars prevailed.”6 Under the 
inspiration and persuasion of these as
cetics a trend has developed in various 
circles to neglect domestic responsi
bilities and social duties. Any involve
ment in the realm of material life was 
considered bondage to the principle of 
matter, and hence a block to the lib
eration of the spirit.

The Gita was composed to coun
teract this world-denying and hyper- 
ascetical trend of culture. In this sense 
the Gita could be understood as a book 
o f a spiritual counterculture. The Gita 
co n s id e rs  m atte r  as sacred  and the 
material universe as the ‘body of the 
divine L ord’ (7:4, 11:13). Hence, one 
does not have to forsake the world with 
all the domestic responsibilities (6:1) 
and social duties (3:20) in the pursuit of 
spiritual liberation. The way to libera
tion consists not in a life o f inaction but 
in comm itm ent to action out o f inner 
freedom from attachment (nishkama 
karma). W hat is to be renounced is 
not action as such (6:1) but the greed 
(kama) (6:24) that poisons one 's  ac
tion and causes bondage (3:9 ). Posi
tively this would mean that one does 
one's duties in the world 'ou t  o f  being 
united with the divine ground’ (2:48), 
w ith  a s e n se  o f  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  
(a d h ik a r a ) an d  w ith  sk i l fu ln e s s  
(kausalam) (2: 47,50). Instead of turn

ing one’s back on the world one has to 
get involved in the affairs o f the world 
in view of 'bringing about the integral 
welfare of the world' ( lokasamgraha) 
(3:25). This world-affirming and world- 
transforming perspective of the Gita 
has contributed significantly to the for
mation of an integrated spirituality for 
generations of seekers in India.

L ib eration  in the L ife o f the  
Individual

The Gita describes two different 
attitudes to life: one motivated by ego- 
centredness (ahamkara) and the other 
e n lig h ten ed  by se lf -c o n sc io u sn ess  
(atmabodha). The ego em erges as 
the pivotal centre of life when greed 
(kama) becomes the dominant value 
of life. On the other hand, one lives from 
a deeper consciousness o f one’s true 
self when life is guided by a sense of 
integration (dharma). Actions out of 
kama bring about bondage, while ac
tions out o f dharma lead to freedom. 
Liberation in the life o f the individual is 
therefore the process o f being progres
sively freed from the grips o f kama 
and of being integrated with dharma. 
For this Gita proposes the threefold path 
o f  k no w led ge , dev o tio n  and  ac tion  
(jnana, bhakti and karma).1

At the beginning o f  this liberative 
process one needs spiritual inspiration 
and guidance from outside. One has to 
study the sacred Scriptures and seek 
instruction from  m asters in o rder  to 
enter upon the path of jnana. (4:34, 
16:23). Initially bhakti needs to find 
expression in offerings (9:26), worship 
o f gods (7:21-22) and rituals (18:5). 
Similarly, karma starts with a sense
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of duty in response to the demands of 
e lders  and social custom s (2 .31-33, 
16:24). But the Gita demands that one 
has to grow beyond this initial stage of 
spirituality, for ‘not by the study o f the 
Scriptures or grim, ascetic practices, not 
by giving o f alms or sacrifice ' can one 
really reach the Lord (11:53).

Growth in the liberative spiritual
i ty  c o n s i s t s  in a p r o g r e s s iv e  
interiorisation o f what has been learnt 
from outside or expressed in rituals and 
works. Through the regular practice 
o f  meditation (6:10-46) the initially ac
quired knowledge is transformed into 
an experiential insight (jnana). The in
ner eye o f  the self is enlightened (11:8) 
and one is enabled to “see oneself in 
the divine Self, and the Divine in one
se lf’ (6:20). Deep within the core of 
being (13:18) the devotee experiences 
the presence o f the Lord who loves 
him/her intensely (18:64). This experi
ence o f  being loved by God liberates 
the human self from its bondage to ex
istential loneliness within the grips o f the 
aham kara. The devotee is moved to 
total self-surrender to the Lord (bhakti) 
(1 2 :8 -1 1 ,  18 :62 , 6 5 -6 6 ) .  W ith  th is 
em erges the realisation that God is the 
ultimate subject o f  one's self. One finds 
oneself as an instrument in the hands of 
the divine Lord. Consequently, actions 
are perform ed with the awareness of 
participating in the divine work of es
tablishing dharm a  in all realms o f life. 
The work (karm a) that one has to do in 
the world is done in an attitude o f hav
ing ‘surrendered all actions to the L ord’ 
(12:6, 9:27). W hen God becomes the 
sole agent and ultimate goal o f one’s 
life, one is freed from ‘clinging on to the 
fruits o f  actions for oneself ' (6:1 ,2:47).

Doing one’s duty with this sense of 
inner freedom is the basic dynamics of 
spiritual growth in the Gita.

Spiritual m aturity  consists in an 
integrated vision and way of life. The 
one who perceives the Self in oneself 
sees the same ‘Self in all things and all 
things in the S e lf’ (jnana) (6:29). God 
is experienced as the source and goal, 
life and abode o f the universe (7:10, 
9:17-18). The entire world is perm e
ated by the power and presence o f the 
divine Lord (9:4, 6:30). Once the world 
is experienced as the 'body and temple 
o f the Lord' (11:13, 13:3) one surren
ders oneself to the divine Lord present 
in all things (bhakti) (10:8). Life then 
becom es an experience  o f  ‘actively  
m oving in the sphere o f the D iv ine’ 
(6:31). With this vision a new motiva
tion emerges for working in the world 
(karma): copcem  for the integral wel
fa re  o f  the  w o r ld  ( lo k a s a m g r a h a ) 
(3:25). Not only human beings but all 
beings come into the orbit o f this p a s
sionate  concern (3:11, 5:25). With a 
keen eco-sensitivity Gita states: ‘those 
who cook food only for themselves are 
sinners, for they eat s in !’ (3:13).

The liberative m essage o f the Gita 
is therefore freedom  from  an ego- 
centred life to a world-oriented, world- 
transforming life that draws strength 
from a deep mystical experience o f  one
ness with the Divine. This transition is 
a process in which all forms o f sterile 
ritualism and life-negating asceticism 
are overcome. The Gita advocates spiri
tual discipline and renunciation, not for 
the sake of withdrawal from responsi
bilities in the world, but for developing 
inner freedom and a divine perspective
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on the world. The truly integrated per
son according to the Gita is one who is 
genuinely committed to the cause o f in
tegral justice and harmony (dharm a) in 
all realms of life.

Such a spirituality of integration 
brings about liberation from the cycle 
of rebirth too. The Gita accepts the fact 
of rebirth as a natural course of life’s 
e v o lu t io n  to w a rd s  the  D iv in e  
(2:13,22,27). But it also announces a 
supernatural way of salvation from the 
‘ocean of birth and rebirth’ (8:15). Even 
if a person is considered to be ‘born of 
sinful w om bs’ (9:32), and looked down 
upon as ‘the worst o f  sinners’ (4:36) 
liberation from bondage to the process 
of rebirth is possible, if  that person 
pursues assiduously the integral way 
of jn a n a , bhakti and karma: “Those 
who cast o ff  all the ir  w orks on me 
(k a r m a ) ,  to ta l ly  d e d ic a te d  to m e 
(bhakti)  and m edita te  on me with 
single-mindedness (jnana), these will I 
lift up high out of the ocean of recur
ring death, and that right soon, for their 
thoughts are fixed on m e” (12:6-7).

Ultimately liberation is a work of 
divine grace. The human person can only 
dispose the self to receive the divine light 
and grace. It is the divine Lord who 
confers on the human intellect the light 
of wisdom (10:10), moves the heart with 
the divine power of love (18:65) and 
transforms all works into the means 
of final integration (18:56). Only with 
the divine eye  can one truly see the 
cosmic form of the Lord (11:8) and only 
with divine grace can one reach the 
‘final abode of peace’ (18:62). With this 
perspective the Gita relativises all reli
gious practices in favour of a life of

inner freedom and outer commitment.

L iberation  in the E volution  of 
Society

The basic fabric o f society at the 
time of the composition of the Gita was 
shaped by the caste system with all its 
cohesive and divisive ingredients. The 
Gita unfolds the inner contradictions 
o f the prevailing caste system. As a 
kshatriya  Arjuna was duty-bound to 
fight for safeguarding the caste (2:31
33). However, he found that war would 
only ruin the integrity of the caste (1:39
45). Fulfilling the caste duty leads to the 
destruction of the purity of the caste! 
This paradox was the deeper cause of 
the ‘utter confusion’ that Arjuna felt on 
the battlefield of dharm a.(2:l). The Gita 
tries to resolve this ambiguity by of
fering an integral world-view. The role 
of an individual in society has to be de
termined not by birth (jati) as is the 
case with the rigid caste system, but by 
the inherent quality of the individual 
(guna). It is a fact o f life that people 
are born with different temperaments 
and talents. The differentiation o f roles 
in social life is to be determined by these 
qualities born of one’s being (18:41). 
Accordingly, everyone has to discover 
his or her proper role (sw adharm a ) in 
society and thus pursue the personal 
way of integration (18:45). The tradi
tional caste system that is based on a 
rigid pattern of birth-bound stratification 
is a block to this new perception. Hence, 
the Gita demands that the truly liberated 
person should actually 'consider in the 
selfsame way the Brahmins and the 
outcasts' (5:18). No social distinction is 
to be made between the elite and the 
downtrodden for ‘even those who are
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considered to be bom  of sinful wombs 
reach the Lord through genuine bhakti ’ 
(9:32). A spiritual vision o f life takes 
one beyond  the d istinc tion  betw een 
‘saints and sinners’ (6:9)

One might ask if this social per
spective is effective enough to over
come the alienations caused by the tra
ditional caste system. The spiritual vi
sion of the Gita, however, contains a 
great amount o f liberative potential for 
the transformation of social life. The 
individual is enabled to overcome the 
narrow confines o f  social aristocracy 
and religious elitism. One finds oneself 
as part of the totality o f reality. The 
Gita strongly criticises all forms of alien
ation com ing from social or political, 
cultural or religious patterns o f dom i
nation and exploitation (16:13-20). Each 
one is called to a life o f freedom; so
cial life is the orbit wherein this free

dom is made possible. At the same time 
the social fabric is created anew by lib
erated individuals. It is a freedom that 
comes from the realisation that the evo
lution of the life of individuals and of 
society takes place within the horizon 
of the unfolding o f the divine Self. The 
individual karma o f  human beings is 
inserted within the universal process of 
dharma. The divine Lord is the ultimate 
subject o f  the liberative actions of 
human individuals (5:9-10) and the ulti
mate ground  of the social reality of 
dharma (14:27). The entire message of 
the G ita  may be sum m arised  in one 
verse:

Being grounded in the divine Self 
fulfil your work in the world with
out any sort o f  greedy attachment;

Be equal-minded in success and fail
ure:

Equanimity is spirituality (2:48).
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