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Section 5: Desire to know dharma 

 

Now the desire to know dharma. This opening line from the Karmakā!"a alerts us that the 

subject of this Section is ritual and right action. The things one feels compelled to do. 

 

Obligatory manners are essential because if they are not done others will be offended. Special 

occasions are worthy of remembrance or celebration and it is good to observe these. Ritual 

observances performed for atonement have their place but those undertaken to gain a desired 

result are not appropriate for those seeking liberation. Anything done for the Lord with a 

yearning for liberation is not construed as desire. All this is easily summarised with Krʘ-!a’s 

exhortation in the Bhagavadgīta; that obligatory actions are not to be abandoned. 

 

Now Narahari changes the viewpoint. Abandonment of action is internal. Abandoning action is 

to abandon false notions.  Action can be used to purify, build discernment and achieve 

liberation. Action like this is essential and not to be abandoned.  

 

The rise of discernment means action no longer enslaves. The bondage of action can be 

surpassed. Such a one will move to their own rhythm.  The Sanskrit word for rhythm is 

chandas.  The word contains a subtle balance of precision (poetic metre) and freedom, 

movement as one wishes.  The image here is of a dancer using finely honed classical skills to 

improvise inspired creative movements.  Disciplined action no longer enslaves, but is now the 

way to freedom. Have you experienced this; breaking through disciplined action to achieve 

freedom, being in the ‘zone’, the ‘sweet spot’, where consciousness is no longer constrained?  

Narahari says jīvanmukti is like that.       

 

Following this general principle Narahari looks at some specific forms of dharma 

 

Intention of austerity 

Austerity can range from cynical to refined.  But resist the urge to score yourself or others 

according to some scale of austerity.  Austerity is simple:  

 

When it arrives, make it welcome. 

Do not hinder it as it goes. 

As it comes, gladly accept all. 

 

Keeping vows 

The best vow is to renounce desire and aversion.  

Ga>gā (the goddess embodied as the river Ganges) is the greatest cleanser. Everyone goes to 

Ga>gā to be ritually cleaned. Ga>gā is the great collector of sins.  But who cleans Ga>gā?  

Only the one who has renounced desire and aversion is pure enough for this.  The vow to 

renounce desire is the greatest. 

 

This verse included from the Kaśikha!"a indicates that for Narahari religious faith is not 

necessarily an indication of mature knowledge. Observance of bathing in Ga>gā may be 

therapeutic and bring spiritual renewal, but is not necessarily an indication purity of being. 

 

Inquiry concerning dress 

Adopting a certain constructed physical appearance is useless for restraint of mind; mortifying 

the body is misguided if the intent is freedom from passion. But if passion no longer rules then 

a discipline of body can help quieten the mind. 
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Investigation of silence 

Silences that are observed as a discipline are subordinate to absorption of mind.  Narahari will 

examine absorption of mind in some detail in later Sections.  At this point he declares that 

silence is coincident with absorption of mind.  The one who is silent must be silent. If silence is 

not an expression of a silent nature then it is meaningless. This brings us back to the opening 

declaration of the three subordinate silences.  Such silences are meaningful if commanded by a 

silent disposition.  If not they too are meaningless. 

 

Knowledge of giving 

Like the three silences there are three types of giving, all valid in their own way. These are also 

subordinate to giving to the Lord.  What is giving to the Lord; giving without reservation, 

giving without calculation of reward. When the identity of the individual is exchanged with the 

identity of the Lord then giving to the Lord is no longer giving at all. 

 

True principle of pilgrimage 

Pilgrimages are not things to be acquired, nor do they accumulate a score of spiritual reward.  

Most especially competitive ranking is anathema to pilgrimage.  Such people are wanders, they 

have no fixed abode.  Pilgrimage is a committed journey to a sacred place.  But what is a 

sacred place: the source of the river Ganges; the summit of Mt Meru?  A sacred place is 

defined by the activities undertaken there. Pilgrimage to a physical sacred place should 

contribute to discovering the truth about sacred places. 

 

Propriety in conduct 

Although improper conduct causes decadence, adherence to correctness is foolishness. It is the 

combination of discernment and right action that is the mark of virtuous conduct. 

 

Indian tradition acknowledges four goals of life (puru�ārthas); artha, kāma, dharma and 

mok�a. The Indian social order is so different from a contemporary Western system that care 

needs to be taken that these goals are not mistaken for something they are not. Artha is 

concerned with all material interests. The word itself means a goal or object aimed at, and 

includes all emotional, economical and social security, such as wealth, power, and the means 

of maintaining them. Kāma is concerned with desire especially related to love and pleasure. It 

includes all sensory, intellectual and aesthetic interests. Dharma is concerned with the socio-

cosmic order needed to maintain the harmonious existence of the cosmos and goes beyond 

morality, goodness, law and justice. Mok�a is release from worldly bondage and as such, 

provides perspective for the cosmic order by defining that which lies beyond it.  

 

These four goals are very different and are often seen as forming a linear sequence. However 

they can also be seen to operate simultaneously, each individually addressing a different sphere 

of life. Morals are usually thought of as values that moderate individual desires, and dharma is 

often elevated above the other goals, and pursued to the detriment of the other goals. However 

another perspective is that all four goals form an holistic whole where all are equally vital.   

 


