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This work is dedicated to Paramahamsa Vishwananda, founder of the Hari Bhakta Sampradāya and satguru for those who take His shelter.







 śrīmat paraṁ brahma guruṁ smarāmi

śrīmat paraṁ brahma guruṁ bhajāmi

śrīmat paraṁ brahma guruṁ vadāmi

śrīmat paraṁ brahma guruṁ namāmi 

I remember my guru who is Parabrahman; I worship my guru who is Parabrahman; I praise my guru who is Parabrahman; I bow to my guru who is Parabrahman.

 namāmi nārāyaṇa-pāda-paṅkajaṁ

karomi nārāyaṇa-pūjanaṁ sadā

vadāmi nārāyaṇa-nāma nirmalaṁ

smarāmi nārāyaṇa-tattvam avyayam 

At every moment I bow to the lotus feet of Nārāyaṇa, I worship Nārāyaṇa, I recite the pure Names of Nārāyaṇa, and I meditate on the changeless truth of Nārāyaṇa.

 śrī viṭṭhala giridhāri parabrahmaṇe namaḥ 

My obeisances to the Supreme Lord Viṭṭhala, who is the refuge and protection of everyone.
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1 Brahmacarya and Sannyāsa

AN OVERVIEW

 This chapter offers an overview of renunciation within Sanātana-dharma. It first clarifies the meanings of brahmacarya and sannyāsa in the catur-āśrama1 framework and specifies how the Hari Bhakta Sampradāya, and thus this book, uses the term brahmacarya: a path of exclusive spiritual dedication and celibacy with the goal of attaining the Supreme Lord Śrī Hari.

The historical development of renunciation is then sketched from early Vedic ascetics to later Vaiṣṇava sannyāsa orders. The chapter presents the distinction between the tridaṇḍī sannyāsī and the ekadaṇḍī sannyāsī, and also highlights key examples of female renunciants.


1.1 What is Brahmacarya?

Renunciation is a foundational principle shared across many of the world’s spiritual traditions. In nearly every religion, there exists a branch of renunciants who choose a life of seclusion, meditation, and detachment from worldly affairs. In Buddhism, they are known as bhikkhus;2 in Christianity, as fathers, monks, or reverends, and their female counterparts as mothers, nuns, or reverend sisters; and in Sufism, as fakirs. These are just a few prominent examples that highlight the universal notion of renunciation as a means to attaining higher spiritual goals. This path of spiritual pursuit naturally involved celibacy, as such renunciants relinquished family life and sensual enjoyment in favor of a life centered on spiritual discipline. Brahmacarya specifically refers to this aspect of renunciation—celibacy.

To elucidate the meaning of the term brahmacarya and avoid confusion regarding its usage, it is necessary to briefly discuss the four stages (catur-āśramas) of Vedic life:


	Brahmacarya: the stage of disciplined student life


	Gṛhastha: the stage of family responsibilities


	Vānaprastha: the stage of gradual withdrawal


	Sannyāsa: the final stage of life




In the Vedic ideal, the first stage of life was brahmacarya, during which students lived in the home of the guru and undertook rigorous study of dharma and the Vedas. After many years of disciplined learning and service, the student would complete this phase and become eligible to enter the second stage of gṛhastha, living as a married householder. Following years of fulfilling familial and social responsibilities, the couple would then retire to the forest to embrace the third stage: vānaprastha. In this phase, the primary focus shifted toward spiritual association, pilgrimage, and preparation for total renunciation. Finally, one would enter the fourth and final stage of sannyāsa, which included the complete renunciation of worldly ties and attachments in pursuit of spiritual liberation. The term “brahmacarya,” in fact, has a dual nature, referring both to a stage of life according to the Vedic ideal, as well as a way of celibate life.

With regard to its etymological meaning, the term “brahmacarya” is composed of two parts: “brahma,” referring to the Supreme Reality and “carya,” derived from the Sanskrit verbal root “car”: to move, to walk, to follow. In the Vedic catur-āśrama system, the practice of celibacy was prescribed for all except the gṛhastha, although even gṛhasthas were advised to exercise a fair amount of self-restraint and avoid overindulging in sensual pleasure.

Unless explicitly stated otherwise, the term “brahmacarya” in this book refers not to a Vedic stage of life but to the lifelong celibate pathway toward the Supreme Absolute. Similarly, the term “brahmacārī”3 refers to someone who has dedicated their life toward the goal of attaining the Supreme by leading a life of exclusive spiritual dedication and celibacy in pursuit of God.

Another term commonly associated with renunciation is sannyāsa. Derived from “sam,” meaning “completely,” and “nyāsa,” meaning “to give up or renounce,” sannyāsa literally means “total renunciation.” In the traditional catur-āśrama system, brahmacarya belongs to the beginning of life’s journey and sannyāsa to its end.

While brahmacarya emphasizes celibate striving for the Supreme and sannyāsa emphasizes external renunciation, the two terms are used synonymously throughout this book. As will be extensively discussed in Chapter 3, the brahmacārīs of the Hari Bhakta Sampradāya are effectively sannyāsīs practicing brahmacarya.



1.2 Tyāga vs. Sannyāsa

In Sanātana-dharma, renunciation is not presented as a single, uniform ideal. Instead, there are different modes and expressions of renunciation. Besides “sannyāsa,” another term used in the context of renunciation is “tyāga,” literally “leaving” or “abandoning.” The distinction between tyāga and sannyāsa is highlighted by Śrī Kṛṣṇa in the final chapter of the Bhagavad Gītā:


Bhagavān Kṛṣṇa said:

The wise understand sannyāsa as the relinquishment of actions driven by desire and declare tyāga to be the renunciation of the fruits of all action.4

- Bhagavad Gītā, 18.2



A great deal of discussion in the classical commentaries revolves around these two terms because in Hindu scripture, they are, at times, used interchangeably. For example, Bhagavad Gītā 18.7 speaks of both in the same context:


Renunciation (sannyāsa) of prescribed action is never appropriate, however. Renouncing (tyāga) such action out of delusion is said to be tamasic in nature.5

- Bhagavad Gītā, 18.7



Sannyāsa refers to the renunciation of all actions motivated by desire. It generally implies leaving the structures of traditional society to live in an āśrama, temple, or saṅgha. Alternatively, one lives alone, unmarried and celibate, dedicating one’s life to the Supreme.

Tyāga, on the other hand, refers to the renunciation of the results of action, but not of action itself. It is exemplified in the life of the gṛhastha who, by renouncing attachment to the fruits of his duties toward family and society, attains divine realization. King Janaka is a prime example:


Verily, by selfless action alone did Janaka and others reach perfection. Indeed, also considering the welfare of the world, you should act.6

- Bhagavad Gītā, 3.20



In truth, the two terms cannot be completely separated, since without tyāga, sannyāsa cannot be established. A sannyāsī still engages in certain duties, such as temple services, lectures, overseeing āśramas, or general community services such as gardening, cleaning, or cooking. Without renouncing the fruits of these duties, such renunciation remains incomplete. Conversely, through complete tyāga, the renunciation of all expectation, one reaches a state in which no more karma is created and thus becomes a true sannyāsī in essence. Śrī Kṛṣṇa makes this clear in the opening verse of the sixth chapter of the Bhagavad Gītā in which the one who “performs their prescribed work while being detached from the results of action” is called a “sannyāsī.” Thus, true sannyāsa is found in the union of inner and outer renunciation:


Those who are doing every action without expecting something in return, selflessly; those who love unconditionally; those who are devoid of pride and ego and expectation; those who have renounced the mind (because it is the mind that desires and always longs for recognition); they are the true sannyāsīs. It’s not the color or the clothes that they are wearing; that’s not sannyāsa. It’s not the external sannyāsa. It is the internal.

- Paramahamsa Vishwananda on the Bhagavad Gītā, 6.1



As Śrī Kṛṣṇa warns in Bhagavad Gītā 3.6, the one who outwardly renounces but whose mind remains attached to the external reality is a hypocrite, deluded by false renunciation. Both paths can lead to the highest aim, yet sannyāsa, when it suits one’s natural disposition, is especially conducive to swift spiritual progress. Still, it must never be reduced to mere externality; whether one is a tyāgī or a sannyāsī, the decisive factor lies in the sincerity of the inner renunciation of the heart.



1.3 A History of Sannyāsa

Sannyāsa has a few key founding figures who laid the groundwork for the various branches of renunciant traditions seen today. First, there are the four Kumāras, who chose a life of renunciation over worldly pleasure and procreation after hearing the glories of Śrī Hari from sage Nārada. Second is Dattātreya, who is often depicted in the puranic texts carrying the tridaṇḍa (three-fold staff). The third is Ādi Śaṅkarācārya, who significantly consolidated and institutionalized the renunciant tradition into an organized monastic order referred to as the Daśanāmī tradition. Once sannyāsa had been formalized by Ādi Śaṅkarācārya, it was also formally adopted by Vaiṣṇava traditions such as the one of Rāmānujācārya.

The personalities mentioned represent the core ideals of sannyāsa within the landscape of Sanātana-dharma: the four Kumāras embody the ideal of brahmacarya, Dattātreya is associated with the tridaṇḍī sannyāsī tradition, and Śaṅkarācārya with the Daśanāmī sannyāsī order.
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