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Lord Sri Krishna shows Uddhava three roads rising from the troubled earth — knowledge, action and devotion — all ot

them climbing toward the very same radiant goal, and then reveals the secret that the road of love alone needs no other

map.

Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya.
Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya.
Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya.

Welcome to Srimad Bhagavatam Wisdom, a devotional journey through the sacred histories and teachings of the Srimad
Bhagavat Mahapurana. Uddhava now brings the Lord a question that has clearly been troubling him: the Veda, which is
the Lord’s own word, seems to speak two ways at once — commanding and forbidding in the same breath. In reply, the
Lord opens one of the best-loved passages of the Uddhava Gita, laying out the three paths of knowledge, action and

devotion and showing, step by step, why loving devotion to Him outshines even knowledge and renunciation.

Chapter Information

* Scripture: Stimad Bhigavata Mahapurana
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e (Canto: 11 (Book Eleven)

® Chapter: 20 (Discourse 20)

® Chapter title: Pure Devotional Service Surpasses Knowledge and Detachment

® Principal speaker: Sri Krishna, instructing Uddhava; the whole related by Sukadeva Gosvami to King Parikshit
® Principal listener: Uddhava; and King Parikshit

® Main setting: Dwaraka

* Central subject: The three paths of knowledge, action and devotion; who is suited to each; and why pure devotion to

the Lord surpasses even knowledge and detachment
® Principal verse range: Canto 11, Chapter 20, verses 1-37

* Primary edition: Gita Press Srimad Bhigavata Mahapurana

Context from the Previous Chapter

The nineteenth discourse closed with the Lord completing His teaching to Uddhava on how to tell virtue from vice.
Elaborate discussion, He said, settles nothing by itself; true goodness is simply to drop the habit of dwelling on the merits
and faults of others. With that quiet word the Lord brought the previous discourse to rest, setting the stage for Uddhava’s

deeper question about the Veda itself, and how its many commands could lead a soul to the highest good.

Uddhava’s Question — Does the Veda Truly Show the Way?

Uddhava names something that has clearly been troubling him. The Lord’s own word, in the form of the Veda, he says, is

woven entirely of injunction and prohibition, and in this way takes account of the good and evil in every deed.
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sri-uddhava uvica vidhis ca pratisedhas ca nigamo hisvarasya te aveksate ravindaksa gunam dosam ca karmanam

Meaning: Uddhava said: O lotus-eyed Lord, Your own word, the Veda, is made of injunction and prohibition together,

and in this way it weighs the good and evil of every deed. (Canto 11, Chapter 20, verse 1)

The Veda, Uddhava continues, also marks out the classes and stages of life and what suits a sacrifice, even the existence of
heaven and hell. How, then, can a word built on so many distinctions ever carry a soul beyond every distinction —
especially when that same Veda, in its deepest portions, seems to erase the very difference it elsewhere teaches? This

bewilderment, Uddhava confesses, he brings to the Lord to untangle (verses 2-5).
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Uddhava asks how the Lord's own word, the Veda, woven of injunctions and prohibitions, can carry a soul to the one goal beyond all such

distinctions (verse 1).

Three Paths, One Lord

The Lord’s reply opens the heart of the discourse. Long ago, He says, He Himself taught three paths for the highest good

of every soul, and no fourth way exists anywhere.
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sri-bhagavan uvica yogas trayo mayd prokti nfnam sreyo-vidhitsaya jaianam karma ca bhaktis ca nopayo ‘nyo ’sti kutracit

Meaning: The Lord said: Three paths — knowledge, action and devotion — have I taught, wishing for the highest good
of all people; no other way exists anywhere. (Canto 11, Chapter 20, verse 6)

Knowledge suits the soul in whom all taste for the fruit of action has already died; action suits the soul who still longs for
that fruit and has not yet turned from it (verse 7). But there is a third and most fortunate soul — one in whom, by some
unplanned grace, faith has simply sprouted toward hearing and speaking of the Lord’s own glories, neither sick of the

world nor tightly bound to it. For this soul, devotion itself grants the highest success.
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yadrcchaya mat-kathadau jata-sraddhas tu yah puman na nirvinno nati-sakto bhakti-yogo ’sya siddhi-dah
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Meaning: But for the one in whom, by some turn of fortune, faith has sprouted toward hearing My stories and glories —
neither weary of the world nor deeply attached to it — the path of devotion alone brings perfection. (Canto 11, Chapter
20, verse 8)

Until such weariness or such faith has fully ripened, the Lord adds gently, a person should simply continue his appointed

duties without forcing the pace (verse 9).

The Lord describes the soul in whom faith has simply sprouted for hearing and chanting His glories — for such a one, devotion alone grants

perfection (verse 8).

Steady in One’s Own Dharma, the Bird, and the Boat

A person established in his own dharma, offering sacrifice without praying for reward, neither climbs to heaven nor falls
to hell unless he strays into a forbidden act; remaining thus, true to his own course, he comes, almost without seeking it,
to pure knowledge or, by the Lord’s grace, to devotion (verses 10-11). It is this very human world, the Lord says, that
both the dwellers of heaven and of hell secretly long for, since it alone makes knowledge and devotion possible — heaven
and hell themselves can grant neither (verse 12). A wise person should therefore crave neither heaven nor hell nor even a
renewed life in this world, for attachment to any one body ends in neglecting the soul’s true good; the body is mortal,
though it remains the rarest of means to life’s real goal, and one should strive for freedom before death arrives

unannounced (verses 13-14).

A bird unattached to its home feels no grief when the tree cradling its nest is felled — it simply lifts into the sky and finds
peace elsewhere; one who sees his days and nights steadily felling the tree of his own life trembles for a moment, yet, free
of clinging, comes to rest the instant he realizes the Supreme (verses 15-16). Then comes the verse at the very centre of
this chapter’s tenderness. The human body, the Lord says, is the first and finest of all vessels — seemingly easy to obtain,
yet almost impossible to come by; a boat well fitted for the crossing, steered by the guru as its helmsman, carried forward

by the Lord Himself as the favouring wind at its back.
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nr-deham adyam su-labham su-durlabham plavam su-kalpam guru-karnadharam mayinukalena nabhasvateritam puman

bhavibdhim na taret sa atma-ha

Meaning: The human body is the first and best of vessels — seemingly easy to obtain, yet exceedingly rare; a well-made
boat with the guru as its helmsman, driven on by Myself as a favourable wind. Whoever fails to cross the ocean of birth

and death in such a boat has truly slain his own soul. (Canto 11, Chapter 20, verse 17)

The Lord likens the rare human body to a well-made boat, steered by the guru as helmsman and driven by Himself as the favouring wind across the

ocean of birth and death (verse 17).

Steadying the Wandering Mind

For the soul walking the path of knowledge, the Lord now gives the practical art of taming the mind. One weary of
beginning new undertakings, senses reined in, should patiently hold the mind still through repeated practice; when it
darts oft again, he should draw it back with the same gentle persistence used in taming a horse not yet broken, mastering
breath and senses through an intellect ripened in goodness — this patient, repeated winning-over of the mind, the Lord

says, is itself the highest Yoga (verses 18-21).

By insight into the unfolding and folding-back of creation, the mind at last grows still; dwelling again and again on the
guru’s teaching, it sheds its own waywardness. Such a mind should be fixed only on the Supreme — through self-mastery,

through inquiry into the oneness of self and Supreme, or through loving worship of the Lord’s sacred form, never by

KALKIABATARA.ORG/SRIMAD-BHAGWAT-MAHAPURAN 5 Srimad Bhagavatam Wisdom - Kalki Avatar International



other means. Should the seeker, through some lapse, commit a reproachful act, he should burn away that fault through

yoga alone; for steady faithfulness to one’s own path is itself the very meaning of virtue (verses 22-26).

The Devotion of One Who Cannot Yet Let Go

The Lord now turns with special tenderness to a soul every devotee will recognize — one in whom faith has arisen for His
stories, who has genuinely wearied of mere ritual, who sees clearly that desire is woven out of sorrow, and yet still cannot

quite put it down.
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jata-sraddho mat-kathasu nirvinnah sarva-karmasu veda duhkharmakan kaman parityage ‘py anisvarah tato bhajeta mam

pritah sraddhalur drdha-niscayah jusamanas ca tin kiman duhkhodarkams ca garhayan

Meaning: One in whom faith has arisen for My stories, who is weary of all mere ritual activity, who knows that the
objects of desire are themselves made of sorrow, yet who has not the strength to renounce them — such a one should, for
that very reason, worship Me with love, full of faith and firm resolve, still tasting those pleasures even as he condemns

them as the seeds of future grief. (Canto 11, Chapter 20, verses 27-28)

There is no scolding here, only an open door. The Lord does not ask such a soul to fake a renunciation not yet earned;
He asks only that it keep turning lovingly toward Him with whatever faith it has, even while finishing its unfinished
business with desire. For the sage who worships Him in just this way, every craving hidden in the heart quietly withers,
for the Lord Himself has come to dwell there; the knot of the heart — the false sense of a separate self — is cut, every

doubt dissolves, and the whole weight of karma is spent the moment the Soul of all things is truly seen (verses 29-30).

Why Pure Devotion Surpasses Knowledge and Detachment

Here the Lord speaks the verse that gives this whole discourse its name and its glory.
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tasman mad-bhakti-yuktasya yogino vai mad-atmanah na jiianam na ca vairagyam prayah sreyo bhaved iha

Meaning: Therefore, for the yogi who is joined to Me in devotion, whose very heart has become one with Mine, neither

knowledge nor even dispassion, as a rule, is in itself the highest good in this world. (Canto 11, Chapter 20, verse 31)
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This verse does not say knowledge and detachment are worthless — the Lord has just spent many verses honouring the
patient path of knowledge. It says something gentler: once the heart has truly merged with the Lord in loving devotion,
that devotion already carries within it everything knowledge and detachment were meant to achieve, so it need not be
pursued as a separate goal. Devotion is not a shortcut around wisdom; it is wisdom’s own fulfilment, arriving by the
sweetest of all doors. That is why the Lord says His devotee, through this same bhakti-yoga, easily obtains all that others
labour for through rites, austerity, knowledge, dispassion or charity — heaven, liberation, or residence in His own abode

— should such a devotee happen to want any of it at all (verses 32-33).

The Devotee Who Desires Nothing — Not Even Liberation

And here the Lord reveals the most astonishing secret of all His devotees.
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na kincit sidhavo dhira bhakea hy ekantino mama vaichanty api maya dattam kaivalyam apunar-bhavam

Meaning: Yet My saintly, steady devotees, devoted to Me alone, desire nothing at all — not even liberation itself, that
freedom from rebirth, though I Myself should offer it to them. (Canto 11, Chapter 20, verse 34)

The Lord declares that His saintly devotees, devoted to Him alone, desire nothing at all — not even the liberation He Himself is ready to grant

(verse 34).

Such souls have grasped a truth the wise everywhere praise above every other attainment: desirelessness itself is the
greatest and most complete good, and so true devotion belongs only to the one who is free of desire and seeks nothing in

return (verse 35). Virtue and sin cannot touch these even-minded souls, wholly given to the Lord alone, who have passed
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beyond the reach of ordinary calculation (verse 36). And so the Lord closes with a promise to every sincere traveller on
any of these three roads: whoever walks it faithfully reaches the one same destination He has shown — a fearless dwelling

that is His very own.
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evam etan maya distan anutisthanti me pathah ksemam vindanti mat-sthinam yad brahma paramam viduh

Meaning: Those who thus faithfully follow these paths I have shown, which lead surely to Me, attain that fearless abode

which is My own, and come to know it as the Supreme Brahman itself. (Canto 11, Chapter 20, verse 37)

Principal Teachings of This Chapter

1. Three paths, one goal. Knowledge, action and devotion are the only three ways the Lord has taught for the soul’s

highest good; each suits a different stage of the heart’s readiness (verses 6-9).

2. The human body is a rare and precious boat. Easily overlooked yet exceedingly hard to obtain, it can carry a soul across
the ocean of birth and death only with the guru as helmsman and the Lord as the favouring wind — to waste it is to harm

one’s own soul (verses 14-17).

3. Devotion welcomes the heart that cannot yet let go. One who has faith in the Lord’s glories but still feels the pull of
desire is not asked to fake a renunciation he has not earned — only to worship with love while that desire slowly burns

itself out (verses 27-30).

4. Pure devotion surpasses knowledge and detachment. For the soul whose heart has merged in loving devotion,

knowledge and dispassion are no longer separate goals to chase, for devotion already carries their fruit within it (verse 31).

S. The true devotee desires nothing, not even liberation. Having found the Lord, His saintly devotees want for nothing

further — not even the freedom from rebirth He Himself is ready to grant (verses 34-35).

6. Walking any of these paths faithfully leads home. Whoever sincerely follows knowledge, action or devotion as the Lord

has shown reaches His fearless abode and comes to know the Supreme Brahman (verse 37).

A Devortional Reflection

What lingers after this chapter is not a rule but a kindness. Uddhava comes genuinely troubled by how the Veda seems to
argue against its own distinctions, and the Lord does not merely correct him — He widens the horizon, oftering three
honest roads instead of one impossible demand. Then, almost in passing, He lets slip the tenderest secret in the whole
Bhagavatam: the soul that still tastes the world’s pleasures, that has not yet managed to let go, is not shut out of His love.
It need only keep turning toward Him with whatever faith it has, worshipping even while its unfinished business with

desire plays itself out. There is no contempt in this, only patience — the patience of a Lord who would rather carry an
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unfinished devotee across the ocean Himself than wait for a perfection that may never come on its own. Perhaps that is
the real reason devotion is said to surpass even knowledge and detachment: it does not wait for us to become worthy

before it begins its work.

A Daily Devotional Practice

Today, remember the boat the Lord describes — the rare body you already carry, steered by whatever guidance you have
received and moved only by His grace. Set aside a few quiet minutes simply to be grateful for this boat rather than take it
for granted, and offer one sincere prayer that you may not let it drift unused upon the shore. If some desire still pulls at
your heart, do not fight it with force; instead, speak the Lord’s own name gently into that very desire, trusting that love
will do what willpower alone cannot. Let your lips move with “Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya” and let that be enough

for today.

Conclusion

The twentieth discourse of Book Eleven answers Uddhava’s honest confusion about the Veda by opening three paths to
the one Lord — knowledge for the soul weary of action, action for the soul still bound to its fruit, and devotion for the
soul in whom faith has simply awakened. The Lord likens the rare human body to a boat that must cross the ocean of
birth and death before death fells the tree of its days, and shows the patient art of gathering home a wandering mind.
Most tenderly, He opens devotion’s door even to the soul that cannot yet renounce its desires, and declares that such
devotion, once it fills the heart, already holds everything knowledge and detachment were meant to give — so that His

true devotees, wanting nothing more, come at last to His own fearless abode.
May the divine wisdom of Srimad Bhagavatam awaken pure devotion within our hearts.

Om Namo Bhagavate Vasudevaya.

Jay Shree Madhav.
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