Srigurubhyo namaH

An essay on the expression ‘Tad VishnoH paramam padam’ occurring in the Shankara
Bhashya

In the Kathopanishat 1.3.9 bhashya Shankara says:
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The knower attains That (state of) Vishnu's who is all-pervading Brahman, the
paramatman, known by the name Vasudeva, exalted state, as it is.

The names 'Vishnu and Vasudeva’ here have led to some people claiming that this
bhashya is about saguna mukti/krama mukti/brahma loka/saguna brahma loka, etc.
and not the Advaitic realization. The reason for them is: the names Vishnu and
Vasudeva refer to a deity and hence this cannot be the Nirguna Brahman realization,
the ultimate mukti of Advaita.

In the sequel are many statements from Shankara himself, clarifying what the
‘VishnoH paramam padam’ really means are given:

1. In Bramha Sutra Bhashya (BSB) 1.2.12 Shankara says:
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If it is saguna brahman, Shankara should not have said that it is Paramatman that is the one to
be realized here. Because upasana prakarana (Agni vidya taught to Nachiketas) is different
and this statement in the Upanishad is in the Jnana prakarana. Only then Paramatman will be
the goal to be attained. If it is upasana it would be a-para/saguna/kaarya brahman.

And decidedly Shankara says, citing the other earlier Kathopanishad passage:
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This mantra passage says: By realizing this entity that is extremely difficult to comprehend,
seated in the innermost self of the jiva, the ancient one, through Adhyatma yoga, one
transcends pleasure and pain. And Shankara says: this is in the section dealing with
Paramatman. In the case of a-para Brahman, the fruit of knowing cannot be transcending
samsara and also no adhyatma yoga is prescribed to know it.

2. In BSB 1.4.1 Shankara confirms by decidedly saying: tad vishnoh paramam padam is
Nirguna Brahman by raising a question what is
PaBAR>: Adhyatma yoga is taught to reach NB and not SB:
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Shankara answers the question SNHOHSICIONCHEICHEANONANIEIUpANISHANIASEINSSUDICHIE

The Upanishad is teaching that the Supreme Self is beyond the body mind complex and the
objects lying outside the body. By specifying a sequence of hierarchical positions, the
Upanishad leads one to the Highest Self that is the one to be realized.

3. InBSB 1.4.3: Again it is NB, Parabrahman:
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What is meant by the Upanishad by the term ‘Vishnu’s Supreme state?” Having led the
aspirant in a hierarchical order inwards, the Upanishad concludes: There is none
beyond/higher than the Purusha. By saying that Shankara concludes that it is Para Brahman,
Nirguna Brahman in Advaita that is referred to by the expression ‘Vishnu’s Supreme state’.
If it were saguna brahman, there is the Nirguna/Para brahman beyond it.

4. In BSB 3.3.16 - here too the entire Kathopanishat Adhyatmayoga is analysed and the
vishnoh paramam padam is once again reiterated to be PB/NB only:
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The culmination, by the sequential inward journey, is in the Supreme Brahman, that is called
Parama padam in the Upanishad. This is certainly not any deity/loka.

5. In Kathopanishad bhashya; 2.3.1:
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Here Shankara says: Itis in this

Shankara has used the expression,

based on the Kathopanishad 1.3.9, to show that the Brahman taught here in 2.3.1 as
the substratum of the samsara/world. Since he has held, in the Bhashyam, that the samsara
tree (world) is akin to Gandharva loka, mirage water, magical show, etc. which will be
realized to be non-existent upon the dawn of Right knowledge, his specifying NB as the one
on which the world rests in quite in order.

Thus, based on the above several unambiguous pramanas from Shankara himself, the BSB
4.3.10 also is about NB only:
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The expression here _ also has led some to think that the karma

mukti ends here by the Hiranyagarbha and the others in that loka entering a Saguna
Brahma loka. That such is not the case can be seen by the various statements in the
foregoing from Shankara’s own Bhashya that the Tad vishnoh paramam padam is
Nirguna/Para Brahman alone and not any other:


https://advaitasharada.sringeri.net/display/bhashya/Kathaka?page=1&id=Ka_C01_S03_V13&hl=%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%9A%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%9B%E0%A5%87%E0%A4%A6%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%99%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%A8%E0%A4%B8%E0%A5%80%20%E0%A4%AA%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B0%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%9C%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%9E%E0%A4%83
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In the Bhagavadgita bhashya we have:
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The aspirant sits in meditation with the firm conviction that Brahman alone is the
supreme (and nothing in the world). In the Bhashya Shankara articulates the
aspirant’s conviction as articulated by Bhagavan:
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The aspirant’s conviction is: | am not other than That Brahman, Vasudeva, who is the
innermost self of all.

In Advaita, the innermost self is Atman, which is non-different from Brahman. Only
that entity can be claimed to be oneself and not any other. Since there is the word
Vasudeva here, the doubt may arise as to whether this is saguna Brahman. But that is
settled since the conviction is ‘Il am non-different from That." In Advaita the identity
is not with the deity but the Nirguna Brahman that the deity is in truth.

We can recall the Kathopanishat 1.39 Bhashya where too Shankara has said ‘the
Supreme Brahman is known by the name Vasudeva.” Since it is concluded decidedly
that Tad Vishnoh paramam padam and Vasudeva mean nirguna brahman alone, here
in the Gita bhashya too this Vasudeva, it is nirguna Brahman alone.

There are some other instances, outside the prasthana traya bhashya, where
Shankara has identified the Supreme Nirguna Brahman with names such as Vishnu,
Vasudeva, Narayana, Tripurari:
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(I alone am Vishnu by my Guru's grace)
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(I alone am Para Brahman, known by the name Vasudeva)
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(I am Narayana, the slayer of Narakasura. | am Shiva, the slayer of the Tripura asuras)

In all the three verses, the names 'vishnu, vasudeva and narayana' are used in the
expression of realization of one's true self, nirguna Brahman.

'Vakyavrtti' is cited by Swami Vidyaranya in the Panchadashi as that of Acharya. Sri Vishveshvara
Sraswati (Guru of Sri Madhusudana Saraswati), in the Yatidharma sangraha, has cited verses from the
Vakyavritti and the Brahmanuchintanam as those of Shankara.

Someone outside the Advaita sampradaya would quickly conclude this as blasphemy: claiming oneself
to be God. Only those in the sampradaya, who have exposure to the Bhashya and their explanation,
would know that these names of God are actually used in the sense of Nirguna Brahman. In fact all
these names have etymological meanings which will clarify that it is not about the deity/person but
the substratum Nirguna Brahman. Taking the popular meaning of these names alone creates
problems.

Om Tat Sat



