This excerpt is from our 4th edition Bhagavad Gita, the hardcover Gita

TWO BASIC PATHS OF DEPARTURE
FROM THE WORLD
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This Supreme Abode, O Arjuna, is attainable by unswerving devotion to Me, within
which all beings exist and by which the entire universe is pervaded. (See also 9.04 and
11.55) (8.22)
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yatra kale tv anavrttim avrttirh cai’va yoginah
prayata yanti tarh kalarh vaksyami bharatarsabha

O Arjuna, now | shall describe different paths departing by which, after death, the
yogis do or do not come back to the mortal or temporal world. (8.23)

Verses 8.23-26 are considered to be the most mysterious and misunderstood verses in the
Gita. What appears to refer to the auspicious times of departure of the living entity during death
in verses 8.24 and 8.25, actually refers to the presiding deities of various astral planes during
gradual passage of the soul after death. This is made clear in verse 8.26. It should be noted that
one’s final destination and the corresponding path leading to the destination has to be earned and
may have nothing to do, directly, with the time of death. Eligibility to tread the path, and not the
time of departure, as is sometimes commonly misunderstood, determines the path of departure.

Lord explains in verses 8.24-25 that there are two goals in life which people seek. These
two goals are achieved by two different paths guiding the two types of seekers to their
destinations. One is called the path of no return (verse 8.24), and the other is the path of return
(verse 8.25). These two paths are renamed in verse 8.26 as the path of light and the path of
darkness, the path of Moksha and path of coming and going, the path of the seekers of spirituality
and seekers of materialism, path of the light of knowledge and of darkness of ignorance.
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agnir jyotir ahah Suklah sanmasa uttarayanam
tatra prayata gacchanti brahma brahmavido janah

Passing gradually after death, through celestial controllers of fire, light, daytime, the
bright lunar fortnight, and the six months of the northern solstice of the sun, yogis
who know the Self attain supreme abode (and do not come back to earth). (8.24)

The path of no return, described above, is also called the path of gods (Devayana), the
path of light of Self-knowledge, the northern path, the solar path, and the path of slow and
gradual development (Krama-mukti), the ascending path of evolution. This path is blocked for the



ignorant and persons devoid of the necessary qualities such as austerity, abstinence, faith and
knowledge. Those who have above mentioned qualities will walk this path. It is also said that this
path is closed during the six months of southern solstice of the sun as mentioned in verse 8.25.

Following the path of spiritual advancement and knowledge on the earth, the individual
soul advances to several higher and higher soul planes (five planes mentioned in verse 8.24) in
the spirit world; finally reaching a level until it has developed enough to merge back with the
Godhead where we came from.

Fire, light, day-time, the bright fortnight and the six months of the northern solstice of the
sun indicate deities presided over by the Sun. It is said in the Upanishads (ChU 4.15.05, BrU
6.2.15) that those who qualify for the northern path after death reach the celestial ruler of fire,
light, from there to the celestial ruler of the day, from there to the celestial ruler of the bright
fortnight, from there to the celestial ruler of the six months during which the sun travels
northwards, from there to Sun, and from there to lightening. Then a Superbeing, created from the
mind of Brahma, comes and leads them to the world of Brahma. Becoming perfect at each stage,
they stay in the world of Brahma till the end of the cycle of creation; at the completion of which
they merge in Brahman together with Brahma. Having reached Brahman, they do not return back
to worldly life again. This is also called Brahm-Nirvana.
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dhiimo ratris tatha krsnah sanmasa daksinayanam
tatra candramasarh jyotir yogi prapya nivartate

Passing gradually after death, through celestial controllers of smoke, night, the dark
lunar fortnight, and the six months of southern solstice of the sun, the righteous
person attains heaven and comes back to earth again. (8.25)

The destination of righteous persons, who work to enjoy the fruits of their labor, is
described in the above verse. Those who leave the world after spending their lifetime in doing
good and performing rituals and worship to enjoy the results so accrued, travel by the southern
path. This path is also called the path of darkness of ignorance, the path of return, the path of
ignorance, the path of ancestors, lunar path and the path of materialism. This path is presided over
by the Moon god, representing the world of matter and sense enjoyment. Those who qualify for
this path, after death, reach the celestial ruler of smoke, from there to the celestial ruler of the
night, from there to the celestial ruler of the dark fortnight, from there to the celestial ruler of the
six months during which the sun travels southwards, and from there to heaven. Such yogis return
to the mortal world, after enjoying heavenly pleasures for a period of time, when the fruits of
their virtuous deeds are exhausted.
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suklakrsne gati hy ete jagatah sasvate mate
ekaya yaty anavrttim anyaya’vartate punah

The path of light of spiritual practice and Self-knowledge and the path of darkness of
materialism and ignorance are thought to be the world’s two eternal paths. The former
leads to salvation, and the latter leads to rebirth as human beings. (8.26)



The path of transmigration may be included in the path of reincarnation, or it may be
called the third path. The Upanishads describe this third path as the path of lower creatures, such
as animals and insects. Unrighteous ones, who do not qualify for the two paths mentioned in
verses 8.24 and 8.25, transmigrate into lower wombs, such as animals, birds, and insects (BrU
6.02.15-16). The immortal soul wanders endlessly through the ocean of transmigration, made up
of 8.4 million different species of life on this planet. The good Lord, out of His sweet will known
as “The Law of Grace”, bestows the precious gift of the human body that is like a raft to carry
one across the ocean of transmigration (TR 7.43.02-04). Consider what we are is God’s gift to us,
and what we become is our gift to God. It is also said that human birth, faith in God, and the help
of a real guru come only by His grace. Our present life provides the opportunity for preparation
for the next life. According to the activities in this life, one can either get a promotion or
salvation, a demotion or transmigration, or another chance for salvation by reincarnating as a
human being.

To whatever object one’s mind is set, to that goes one’s subtle and causal bodies with
Karma attached to it. Thus, a person who has no desire or whose desires have been satisfied or
whose only object of desire is the Self, is merged in Brahman even in this very life. This is called
Jeevan-Mukti or Nirvana.

KNOWLEDGE LEADS TO SALVATION
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nai’te srti partha janan yogi muhyati kascana
tasmat sarvesu kalesu yogayukto bhava’rjuna

Knowing these two paths, O Arjuna, a yogic practitioner is not bewildered at all.
Therefore, one should be resolute in attaining salvation — the goal of human birth —
at all times. (8.27)



