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Perhaps in no other system of religion is the doctrine of Eka-Sarana so markedly conspicuous as in the Eka-Sarana Hari-Nama Dharma of Sankaradeva. There are at least two reasons warranting such an observation. First, the internal ‘evidence’, i.e. the writings of Sankaradeva himself which may be said to constitute the theory of his path. And the second one is the institutionalization of the concept of Sarana in the religious circle of Assam which also has a practical side to it. There is a special initiation ceremony itself referred to as ‘sarana’ which practically guides all aspects of the life of the spiritual aspirant. No other school of Vaisnavism in India seems to be endowed with this kind of a ceremony. 

Again, the sarana of Sankaradeva is not to be equated with ceremonies like ‘diksa’ found in other paths.  According to Sankaradeva, only the Sravana and Kirttana of the Lord’s Name in an attitude of complete surrender to the Lord is the only path prescribed by Krishna. It is this prerequisite of surrender that defines the nature of devotion in Sankaradeva’s path. 

Eka-sarana: Meaning and Origin  

Eka-sarana means taking sole-refuge in the Lotus Feet of Krishna. The concept has its roots in the utterance of Lord Krishna in the Bhagavad Gita in what constitutes the highest sloka of the Gita – its very essence:- ‘sarva dharman parityajya mamekam saranam vraja’, “abandoning all dharmas, O Arjuna, take sarana in Me alone”.  This momentous sloka has been interpreted differently by different scholars. Sankaradeva interprets the words ‘sarva dharman parityajya’ to mean the ‘forsaking of all vidhi-kinkara dharmas’. All paths which are the slave of vidhi (injunctions, rules, writ-dictates), i.e. all the commonly accepted notions of religiosity, are to be abandoned and sole-refuge (eka-sarana) taken at the Feet of Krishna. In the Ekadasa Skandha of the Srimad-Bhagavata also, Krishna gives the following upadesa (counsel) to His dearest disciple, “O Uddhava! Forsake these ‘vidhi-nisedhas’, these ‘karmas’ of the Vedas. Take sarana in body, mind and word in Me alone.” Thus, from both the Gita and the Bhagavata, it is amply clear that unless one is prepared to part with vidhi, one cannot hope to obtain God. Therefore, the path suggested by Sankaradeva is eka-sarana Hari-Nama. ‘Eka Sarana’ here, it must be noted, is acting as the adjectival qualifier of ‘Hari-Nama’. What kind of Hari-Nama? eka-sarana Hari-Nama. This needs realization. Because once the full purport of such an association of the two concepts (‘eka-sarana’ and ‘Hari-Nama’) is imbibed, the originality of the Sankarite path stands immediately exposed. Sankaradeva combines the sarana of the Gita with the bhajana (as indicated by the term ‘Hari-Nama’) of the Bhagavata. He had realized that the Gita was a sarana sastra par excellence but as a bhajana sastra, the Bhagavata has no equal. Therefore, he synthesizes the essence of the Gita with that of the Bhagavata to forge his path of eka-sarana bhakti.  

Why Eka-sarana is necessary

According to Sankaradeva, without eka-sarana, Hari-Nama or the Religion of the Name ceases to be effective. Not that the chanting of the Lord’s Name will lead to no results but merely that it will be like trying to store water in an unbaked earthen pot. The devotion will drain out. No sooner had Nama destroyed the ‘accumulated sin of a thousand births’ than a fresh load piles up. Nama will destroy that too but the karmic reactions will continue. But with eka-sarana, the situation is different. Once the individual self (jiva) enters into the Sole-Refuge of the Lord forsaking all the means of vidhi (‘vidhira sadhana’ – Madhavadeva) and then engages in his (single-minded) devotion by singing His Praise, his devotion will be fructified and he will reach the Highest State. This is because in the state of surrender of the soul unto the Super-Soul, as implied by eka-sarana, the karmic reactions simply stop. When a man becomes the slave of another person, discarding all sense of ‘I-ness’, he is not at all accountable for his actions; all responsibility will be borne by the master. So also Krishna promises Arjuna, “I will protect you from all sinful reactions, do not worry, O Dhananjaya!” And, in the Bhagavata, “O Uddhava! Do not let even an iota of fear enter into your mind. I will protect you always.” 

Therefore, Sankaradeva prescribes Eka-Sarana. In his monumental work, the Bhakti Ratnakara, after quoting extensively from the sastras in support of his stand, he ends almost every chapter pronouncing the verdict, “Take thou eka-sarana at the Feet of Krishna”. And he is emphatic in his belief that nothing apart from eka-sarana will lead one to cross the ocean of samsara, to transcend the realm of the gunas and reach God, overcoming nescience – “there is no other alternative”. This is his fundamental teaching.

The path of bhakti, contrary to what many people may think, is not one undifferentiated path. Even within the devotional realm, the devotee may adopt so many different sentiments with respect to God. There is always a great difference between worshiping Krishna on equal terms and becoming His slave and then worshiping Him. The latter constitutes the path of sarana. Actually, this entering into the servitude of Krishna, this submissive devotion where the individual finally let goes of his ego, as prescribed by Sankaradeva, is the best (uttama) type of sarana. 

Types of sarana

For, even within the domain of sarana, it is pointed out, there are differences of approach. Saranas are of three types. When one firmly believed that Krishna can protect one from sins in the same way as other ordinary rites, pilgrimages and worship of other deities can do, it is primary sarana. When one puts in Krishna the reliance and affection he has in relations and properties, it is mediocre sarana. But when one forsakes attachments even to one’s own body and applies all attention to the Lord, it is the best type of sarana. In this type of sarana, body, mind and speech, kaya, mana, vakya - all are surrendered at the Feet of the Lord. The one who enters into this kind of sarana, writes Madhavadeva in the Ratnavali, is exempt from the re-payment of the five debts (panca-rna) - to the manes, gods, etc. - through the five rites of conventional Hinduism. In one of the caritas (biographies), Sankaradeva himself says of this sarana, 
“One who hath taken eka-sarana in God Krishna and worshippeth Krishna’s Feet with his body, words and mind, and in staunch belief, is subject to none, hath no debts to repay. And after death here liveth forever in the happy Visnu-loka. The votaries of Hari do not pay devotion to any gods but Hari. When they have completely surrendered themselves to Krishna, they do not worship other gods even at the cost of their lives.”

Eka-sarana and servant-hood of the devotee

Sankaradeva stands for uttama sarana. Here, the devotee makes Krishna his Master, the very pivot of his existence. Contrary to the ‘give me sons, give me wealth, etc’ - the ‘dehi-dehi’ (give-give) refrain that one may cultivate with respect to God in other paths - the devotee taking sole-refuge at the Feet of Krishna makes even his wife and children the servants of Krishna. The refrain of his prayer is not ‘give’ but ‘take’:- 
“O Narayana! The sinner that I am, I am wholly guilty unto Thee! Forgive me, O Hari! And take me as your slave. Look, I have entered Thy shelter!”
[Madhavadeva, Nama Ghosa]

 It is thus noted that,

“Eka-Sarana is not a religion of bargain and barter between God and man or of sacrifice and easy recompense; it is one with exclusive emphasis on slow spiritual regeneration, on growth of a new spiritual outlook by laying flesh and spirit in the hands of the Lord.”
Thus, the dasya-bhava (servant sentiment) which is an important distinguishing feature of Sankaradeva’s path is, in fact, a direct outcome of eka-sarana.

 The Philosophical basis of eka-sarana

But now the question arises. Leaving aside devotion, what is the justification for eka-sarana as the highest and only dharma? From the standpoint of science (vijnana) what is the proof? Its philosophical rationale? The proof of this is furnished by Sankaradeva Himself when he states that ‘only God is true and the rest are all un-truth being only false names and forms (“micha matra nama rupa yata”). The Veda also states that only ‘One is the Truth’ (ekam sat). It is the proliferation of all these false (beguiling) name-forms - gods and goddesses included - that obscures the vision of the jiva and plunges him into nescience (maya). Thus, if the jiva or embodied self is to attain to its natural state and function knowing itself to be a part (amsa) of God, then this nescience wrought by the multiplicity of these false name-forms has to be eliminated. Knowing God to be the only truth, the individual soul, verily a part of God, has to surrender to the Super Soul which is acting as its ‘Master’ or controller.  Any other attempt on the part of the jiva, apart from surrender to this One, will invariably involve clinging on to ahamkara (ego) and hence, remaining tied to the three gunas of material nature, can only be self-beguiling. The relationship between jivatma and Paramatma is essentially and eternally Master-Servant and it is on this Great Truth that Sankara’s path is founded.


Again, if the Truth be One, then the surrender or sarana of the individual soul inevitably must also be to the One (Eka). This is what perfect logic would suggest. And indeed it is precisely what Sankaradeva also accepts. Therefore, the great qualifier ‘sarana’ is again qualified! It becomes eka sarana, the surrender not to the multiplicity of the false material manifestations of God but to God in His own (real) form (sva-rupa) only. Thus it is the supreme philosophy of ‘Eka’ (One) which dictates devotion in the system of Sankaradeva.  
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