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At the Guru's Feet :
A Guru Purnima Reflection
- Gentela Anand Shankar

On July 29th, we celebrate Guru Purnima, the day set aside to
honor the Guru. But gratitude only means something if it changes
us. This Guru Purnima, I want to share a few thoughts that have
stayed with me, on the Guru Shishya tradition, on why we need
a Guru at all, and on a teaching from my own Guruji that I keep
returning to.

Guru Shishya Tradition

I'want to share my thoughts and understanding about the Guru
Shishya tradition, and why it means far more to me than a ritual
we observe once a year.

There is a story I often return to. A young boy wanted to be-
come good, wise and strong within, like the people he admired
most. One day, he found a Guru willing to teach him, but the
Guru gave one condition: “I will speak only once. If you do not
act on my words right away, they are lost forever.” The boy
agreed.

The Guru taught him three things, one after another. First, to
always know the difference between what truly matters, like love,
truth, and kindness, and what only seems to matter, the things
people chase but never really keep. Second, to stop working for
praise or reward, and instead do what is right simply because it
is right. Third, and hardest of all, to be careful with his thoughts,
his words, and his actions, so that he never gossiped, never hurt
anyone, and never caused harm, not even unintentionally.

Slowly, the boy understood something more. He had to trust
his Guru fully, but he also had to trust himself, because the di-
vine itself was living within him. Once he truly believed this, the
Guru’s teachings no longer felt like rules imposed on him. They
felt like his own true nature, simply being lived out. That boy
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grew up to be J. Krishnamurti, and the book he wrote about it is
called At the Feet of the Master.

Whenever I read this, I am reminded that Guru Purnima is
not just about bowing to a guru. It is about carrying their words
into how we actually live, the way that boy did.

Why We Need a Guru at All

Beyond the story, I often think about why we need a Guru at
all, when we could simply try to figure life out on our own.

The truth is, we do not know what we do not know. We keep
learning all our lives, and we will never know fully. Every one of
us is born into problems and struggles that change with our age
and our circumstances, and these problems never really disap-
pear; they only take new forms. In the middle of all this, there is
barely a 1% chance that we ever turn inwards. The remaining
99% of life keeps pulling us outwards, into the material and the
practical, simply because that is what survival demands of us.

That one percent chance, if we are fortunate enough to have
it, is the Guru. The Guru is that hope, the one thread that quietly
pulls us inward when everything else is pulling us out. Without
a Guru, I believe we would be lost, unable to even recognize that
there was ever an inward direction to turn towards. And when
we truly surrender ourselves, not partially, but with complete
sincerity, the Guru becomes our guide in every state we pass
through, in joy and in sorrow, in clarity and in confusion.

This, to me, is why the Guru is not really about one person. It
is gratitude for that rare inward pull, and for every Guru who
has ever made it possible for us to feel it.

Sri Sadguru Sivananda Murthy’s Words

The teachings that stay with me most come from our Guruji,
Sri Sadguru Sivananda Murthy.

In one of his satsangs, he spoke about our conduct and how
even a small change in the way we carry ourselves can shape the
course of our spiritual journey. He spoke about punya. Punya,
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he said, is not about doing grand deeds, and it is not about do-
nating everything we have. When we are not in a position to give
materially, simply wishing others well is punya. Even praying
that no one should sleep hungry today, a thought that costs noth-
ing and takes only a moment, is punya.

There is a saying that just hearing a guru’s name is the fruit of
many lifetimes of punya. If that is true, then all of us fortunate
enough to be acquainted with a guru like Sri Sadguru Sivananda
Murthy are already deeply blessed, perhaps more than we real-
ize. Gurus give us so much. What do we give back? Not money.
Not a material service. Just this, making a sincere effort to under-
stand what they teach, is enough to serve the purpose.

We rarely know how fortunate we are until the day we no
longer have what we took for granted. This Guru Purnima should
be the occasion that brings that change within us. And if it does
not, if nothing in us shifts even now, perhaps it is worth pausing
to ask why we sought the company of such a guru in the first

place.
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