
Katha Upanishad 

In the Katha Upanishad, the young seeker Nachiketas meets Yama, the Lord of Death. Nachiketas asks 
Yama to reveal the secret of what happens after death — the mystery of the Self (Ātman) and immortality. 

Yama tests him first, offering him riches, long life, pleasures, and worldly power instead of wisdom. But 
Nachiketas refuses them all, saying they are temporary and fade away with time. He wants the truth — not 
distractions. 

Then Yama praises him and teaches this timeless truth: 

“There are two paths before every human being — 
Śreyaḥ (the Good, the Path of Joy) 
and Preyaḥ (the Pleasant, the Path of Pleasure). 
The wise choose the Good; the ignorant choose the Pleasant.” 

 

We can understand this teaching like this: 

 The path of pleasure (Preyaḥ) is the one that immediately feels good — comfort, indulgence, 
distraction, ego-satisfaction. It promises happiness right now, but its joy fades quickly. It’s like eating 
candy instead of real food: sweet at first, but it doesn’t nourish. 

 The path of joy (Śreyaḥ) is deeper. It may not always feel easy in the beginning — it asks for 
patience, honesty, self-discipline, compassion, and awareness. But it leads to lasting peace, clarity, 
and inner freedom. It’s like planting a tree: it takes time, but once it grows, it gives shade and fruit 
forever. 

So…… 

 Pleasure is temporary and external. 
 Joy is lasting and internal. 

 

Every day, we stand at this crossroads — the choice between: 

 reacting for instant comfort, or 
 responding with awareness and integrity. 

For example: 

 We can scroll endlessly on our phone (pleasure), or read something that nourishes the mind (joy). 
 We can argue to be right (pleasure), or listen deeply and grow in understanding (joy). 
 We can chase possessions and praise (pleasure), or live in gratitude and peace (joy). 

The path of wisdom is simply learning to recognize which voice we are listening to — the short-term pull of 
desire, or the quiet guidance of the heart. 

Yama’s message to Nachiketas — and to all of us — is this: 

The soul’s journey is not about collecting pleasures, 
but awakening to the joy that was within all along. 



Choose what nourishes the spirit, 
not what merely pleases the senses. 

Pleasure fades. 
Joy remains. 

Two Paths in the Brain — Pleasure vs. Joy 

In neuroscience, there are two main motivational systems that parallel Yama’s teaching: 

1. The Dopamine System (Pleasure / Preyaḥ) 
o This system drives us toward short-term rewards. 
o It’s activated by novelty, sugar, social media likes, praise, shopping, sex, mind altering 

substances — anything that gives an immediate “hit.” 
o It motivates us to seek more, but never fully satisfies us. 
o After the dopamine high fades, we often feel restless or empty again, wanting another fix. 

➤ This is the path of pleasure — momentary excitement that fades and keeps us chasing the next 
one. 

2. The Serotonin–Oxytocin–Endorphin System (Joy / Śreyaḥ) 
o These neurochemicals are linked with contentment, connection, and meaning. 
o They arise when we help others, create something beautiful, meditate, express gratitude, or 

live in alignment with our values. 
o This state is calm, steady, and deeply fulfilling — not a high, but a peaceful glow. 

➤ This is the path of joy — the sustainable happiness that arises from inner harmony and purpose. 

So even in the brain, we can literally see the two “paths” Yama spoke of — one excites the mind, the other 
fulfills the soul. 

 

Pleasure Habits vs. Joy Habits 

 Pleasure habits (scrolling, overeating, gossip, impulsive buying, sex, mind altering substances) 
stimulate the reward loop in the brain — they make us want more but not truly enjoy more. 
It’s like drinking salt water when thirsty, it only makes you more thirsty. 

 Joy habits (meditation, creativity, learning, loving-kindness, presence) engage the meaning networks 
of the brain — especially areas linked to empathy, long-term satisfaction, and self-awareness. 

Over time, following the path of joy rewires the brain — literally reshaping the neural connections so that 
peace, gratitude, and clarity become our natural baseline. 

 

Modern Psychology’s View 

Psychologists describe two types of happiness: 

 Hedonic happiness – from sensory pleasure or material satisfaction. 
 Eudaimonic happiness – from living in alignment with one’s deeper purpose and values. 



“Hedonic” comes and goes. “Eudaimonic” endures. 
And that’s exactly what the Katha Upanishad calls Preyaḥ and Śreyaḥ. 

In other words: 

When we live for what feels good now, we feed the ego. 
When we live for what is good and true, we feed the soul. 

 

Why This Matters Spiritually and Psychologically 

The path of wisdom — the Śreyaḥ — harmonizes body, mind, and spirit. 
It doesn’t reject pleasure, but it puts pleasure in its rightful place — as a passing experience, not the 
purpose of life. 

When we follow the deeper path: 

 The nervous system calms (less anxiety). 
 The mind becomes clearer (less conflict). 
 The heart opens (more love and connection). 
 And we begin to experience joy not as something we chase, but as something we are. 

 

The Katha Upanishad and modern neuroscience both whisper the same truth: 

Pleasure excites the brain. 
Joy awakens the being. 

Pleasure comes from consuming. 
Joy comes from creating, loving, and understanding. 

One is fleeting. 
The other is freedom. 

How Contemplative Practices Help Us Choose the Path of Joy (Śreyaḥ) 

Yama’s teaching is not merely philosophical; it is neurobiological and experiential. The choice between 
Preyaḥ (pleasure) and Śreyaḥ (joy) is shaped by the state of the nervous system and the rhythms of the 
brain. 

When the mind is restless, overstimulated, or dysregulated, we are naturally pulled toward immediate 
pleasure. When the mind is calm, coherent, and present, we can hear the quiet voice of wisdom. 

Practices like binaural beats, breathwork, meditation, chanting, prayer, and mindful movement are not 
escapes from life — they are training grounds for choosing Śreyaḥ. 

 

Binaural Beats: Guiding the Mind from Preyaḥ to Śreyaḥ 

Binaural beats work by gently guiding the brain into specific brainwave states through sound delivered to 
both ears. 



• Beta waves dominate when we are anxious, chasing, judging, or compulsively seeking pleasure. 
• Alpha waves bring relaxed alertness — the doorway to presence and discernment. 
• Theta waves open creativity, insight, and emotional healing. 
• Delta waves support deep restoration and integration. 

When we listen with headphones: 

• The brain shifts from seeking stimulation to receiving stillness. 
• Dopamine-driven restlessness softens. 
• The nervous system moves toward parasympathetic balance. 

This is crucial: 
A calm brain naturally chooses Śreyaḥ. 
An overstimulated brain almost always chooses Preyaḥ. 

Binaural beats do not create joy directly — they remove the noise that prevents us from recognizing the 
joy already present. 

 

Breathwork: Reclaiming Choice at the Crossroads 

Breath is the bridge between body and mind — and the fastest way to interrupt unconscious patterns. 

When breathing is shallow and rapid: 
• The body interprets life as a threat. 
• The mind seeks comfort, distraction, or escape. 
• Preyaḥ dominates. 

When breathing is slow, rhythmic, and intentional: 
• The vagus nerve activates. 
• Cortisol decreases. 
• The heart and brain begin to synchronize. 

In that space: 
• We pause instead of react. 
• We choose instead of compulsively reach. 
• We feel grounded enough to choose joy over impulse. 

This is the lived meaning of Yama’s crossroads: 
Each conscious breath is a moment where Śreyaḥ becomes possible. 

 

Meditation: Training the Mind to Hear the Soul 

Meditation is not about stopping thoughts — it is about disentangling awareness from craving. 

Over time, meditation: 
• Weakens dopamine-driven loops. 
• Strengthens prefrontal awareness and emotional regulation. 
• Cultivates equanimity and insight. 



This allows us to: 
• Notice desire without obeying it. 
• Experience pleasure without clinging. 
• Rest in joy without needing stimulation. 

Nachiketas succeeds not because he suppresses desire, but because he sees through it. Meditation gives 
us that same vision. 

 

Rewiring the Brain Toward Joy 

When these practices are repeated consistently: 

• The brain learns that stillness is safe. 
• Contentment becomes familiar. 
• Presence becomes rewarding. 

Neuroscience calls this neuroplasticity. 
The Upanishads call it awakening. 

What was once effortful — patience, compassion, restraint — becomes natural. 
What once felt empty without stimulation now feels full in simplicity. 

This is Śreyaḥ becoming embodied. 

 

Pleasure Is Not Rejected — It Is Transcended 

Yama does not condemn pleasure. 
He simply reveals its limits. 

Contemplative practices help us: 
• Enjoy pleasure without addiction. 
• Experience desire without enslavement. 
• Live fully without being driven. 

Pleasure becomes a guest. 
Joy becomes the home. 

 

Living the Teaching Daily 

When we combine: 
• Binaural beats to quiet the mind 
• Breathwork to stabilize the nervous system 
• Meditation to clarify awareness 
• Ethical, intentional living to align with truth 

We are no longer forcing ourselves onto the path of joy. 
We are carried there naturally. 



 

The Katha Upanishad, neuroscience, and contemplative practice speak as one: 

• Pleasure arises from stimulation. 
• Joy arises from coherence. 
• Pleasure excites the nervous system. 
• Joy harmonizes it. 

When the mind is calm, the heart is heard. 
When the heart is heard, the Good is chosen. 

Śreyaḥ is not a moral command — it is the natural outcome of a regulated body, a clear mind, and an 
awakened awareness. 

Nachiketas chose wisely because he was still enough to listen. 

 

 


