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    Part 1


    Auspicious Beginning

  


  
    God Who is Worshipped Even by Devatas


    In Volume 5, Chapter 1, Pujyasri Maha Periyava, as usual, in his enchanting words, narrates the eminence of Ganesha, who, as Vighneshvara, eradicates all obstacles during our life’s journey. Periyava also deliberates on “tat-hetu nyaaya” elaborately to prove that Vighneshvara is Ekam Param – the Only Supreme Reality. He narrates the eminence of Vighneshvara in an enthralling manner, entwining several Mangala Shlokas composed by different authors.


    At the beginning of every New Year, it is customary to read the Panchangam (Hindu astronomical calendar). But before reading it, the following Dhyana Shloka is chanted:


    vaageeshatyas-sumanas-sarvaartanam upakrame |
yam natva krita-krityaaspuh – tam namami gajaananam ||


    Since the Shloka ends with the word “Gajanaanam”, I am sure, all of you must have understood that this is a Shloka on Pillaiyar! The Shloka says:


    “I shall meditate upon Lord Ganesha, who is worshipped by Lord Brahma and all other Devas and Devatas. They all offer Him initial obeisance for accomplishment of their tasks. Let me prostrate before that Gajaanana, the Elephant-Faced God”.


    The inner meaning of this Shloka goes in these lines: it is not only that humans with “trivial-power” who worship Pillaiyar; even Devas with “super-power” also worship Pillaiyar. It also means, humans worship Pillaiyar not only on important occasions like Pillaiyar Chaturthi; they worship Him on all occasions before they commence any task. Not only that, they also receive the fruits of their worship in totality. It is not confined to just a transactional relationship between the two – they offer their Namaskarams and He accepts them freely. Pillaiyar helps humans achieve their tasks successfully, for which they offer their obeisance to Him. He makes them “Krita-Kritya” (one who feels satisfied for having performed his task to the highest form of perfection).


    “Vaageeshatyas-Sumanas” – This phrase highlights that even Devas, including Brahma, worship Pillaiyar. “Vaageesha” means Brahma and “Sumanas” means “Devas”.


    Flower versus Mind


    The literal meaning of “Sumanas” is “virtuous mind”. Power of virtuousness is Deva’s strength, while wickedness is Asura’s tool. “Sumanas” also denotes a “flower”. A flower is an identity of a plant’s or a climber’s virtuous characteristic. What is the identity of a good, virtuous mind? It is the continuous flow of love and compassion. Isn’t it honey that represents the essence of a flower’s sweetness? Honey is sweeter than even the fruit of the particular plant. There are many types of plants and trees that produce extremely bitter vegetables and fruits. But the honey emanating from flowers of such plants is never ever bitter. The flower of any plant is not only exotically beautiful to look at, it also spreads fragrance and is soft to touch. Above all, flower is the essence of a plant’s sweetness in the form of honey. Thus, a flower is a joy to eyes, skin, nose and tongue, the four (of total five) sense organs. A flower possesses an exotic beauty that is a feast to the eyes. It is delicate and soft when it touches the skin; it is fragrant to nose and its honey tasty for the tongue. What is remaining is only the ear! Honeybees that flock the flower for its honey provide the musical buzz to the ears!


    Four Different Meanings of “Sumanas”


    “Sumanas” denotes four different meanings (namely, virtuous mind, Devas, flower and beauty). In Mahishasura Mardhini Stotra, composed by Shankara Bhagavadpada and popularised by Anantarama Dikshitar, Acharya makes a pun out of the different meanings of “Sumanas” by repeating them four times and conveying its four different meanings!


    “ayi sumanah-sumanah-sumanah sumanah-
sumanohara-kaanti-yute”


    the meaning of which is:


    “Whose Beautiful Face makes beauty of night’s Moon Light subordinate by hiding it within its own Beauty; Who is benevolent, gracious and pleasant;


    Who is the captivating union of the excellent mind with beauty enhanced owing to love”.


    “Vaageeshatya Sumanas” not only indicates that Pillaiyar is worshipped by Devas, it also means that anyone who is ethical and noble by character worships Pillaiyar. When all such people worship Pillaiyar, is this not a conclusive affirmation that He, who is being worshipped, should also be endowed with the most meritorious characteristics?


    Ganesha of Thiruvanaikka


    Just one proof is sufficient to prove the phenomenal benevolence of Pillaiyar. Assume that a worst kind of confrontationist has become soft and polite in front of someone, who is supremely calm and composed. Does this not mean that the latter possesses the most compassionate and virtuous heart? Pillaiyar is such an example! Who is extremely compassionate towards all living beings, including tiny creatures like a fly, an ant and a worm? It is none other than Ambal Herself! Isn’t She the Universal Mother of all living beings of this universe? Such a benevolent Ambal Herself, as Akhilandeshvari (Ishvari of this Universe), once assumed the most violent form in Thiruvanaikka (a suburb in Trichy), also known as Jambukeshvaram, when She could not tolerate the obnoxious behaviour of people at large in this Kali Yuga. She is the source of all power. Hence, though being extremely compassionate as Lalitambal, She turns into the most violent Kali at the height of Her anger.


    That was the time when our Acharya visited Her temple to calm down Her violent emotions. Being an incarnation of Parameshvar Himself, he could have directly approached the violent Ambal and resolved the issue. But he did not do that. He wanted to take this as an opportunity to demonstrate the benevolence and compassion of Pillaiyar to the world. He consecrated a huge Pillaiyar idol opposite to Ambal’s shrine exactly facing Ambal!


    That’s it! Seeing Her most lovable child in front of Her, Ambal’s anger and aggressiveness vanish in no time! Pillaiyar is fondly called as “Chella Pillaiyar” which means “Lovable Pillaiyar” in many temples. Owing to the virtuous quality of Pillaiyar, who is filled with love and compassion, Ambal’s anger vanishes and compassion dawns within Her! Acharya is really prudent. He did not want Ambal to become violent anymore. He confined Her emotions of anger inside two Yantras and adorned them on Ambal’s ears as “Tatanka” (Ear-studs).


    Tatanka represents the auspiciousness of a married woman (Sumangali) who is devoted to her husband. While all other Devas, like Indra and Brahma, perish during the Great Deluge, how come Parameshvar alone survives despite consuming the dreadful venom (Halahal)? Acharya raises this question in the 28th Shloka of Saundarya Lahari. Instantly, he also provides a succinct answer, “tava janani tatanka-mahima”, which means “The reason for that wonder is your (Ambal’s) ear-ornaments!”


    Thus, even prior to establishing Ambal’s devotedness to Her Consort through Her own Tatanka, Acharya consecrates Pillaiyar, Her most lovable Son in Her presence, and exhibits His compassion and benevolence to the world!


    Pillaiyar has a connection with both Jambukeshvaram and Thiruvanaikka. “Jambu” refers to Jamun (berry) fruits. White Jamun Tree is the Sthala-Vruksham of Thiruvanaikka. Pillaiyar is very fond of Jamun fruits (kapittha jambu phalasaara bhakshitam – Who Eats the pulp of Kapittha (Wood Apple) and Jambu Fruits. It is the same Jamun fruits that Subrahmanya Svami offered to Avvaiyar, who was the loveable devotee of Pillaiyar. The significance lies in the fact that Acharya, who is an incarnation of Parameshvar Himself, consecrated Pillaiyar, the son of Shiva-Shakti couple, in the presence of Ishvari, the Akhilanda- Ishvari!


    Thus, Pillaiyar possesses the unique “Power” that soothes even the anger and aggression of Ambal and makes Her calm and composed – Persona Compassion Herself! “Power” here does not mean any magical power of Pillaiyar. The very sight of Him is just enough for Ambal; Her eyes immediately start pouring love and compassion!


    Pillaiyar possesses such a magnificently great heart (Sumanas), whom, the virtuous-hearted Devas (vaageeshatyas-sumanas) pray to get their tasks accomplished.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Who is Vageesha?


    You must have heard that Thirunavukkarasu (one among the four great devotees of Lord Shiva) was called Vaageesha. His original name was Marul Neekkiyar. After embracing Jain religion, he changed his name to “Dharmasena”. Subsequently, after returning to Hindu religion and sang his first verse of Tevaram, Parameshvar Himself gave him the title of “Navukkarasu” to mean “King of Words”. Later, as Thirujnyana Sambandar addressed him, he came to be called as Appar.


    However, “Vageesha” mentioned in the Pillaiyar Shloka does not denote Appar. It refers to Devas, including Vageesha. In that case, who is Vageesha amidst Devas’ clan?


    Two Devas own this name; one is Brihaspati and the other is Brahma. Let us see.


    Brihaspati as Vaageesha, the Guru of Devas, was highly proficient in Shastras. Endowed with great skills of articulation, he was known for his sharp intellect and wisdom. Veda addresses him as “Brahmanaspati”. He, the epitome of wisdom, has special connection with Pillaiyar. Research scholars claim that Brahmanaspati, belonging to the Vedic period, is Pillaiyar of the Puranic period. The popular Rig Veda verse (Starting with ganaanaam tva) recited during the invocation of Vinayaka, addresses only Brahmanaspati.


    The inner meaning of “Vageeshatyas-sumanas” can be interpreted as Devas offering their salutation to Pillaiyar through their Guru (Brihaspati). It can also mean that Deva-Guru Himself offers his tributes to Pillaiyar, guiding his students too into doing the same.


    Brahma as “Vageesha” is Sarasvati’s Consort. “Vagdevi” is the Goddess of Speech (Sarasvati) and Her Consort is Vageesha. If Brahma is the Consort of Sarasvati, the Goddess of Wisdom, isn’t it She who must be honoured more?


    Generally, Devas are referred to as “Brahmadi Devas”, which means Brahma as a predominant Deva. Therefore, we can assume that “Vageesha” refers to Brahma. When the name “Vageesha” is used for Brahma, it indicates that Pillaiyar is the abode of intellect and wisdom.


    Brahma is the Creator of this Universe. When we think of “Creation”, what strikes us first is the element of time. We use “year” as a unit of measurement of time. Therefore, when reading the Panchangam at the dawn of a New Year, it is most appropriate to mention Brahma first and then offer salutations to Pillaiyar, who is worshipped by Devas including Brahma.


    Since one of the names of Brahma is “Vageesha”, it is clear that before commencement of any task related to learning, it is very important that Puja is performed to Vighneshvara, so that the said task is accomplished without any obstacles. The practice of writing “sri ganaadhipataye namaha” on a palm-leaf or a note book is based only on this conviction.


    Like how, as Creator, Brahma reminds us of the principle of “time”, we should pray to Pillaiyar, who is worshipped by Brahma, at the dawn of every New Year. Similarly, since He (Brahma) is the Consort of Sarasvati, as Vageesha, again, we must pray to Pillaiyar, who is worshipped by Brahma, and offer our salutations to Him at the commencement of writing or reading any text.


    That is why we chant the Mangala Shloka “vaageeshatyas-sumanasaha” while commencing the Parayanam of Valmiki Ramayana too.


    He Removes the Distress of Devatas Too


    Before commencement of writing anything, be it an epic or literary work, it is most appropriate that the first and foremost salutation is offered to Sarasvati, the Goddess of Wisdom which is just sufficient. However, prior to Her, we are bound to pray to Pillaiyar too. Why? Here is the reason. What will happen if we encounter an obstacle in the process of worshipping Sarasvati? That is why we have been ordained to first pray Pillaiyar, who is the remover of all obstacles. (Please refer to Volume IV, Chapter 1 on Vinayaka’s Role as a Writer).


    There is yet another more important reason. We pray to Pillaiyar not only to not encounter any obstacle when praying to a particular Devata. We also pray to Pillaiyar (on behalf of that Devata), that He remove the obstacles which that Devata might encounter while He/She is conferring Anugraha on us. If you read Puranas, you will find the stories of even Parvati-Parameshvar, Vishnu and His Avatars, as also Subrahmanya Svami having encountered obstacles when accomplishing their tasks. On such occasions, even these Gods sought the Anugraha of Pillaiyar to overcome their obstacles. (Please refer to Volume IV, Chapter 1). Did we not see in the Shloka mentioned at the beginning of this chapter that even Brahma and other Devas accomplished their tasks (krita kritya) successfully only after offering their salutation to Pillaiyar? Does this not mean that but for His support, they might have encountered some obstacles in accomplishing their tasks? Let it be a prayer for accomplishing any task; be it to Sarasvati for composing an epic, or Lakshmi to acquire wealth, or Surya Narayana to get rid of a disease, one is bound to worship Pillaiyar seeking His Anugraha for removal of any obstacles that the Devata to whom we pray might encounter.


    Be it Rudrabhishekam; Chandi Homa or Samaradhana ceremony for Venkatramana Svami; they cannot start without first chanting “shuklaambharadharam”, the Shloka on Ganesha, and knocking on our forehead! Even Devatas, including Brahma, have to pray to Pillaiyar before commencing their task, so that they can successfully accomplish their mission without facing any obstacle. That is why, before we pray to Devatas for accomplishing a task, we are bound to first offer our salutation to Pillaiyar.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Mannargudi Periyava


    The significance of praying to Pillaiyar before performing Puja to a specific Devata has been hilariously presented by a noble scholar named Mannargudi Periyava. People address him respectfully as “Periyava” without taking his name. There is nothing great in calling a Sanyasi like me, who is the Head of a Muth, as “Periyava”, whether deserved or not! But Mannargudi Periyava was not even a Sanyasi; rather he was a Grihastha (family man). However, he was a great Guru (Maha Mahopadhyaya). He imparted Gurukulam education to scores of Shishyas and produced several scholars. He was worthy of the title of “Kulapati”. Even Sanyasis would approach him for clarifications. Not only was he a great scholar, he was also endowed with noble traits. He was a staunch devotee of Lord Shiva and lived a virtuous life by diligently following Acharas ordained in Shastras. No wonder, such a scholar was addressed as “Periyava”. To clearly establish his identity, he was called “Mannargudi Periyava” after the town in which he lived. He was the ninth in line of direct descendants of Appayya Dikshitar. Being highly knowledgeable and highly virtuous, he lived almost up to 90 years (28 May 1815 – 4 March 1903).


    Mannargudi Periyava deserved the accolade of “jnyana-sheela-vayo-vruddha”, which refers to a very senior scholar having virtuous qualities. His original “Sharma” name (as per Shastras) was Tyagaraja. Since he had performed several Yagas, he used to identify himself in his books as “Tyagaraja Magi” (Magam means Yaga). He was also known as “Raju Shastri”, as elders at home used to call him “Raju” in his childhood. However, people mostly knew him only as “Mannargudi Periyava”. Though the entire town hailed him as “Periyava”, he maintained absolute humility. One of his Gurus was Gopalacharya, whose son studied under his (Mannargudi Periyava) tutelage at a later period. Though the Guru’s son was younger to Periyava, Periyava would stand up and offer him respect when he came to the class, as he was his Guru’s son. Guru’s son should be offered due respect, as per Shastras. Though Mannargudi Periyava imparted knowledge to Sanyasis and despite being endowed with noble traits, he did not take up Sanyasa till the end of his life. He always claimed himself to be lacking in merit for becoming a Sanyasi! He was such a treasure house of humility!


    The humility of Mannargudi Periyava found a great deal of exposure when the title of Maha-Mahopadhyaya was conferred upon him. The Golden Jubilee (1887) of Queen Victoria was to be celebrated to mark her 50 years of enthroning. It was resolved by the British Government to mark the occasion by awarding the title of Maha-Mahopadhyaya to acclaimed scholars in line with traditional practices of Indian rule. Accordingly two scholars, one from the North and one from the South (Mannargudi Periyava) were selected. When information about the award was intimated to Periyava, he remained quiet saying that he did not deserve such a great title, which was given to scholars of highest order in olden days. He did not go to Delhi to receive the honour! He behaved as though nothing happened and remained immersed in his routine of engaging in Shiva Puja and teaching his students. The British Government was still waiting for him to receive the award. They were expecting him at least to reach Tanjavur, if not Delhi, and receive the award from the Collector there. Being the epitome of humility, he had no such intention. Later, when the Collector sent the documents and title pertaining to that award to his house, Mannargudi Periyava had no choice but to accept it.


    The general perception is that wisdom and knowledge go hand in hand with ego and arrogance. But our Periyava was exactly opposite. He was an exemplary role model of a scholar in true sense and worshipped Pillaiyar when he commenced writing a book on any Shastras. Talking about him is also like pleasing Vighneshvara! Therefore, by speaking about Mannargudi Periyava at this juncture, we are not digressing from the topic on Vighneshvara!


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    nyaayendu SHekharam


    nyaayendu shekharam, one among many Granthas composed by Mannargudi Periyava, elaborates on both Vedanta and Tarka Shastra. Tarka Shastra is closely associated with Nyaya Shastra and that is why the title “nyaayendu shekharam”.


    There is a book titled “Nyaya Bhaskaram” authored by Anantarayar. This book contains logic-based condemnation of Advaita Granthas. In nyaayendu shekharam Mannargudi Periyava presents detailed research and deliberations and contends that statements put forth by Advaita Granthas are true and correct. Anantarayar titled his book as “Nyaya Bhaskaram” to mean that his book is like the effulging Sun (Bhaskaram) in the field of Nyaya Shastra. Once the sun sets, Moon rises to cool the world that has been heated up by the Sun. Sanskrit equivalent for moon is “Indu”. Mannargudi Periyava wanted to establish that his book of repudiation would cool down readers’ minds by soothing the heated arguments presented in Nyaya Bhaskaram (Sun’s heat). Mannargudi Periyava could have titled the book as just “nyaayendu (Nyaya+Indu)”. But being an epitome of humility, he did not want to boast about his work; he wanted to dedicate it to Ishvar. Therefore, he designed the book’s title in a manner that it reminds of Ishvar too. “Chandra Shekhara” is a name that encompasses both Moon (Chandra Deva) and Shiva. The same can be expressed as “Indu Shekhara” too. That is why Mannargudi Periyava titled his book as “Nyaya + Indu + Shekharam, nyaayendu shekharam. “Shekharam” refers to the crown of something. nyaayendu shekharam has proven to be the most acclaimed text, which firmly establishes that the viewpoints presented in Advaita texts are logically correct.


    The Parama Guru of Kumbhakonam Muth (Guru of Maha Periyava’s Guru, the 6th Chandrasekarendra Sarasvati Svamigal) founded the Advaita Sabha in 1894 with the objective of disseminating Advaita Siddhanta. This Sabha conducts exams every year in which nyaayendu shekharam too forms part of the syllabus. A student, who successfully passes this exam is considered extraordinarily brilliant and is awarded a prize too. This indicates the exceptionality of nyaayendu shekharam. (Our Mannargudi Periyava had held an important position in Advaita Sabha during the initial years).

  


  
    Pillaiyar and Tarka Shastra


    Okay! But what is the link between Pillaiyar and Tarka Shastra?


    Tarka Shastra, which is based on logical reasoning, contains rules and guidelines for actions and their outcomes (cause-effect theory); this explains as to “how something works” from an intellectual perspective. The Shastra’s guidelines are called Nyaya and that is why this subject is also known as Nyaya Shastra. It uses several examples and metaphors to establish logical reasoning in an easy-to-understand manner. Apart from those established in Nyaya Shastra, there are many other Nyaya sayings that have been bequeathed to us by our ancestors. For example, there is a saying in Tamil “Kaakkai utkaara panampazham vizhundadu” to indicate actions happening subsequently one after another as a coincidence without any prior planning. This is known as “Kaaka-Taaliya Nyaya”. The meaning of this saying is: Did the palm fruit fall down to the ground just because a crow sat on its branch, thus indicating a good chance for the man under the tree? I am just giving you one of many such examples.


    Oh, is our subject digressing from Pillaiyar? Of course not! I wanted to talk about nyaayendu shekharam, a compilation of Advaita Vedanta and Nyaya Siddhanta, which talks about Pillaiyar. Didn’t I tell you that there are several logical ways of reasoning based on cause-and-effect theory? Likewise, when there is a book, it must start with a Mangala Shloka in praise of Pillaiyar. Mannargudi Periyava thought along these lines: “When I am writing a book on Tarka Shastra, would it not be appropriate if I am able to bring out an illustration of logical reasoning in the Pillaiyar Shloka itself, which is, in any way, mandatory?” Thus, he composed a Shloka on Pillaiyar that connects Pillaiyar and Tarka Shastra!


    Following is the Mangala Shloka composed by Mannaragudi Periyava on Pillaiyar:


    apyanyamaramarira dayisha tam 
     yat pada pankeryha 
tvandvara tanamandaraaya hataye 
     kaaryam tvavasshyam vidhuhu |
tattetoriti needi viddu bahate 
     devam yam ekam param
sarvaartha pradipadhaika chaturo 
     dvaimaturo’vyatsa naha ||


    The meaning of this Shloka is as follows:


    “Even those who wish to worship a specific God of their choice other than Vighneshvara, are aware that they should first worship the Lotus-Feet of Vighneshvara for removal of any probable obstacles that might arise when performing Puja to that God. On the other hand, if a person is aware of tat-hetu nyaya (that he does not even think of worshipping any other God other than Vighneshvara), he worships just Vighneshvara, the Only One Brahmam (Ekam Param). That Vighneshvara, who is all-powerful to accomplish all tasks on His own volition, may protect all of us”.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    tat-hetu nyaaya


    (Note: “Tat” refers to the desired goal, objective, outcome or purpose. Hetu is the reason, means, mode, method or tool to achieve that objective. The Sanskrit terms are being used verbatim for easier connotation.)


    Mannargudi Periyava has paved a pathway for us towards “tat-hetu nyaaya”, a logical reasoning. Let me first try and explain to you a little about “tat-hetu nyaaya”.


    “Hetu” means “reason or tool”. “Tat” means “that”. What is “that”? It is the outcome or benefit attained through a means or reason. Assume that there is a Tat (goal) to be accomplished through a Hetu (means) and that there are several Hetus (means) to attain that Tat (goal). Also imagine that such Hetus are incapable of directly bringing the desired Tat on their own but do so only with the help of other Hetus that are capable of giving a direct Tat. At such a state, if we use one such Hetus, we must first turn the direct Hetu in our favour and then accomplish the desired Tat using that Hetu. That is, we should specifically choose that direct Hetu that confers the desired Tat. In other words, let us not be content with one single primary Tat and one single Hetu to achieve that primary Tat; rather, there should be one more Tat that aims to bring the primary Tat to fruition. We can call the second Tat as “Upa-Tat (subsidiary objective). Thus, there must be another Hetu (the second Hetu can be called as Upa-Hetu) that enables the Upa-Tat to materialise. Why should we beat around the bush? Did we not see that the Upa-Hetu that enables attaining the Upa-Tat itself acts as the primary Hetu to achieve the primary Tat? Therefore, is it not wise to accomplish the primary Tat using the primary Hetu? Why must we introduce another Hetu? In that process, why should we drag in another Tat just for the sake of using the primary Hetu?


    This is what is known as “tat-hetu nyaaya” expressed in a question form as “tat hetoreva tat hetutve madhye kim tena?” Here, there are two “Tat” and the last word “tena” is also the conjunctive expression of “Tat”, which means “by the Tat”. The meaning of this question is: While that which acts as the Hetu for the Tat is the same Hetu for that Tat, why should there be a “Tat” in between?


    Not clear? Think deep, you will understand. Think again; you will understand! The first “Tat” refers to the secondary goal (Upa-Lakshya). The second “Tat” refers to the primary goal. The third “Tena”, which again refers to Tat, is the Upa-Lakshya. When a Hetu of the secondary Tat is already the Hetu for the primary Tat, why bring in a secondary Tat? What is the purpose of Upa-Lakshya in between?


    You will understand it better with an example. Say, the objective is to buy a bag of rice (Tat). The affluent landlord of the village is the wholesale dealer of rice in that village from whom we want to buy. Here, the landlord is the “Hetu”. But there is a hitch here. He will supply rice only on recommendation of the grocery shopkeeper. Thus, when the scenario is that we can access landlord only through the shopkeeper, the original Hetu (landlord) becomes the Upa-Lakshya(Tat) to be attained though the grocery shopkeeper, who is the Upa-Hetu, The irony here is that the grocery shopkeeper himself is holding rice which he can sell without anyone’s recommendation. That means he himself is the direct Hetu for our primary Tat (buying rice). Given such a scenario, why not close the transaction by directly buying the rice from the shopkeeper? Why must we instead approach the landlord for rice? Why should we drag the landlord in between and make him sell rice through the grocery shopkeeper as Upa-Tat?


    Now, the funny thing here is that without requirement of any recommendation, the shopkeeper himself can supply the bag of rice, becomes the direct ‘Hetu’ for the primary Tat! So, why go to the landlord through the shopkeeper, when the shopkeeper himself could supply what we want?


    When we have to light a bronze lamp towards the East, what must we do? Using a match stick, we should light the wick on the eastern side of the lamp. As simple as that! If someone tells us to first light the wick on the western face and then use that wick to light the eastern face, how weird would that be? (Periyava laughs). When there is an option to light the eastern wick directly, where is the need for another wick? tat hetoreva tat hetutve madhye kim tena?” You can now see how such logical reasoning is applied for Pillaiyar in the Mangala Shloka of nyaayendu shekharam.


    The starting part of the Shloka describes what we, as commoners, do. We engage in various Pujas for different objectives. To study well, we pray Sarasvati; to earn sumptuous money, we pray Lakshmi; to cure eye-related ailments, we do Surya Namaskara and so on. That is, we pray to different Gods as Hetu towards achieving our different objectives (Tat). Still, irrespective of the Deity we worship, we first perform Puja to Vighneshvara by making a mould of Pillaiyar using turmeric power in order to remove any obstacle arising in the process. This is explained in the first part of Shloka.


    It says “apyanyaamaram aariraadayishataam” (Api + anya + amara + aariraada + ishataam). It means, “Even those who wish to pray to Devatas other than Pillaiyar”. What do they do? “yat paada pankeruha dvandva aaraadhanam antraaya hataye kaaryam tu avashyam viduhu” They first pray to the Lotus Feet of “someone” to obviate any obstacles that may arise in the process of their endeavour.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    “Dvandva”


    “Paada pankeruha dvandva” means a pair of Lotus Feet. Dvandva means “Pair”. A relationship is formed when two people associate with each other. The Sanskrit term Dvandva has evolved into “Dondam” to mean a relationship. This relationship is categorised under three broad heads in Tamil, namely, Sondam, Bandam and Dondam. “Sondam” refers to close kith and kin. “Bandam” arises out of love and affection towards relationships outside of one’s family. “Dondam” also refers to a kind of relationship. Don’t we call “Samsara-Bandham” as one that strongly binds individuals? That is why, when a man is committing himself to family-life through wedding, his wife is addressed as his “Samsaram”! Like how a relationship between two people is called Dvandva, when two people turn enemies and fight with each other, it is referred to as Dvandva Yuddha.


    “Paada pankeruha dvandva” means a pair of lotus-like feet. “Panka” refers to mud. The impeccably pure, beautiful and fragrant lotus blossoms out of murky water. This is to remind us that irrespective of one’s origin of birth, a person can still live a virtuous life. A lotus is also called “Pankajam” to mean a lotus having born out of muddy water. Paada pankeruha dvandva means the pair of Ishvar’s Lotus-Like Feet blossoming in our contaminated mind!


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Significance of Worshipping 
“The Pair of Feet”


    Even those who wish to worship other Devatas are conscious that they must worship “Someone’s” Lotus Feet to remove the obstacles arising in the process of their worship. This is what the Shloka indicates in its first part. It can also be interpreted as they, accordingly, do Puja to that “Someone”. Not only are they aware that performing Puja to that “Someone” is good to weed out obstacles, they also know that doing the particular Puja is essential and inevitable.


    Here, the Shloka does not reveal the identity of that “Someone” who has to be mandatorily worshipped. Poets use the technique of building suspense before finally unravelling the climax of a story to just add flavour to their narrative. Accordingly, this Shloka makes no express disclosure of who should be worshipped. It only says, “To ‘whose’ Lotus-Feet they do the Puja (yat paada pankeruha)”.


    Instead of expressly saying who must be worshipped, the Shloka adds “even” as a qualifying term. By saying “even those who want to worship other Devatas”, the Shloka reveals the eminence of that “Someone”. Though it is not their prime focus to worship “Him”, they still think it is necessary to worship “Him”. Does this not confer special greatness on “Him”? Whoever be that “Lotus-Feet Devata”, He deserves that special reference.


    When there are obstacles while performing Puja to other Devatas, those Devatas do not themselves have the power to remove those obstacles. Only “He” has the power. Otherwise, why must worshippers of other Devatas perform Puja to “Him”? Let any Devata be their Ishta-Devata; let them have any amount of conviction that their Devata is the most supreme; but since they strongly believe that their Ishta-Devata does not possess the power to remove obstacles, and that only “He” is all-powerful in removing those obstacles, they tightly hold on to “His” Lotus Feet.


    While the second line says, “To ‘Whose’ Lotus Feet they want to do Puja”, the third line says, “He who knows the ‘tat-hetu nyaaya’ worships ‘Him’ as ‘One Supreme Reality’”. Even here, the identity of “Him” is not revealed. It only says, “devam yam ekam param”, where “yam” refers to “Whom”. There is no clear cut name of any God. Is the source of all Gods not the One Brahmam? That is what is indicated in “ekam param”. Though it might appear as the individual view of this Shloka’s author, who has depicted this “Someone” as a non-dual Brahmam, going by tat-hetu nyaaya, it is clear that this is also the worshipper’s view of Him, only Him. Though the Shloka goes on in anonymity without revealing any specific name, we are not unaware of who He is! Since He is the God being worshipped even while worshipping other Devatas, it is crystal clear that the Shloka refers only to Vighneshvara. He who eradicates obstacles; He, who is the Cosmic Power, He is the one we call “Pillaiyar”. Since He is the Child God, we call Him “Pillai” in Tamil, adding the suffix “yaar”, which is the expression of reverence as He is God too! The tat-hetu nyaaya thus aptly connects to Pillaiyar in the last line of the Shloka.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Irrespective of Knowing the Rules of “NyaAya”


    An individual devotee might worship any God to attain a specific outcome. But he is still afraid that some obstacle could arise, which could hamper his worship of that Devata. You may ask, “Can he have such a fear? Doesn’t it expose his lack of trust in the Devata whom he wants to worship? He has started worshipping one particular Devata. In that case, will that Devata remain silent in case something is obstructing His own worship?” But there is every justification in the devotee’s worry. His concern is founded on what is stated in Shastras. He has seen in Puranas that those Devatas themselves, when commencing something for the welfare of people, have encountered obstacles on certain occasions. The devotee has also read in Puranas that such obstacles were removed only after those Devatas did Puja to Vighneshvara. When such Devatas themselves have encountered obstacles, he is after all only a devotee. Isn’t the devotee justifiable in having such a worry? There could be several kinds of obstacles. There may be some difficulty in accumulating the necessary resources for conducting the Puja; else, there could be mental disturbance that will lead to lack of focus on the Puja. These are kind of obstacles faced by an individual. Unlike this, when the individual is faithfully doing Puja to the Devata, there might be some obstacle which prevents the Devata from conferring the desired outcome on the individual. Have we not seen Devatas themselves facing obstacles in Puranas? Therefore, the individual comes to a conclusion that he too should offer the first Puja to “Him”, who is worshipped even by those Devatas, so that the Devata he is worshipping does not face any obstacles when conferring Anugraha to him.


    An ordinary human being performs Puja to Pillaiyar first for removing any obstacles in his endeavour and then does Puja to the Devata whom he is intending to worship. However, the author of this Shloka is no ordinary individual. He is a “tat hetoriti neetivid”, which means he is a scholar in Tarka Shastra. Therefore, he would take a decision only after due deliberations. How would he act in case of Pillaiyar? Let us see.


    “All Devatas worship Pillaiyar. Only then can they accomplish their intended tasks without any obstacles. If the Devatas proceed with their objectives without worshipping Pillaiyar, He can create obstacles. This means He is more powerful than all other Devatas. That is why all Devatas must seek His mercy in accomplishing their tasks. Nowhere has it been mentioned that He has had to seek the mercy of other Devatas at any time. This proves that He is all-powerful. Therefore, Pillaiyar Himself is competent to offer whatever can be granted by other Devatas. The very names, such as Lakshmi-Ganapati, Vidya-Ganapati and Vijaya-Ganapati prove His mettle. He is capable of conferring wealth like Lakshmi, knowledge like Sarasvati and valour and success like Ambal or Durga. His name “Sarva- Siddhiprada Ganapati” proves that He can bestow anything and everything sought by His devotees. That is the reason why many Pillaiyar temples have the names as “Siddhi-Vinayaka”, “Vara-Siddhi Vinayaka” and so on. We don’t see the prefix “Siddhi” added to any other God’s name!


    He being Omnipotent, it is clear that Pillaiyar is the Only Param Porul, the originating source of all Devatas.


    This is how a scholar of Tarka Shastra gets to know that Pillaiyar is “ekam param devam”. The scholar then applies tat-hetu nyaaya. For him, each Devata is similar to different shopkeepers engaged in trade of rice, cereals, chillies, and so on. However, none of them can sell any product without the recommendation of Pillaiyar. Only after Pillaiyar consents, can one procure products from other Devatas. Whereas He, Pillaiyar Himself, owns a wholesale grocery shop that contains rice, cereals and chillies (isn’t it appropriate to address Him as “sarva-siddhi prada?) and that He needs no recommendation from anyone to effect a sale. In that case, can we not fulfil our needs by catching hold of Him and getting whatever we want? Why should we go to retail traders (other Devatas) for our needs?


    When we can achieve a desired outcome directly by using a particular Hetu, then we can as well attain the outcome using that Hetu itself, isn’t it? Is it not foolish to go in a roundabout way of taking the help of some Upa-Hetu, use the primary Hetu for that Upa-Hetu and then attain the outcome using the Upa-Hetu?


    The Devata (principal Hetu) we worship must be capable of conferring the primary Tat. To accomplish the principal Tat, we pray to Pillaiyar (subsidiary Hetu). When Pillaiyar Himself is capable of conferring the primary Tat, isn’t it just sufficient to worship Him alone? What is the need to worship other Devatas? “tat hetoreva tat hetutve madhye kim tena?”


    We cannot anyway engage in worship of a Devata without offering our first salutation to Pillaiyar. We are bound to first perform His Puja by chanting shuklaambharadharam (and knocking our forehead). In that case, what is the need for worshipping another Devata later? The scenario is that unless He, the Eradicator of Obstacles, allows us to move forward, other Devatas are incapable of conferring Anugraha on us. More so, He Himself is competent to confer whatever is being granted by other Devatas. Therefore, it is just enough only to pray to Pillaiyar to accomplish whatever we want.


    One who is aware of tat-hetu nyaaya arrives at such a conclusion and worships just Vighneshvara, who is the ekam param porul. Instead of doing the initial Puja to Him and later, an elaborate Puja to some other Devata, the person knowing tat-hetu nyaaya does the “entire Puja” to Vighneshvara alone!


    Even If Not granting all Benefits


    We can also interpret this aspect in a different way. It is true that there are different Devatas who grant various kinds of benefits. Though Vighneshvara is Omnipotent, He does not grant all outcomes Himself. Rather, He limits Himself to granting of only one outcome, which is eradication of obstacles alone. Thereby, He allows other Devatas to grant benefits that are in their domain.


    This interpretation is true because what is stated about Him (that He is ekam param porul) is applicable to other Devatas too. Each Purana pertaining to a particular Devata and its Agama Tantras claim that the respective Devata is Omnipotent; Ekam (One and Only) and Param (Absolute Reality). This is absolutely true. It is Paramatma who manifested as many Devatas and also as we, the Jeevans. However, due to the game play of Maya, out of sheer ignorance, we hardly realise even a bit that the Omnipotent Paramatma and we (Jeevatma) are identical. However, the prime Devatas are consciously aware that being manifestations of Paramatma, they are part of that Paramatma.


    But all Devatas are not identical with Paramatma. There are said to be two divisions among Devatas. In one, there are Devatas, who possess absolute powers of Paramatma. In the second division are Devatas, who have only limited powers. Let us not get into such details here because we indeed do initial Puja to Vighneshvara even when we worship Shiva, Ambal and Maha Vishnu – the Ratna-Traya (Three Gems), as commended by Appaiyya Dikshitar.


    Therefore, the common practice is that though every Devata is aware that it is the manifestation of Paramatma, It will not expose its entire Power. In other words, by its own self, It will not grant all kinds of benefits. It will grant only the specific benefit bestowed on It. The very reason for the Only Paramatma to manifest into different Devatas is granting one specific power to each Devata. The Blue Print designed by Parameshvar Himself is that we, in Hindu religion, should worship a Pantheon of Gods with different kinds of ornamentations, worship methodologies and Prasadams. Ishvar wants to be merrily happy in conducting worldly transactions involving as much variety as possible. That is why He has taken the disguise of different Devatas and revealed each Devata’s specific power to Rishis, who then provided the modus operandi of worshipping each Devata with specific Mantras and Tantras.


    As per such classification, Parameshvar has bestowed the responsibility of removing obstacles on Vighneshvara. That is, He Himself has taken the form of Vighneshvara. Thereby, Vighneshvara will use Parameshvar’s power only according to the portfolio or department allocated to Him. Vighneshvara will not grant Vidya, wealth or valour out of His own powers. He will let the respective Devata perform those duties as per His/Her portfolio. Given this interpretation, will the tat-hetu nyaaya apply here?


    When a government is formed by a political party, there are different ministries, each ministry being headed by a Minister, say Finance Ministry, Defence Ministry and so on. One may be competent to handle any department; or, in this democratic set up, despite being incompetent, can somehow manage the affairs. But still, when there is a designated department for a minister, another minister cannot interfere and issue orders of that department. There is also the scenario where a minister currently holding position in a particular department being transferred to another department tomorrow. Or, one minister might hold two portfolios and he may be removed from the responsibility of one portfolio. In that case, he can exercise his power only over the department he continues to hold. Can he issue orders of the other department that has been taken away from him saying, “I was in-charge of that portfolio yesterday; so I will pass orders on the matter relating to that department today”?


    Similar is the case with the Government of Gods too. It is the general practice that each Devata is allotted a particular department. Devatas must exercise powers on matters limited only to their department. When I am saying “general practice”, then, it also means that there are some “exceptions”.


    One God, it could be Vighneshvara or any other God, enlightened with Paramatma-Sakshatkara, instead of conferring His / Her one specific benefit, can give all types of benefits as Paramatma does. When a devotee absolutely surrenders himself to that Devata, adopts that Devata as his Ishta-Devata saying, “You are my only Devata; I will not approach anyone else except You”, that Devata, being internally endowed with attributes of Paramatma, would turn all-powerful as Paramatma Himself and grant all benefits sought by the devotee. Be it a petty Devata that has not attained paramatma-svaanubhuti (Experiencing Paramatma), or a normal human being, viz. a mother, father, Guru or husband, if someone surrenders to them unconditionally and wholeheartedly, appeased by that devotion, Paramatma Himself will grant him the benefits through that Devata or Guru or Mother. But it is quite rare to have such unconditional Bhakti or absolute surrender on any one Ishta-Devata or Guru.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Reason for Existence of Many Gods


    The inherent human nature is such that it seeks more and more varieties of differently flavoured experiences. Food should have different tastes and flavours; tasting the same kind of food day-in and day-out makes eating uninteresting. Similarly, even in stories and stage plays, humans look for different flavours. Music must consist of different types of Ragas and Talas. It should be peppy and spicy and at the same time descriptive (Vilamba) too. Likewise, even in worship, we need different varieties and eccentricities. The ultimate goal of Bhakti is to reach the state of Samadhi – the one and only Supreme Sensation unconnected with other senses, when mind becomes absolutely still. However, such a state dawns on one in several millions somewhere and sometime. When we commence worship along with our oscillating mind to reach the state of Samadhi, the mind continues to oscillate like waves. Yet, these waves are not the ones that pull us into the ocean of Samsara but immerse us into the thoughts of Ishvar. This is the reason why One Parameshvar has manifested into different forms to suit the idiosyncrasies and preferences of human minds and, accordingly, grants different kinds of benefits. Similarly, guidelines for Pujas are also different; for example, Vilva leaves are recommended for one God, Tulsi for another; Vella seedai as Naivedyam for a specific God, Kozhukkattai for another and so on. These became the general practice for worship of respective Gods.


    There are also exceptions in Ishvar’s divine plays. Some people have exceptional Bhakti towards their Ishta-Devata. Such people don’t wish to worship other Gods; their entire focus of Bhakti is on the Ishta-Devata. They never think of any other Devata. Theirs’ is Ekanta Bhakti (unflinching Bhakti) and Ananya Bhakti (Bhakti towards no other God). For them, their Ishta-Devata is the personification of Paramatma. They consider It as their primordial God and seek all their needs only from It. There are people who are staunch devotees of only Lord Muruga, Ambal or Vishnu. Even among Vishnu devotees, there are those who worship Sri Rama alone or only Krishna. Paramatma, who holds the Absolute Power of Brahmam, grants all wishes of such devotees through their Ishta-Devata.


    Even then, those focusing their entire Bhakti only on Shiva-Upasana, or Ambal-Upasana, or Rama or Krishna-Upasana cannot afford to side-line Pillaiyar. They have to chant “shuklaambaradharam” for Pillaiyar and knock in their forehead before starting Upasana of their Ishta-Devata. Though they can afford to ignore all Gods other than their own Ishta-Devata, they cannot disown Pillaiyar in the same manner.


    Devotees with Ananya Bhakti are very less in number. Generally, people worship different Devatas with the objective of receiving different kinds of benefits. Even a temple has many shrines. We go to each shrine in that temple and pray to all Devatas. Shrines seen in Shiva temples will not be there in Perumal temples and vice versa. We go on pilgrimage to Kanchipuram and worship God in several temples, whose principal Deities are Kamakshi, Ekambareshvar or Varadaraja and so on. When we go to Kumarakottam, we visit the temple of Subrahmanya as also that of Chitra Gupta! Be it any temple that may go to, there will not be absence of a Vighneshvara shrine. Even in Perumal temples, He will appear with Namam on His forehead with a Vaishnavaite name as Vishvaksena! He will command our Namaskaram for Him!


    What I am trying to tell you is that it does not matter if Pillaiyar is not considered “All-encompassing Phala-Daata” or “ekam param devam”. But He is “One-Phala-Daata” who removes obstacles, like many Gods who have a specific power. In that case what happens to the “tat-hetu nyaaya”? This will still be applicable to Pillaiyar, which is the unique eminence of Pillaiyar alone. Though He does not grant all benefits directly, we can acquire all benefits through Him being the means (Hetu). It is not necessary that we must worship any other God. Now, how is that possible?


    What is His allotted portfolio? It is eradication of obstacles. In the absence of His grace, we cannot worship any other God sans hindrance. More importantly, without Him giving His grace, other Gods cannot grant benefits as desired. If they do, there could be hindrances in the very process of them granting their Anugraha. Only Vighneshvara can remove those obstacles!


    When Ishvar is heading to battle against Tripurasuras for ensuring universal welfare, the axle of His chariot breaks down. He immediately realises that unless He worships Pillaiyar (who is His own Son), His mission would not succeed. So, He prays to Vighneshvara. Ishvar accomplishes His mission of destroying Tripura only after that. There are more such stories that talk about several other Devatas, who faced obstacles in their mission. They succeeded in their tasks only after praying to Pillaiyar. That is the reason why we have to mandatorily pray Pillaiyar irrespective of whichever Devata we want to worship. This is because Parameshvar has allotted Him the “Eradication of Obstacles” portfolio. Though Gods are willing to grant the desires of their devotees, they are still at the mercy of Vighneshvara for eradication of obstacles before they can grant their Anugraha!


    Assume we pray to different Gods for our various objectives, for example, to Lord Surya for good health; Goddess Sarasvati for education and Goddess Lakshmi for wealth. These Gods don’t need the mercy of other Gods for making allotments from their own portfolio. Lord Surya does not require the mercy of Goddess Sarasvati or Lakshmi and vice versa for Lakshmi and Sarasvati.


    However, some obstacles may arise when they really want to grant something. For Surya to provide good health, He does not require the power of education granted by Sarasvati or wealth generated by Lakshmi. Can Surya remain quiet when there are obstacles during his own task? Be it any God, they cannot remain callous in their objective of granting Anugraha despite some obstacle arising in the process. That is why all Gods are at the mercy of Vighneshvara, who holds the “Eradication of Obstacles” portfolio! They cannot carry out their task of granting Anugraha without the help of Vighneshvara!


    Leave alone mundane desires! Even when we pray to Ishvar or Ambal, or Vishnu, for grant of Jnyana or Bhakti, Vighneshvara’s mercy is a pre-requisite to remove obstacles at our end or at the end of Devatas whom we worship. Therefore, though He may not be at the plane of “All-encompassing Phala-Daata”, even while worshipping other Devatas for our desired benefits, we have to first worship Vighneshvara seeking His grace for removal of obstacles.


    This is the juncture at which the knower of tat-hetu nyaaya contemplates as follows: “Let Vighneshvara not be “Sarva Phala-Daata” (Granter of all benefits) and remain only as “Eradicator of Obstacles”. Still, any Devata is bound to seek His mercy for granting our desire by removing any obstacle. It means that it is He who acts as Hetu for all other Gods to grant our wish without any hindrances. Thus, since He holds the authority and power over other Gods, He is competent to subjugate other Gods. So, irrespective of any Devata endowed with any specific portfolio, if Pillaiyar gives a “recommendation letter” in favour of a particular devotee, that Devata will treat the same as an order. It is not necessary that He should take over the portfolio of any other Devata and act on that Devata’s behalf. In the Government of Parameshvar, whoever holds any portfolio can continue to hold it. However, if Pillaiyar recommends a course of action in favour of someone, that Devata must necessarily oblige Pillaiyar’s orders. If not, that Devata will face some or other obstacle in the process of His own task.


    Here is the summary of what we have seen so far. Whatever be the benefit sought by us from whichever Devata, if we offer our first Puja to Vighneshvara, He will help us accomplish our need using His influence over that Devata.


    When the knower of tat-hetu nyaaya thinks along the lines that using Vighneshvara’s influence as Hetu, he can directly attain the Anugraha of any Devata; in that case, he can as well perform Puja to Vighneshvara alone! Why must he unnecessarily worship some other Devata as Phala-Daata when there is no use? “tat hetoreva tat hetutve madhye kim tena?” Instead of doing the initial Puja to Vighneshvara and primary Puja to some other Devata, he does the entire Puja to Vighneshvara Himself and feels happy and contented. He gets all his desires fulfilled through the worship of Vighneshvara (Vighneshvara-dvara) “tat hetoriti neetivid-du bajate devam yam ekam param”. 


    “neeti vid-du” means “He who is aware of tat-hetu nyaaya”. While ordinary commoners do a brief Puja initially to Pillaiyar and later an elaborate Puja to some other God, the knower of tat-hetu nyaaya arrives at the conclusion that there is no meaning in approaching any other God for fulfilling any of his wishes, as he knows that his desires sought from other Devatas can be fulfilled using Him (Vighneshvara) as Hetu.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Human Nature demands Variety in Worship


    Just because whatever I have said, rather reiterated what Mannargudi Periyava stated, it does not mean that you must discard worship of all other Gods and worship Pillaiyar alone. As I told you a little earlier, Ishvar wants to have a variety of fun while running worldly affairs. Similarly, human mortals created by Him too want a variety in whatever they do. That is the reason why Ishvar has manifested Himself into a Pantheon of Gods. Based on the devotees’ mental outlook and interest, one God from the Pantheon would become his Ishta-Devata. People at large also have conviction and trust that if they want a particular benefit, they must only worship the designated Devata; for example, Lakshmi for wealth, Sarasvati for education, Surya for good health, Rahu and Ketu for alleviation of malfunctioning of planets and so on. People accordingly engage in Pujas as stipulated under Shastras and Sampradayas. That is the reason why on the day Saturn’s transition (Shani Peyarchi), a huge gathering is seen at Tirunallaru temple (where Shani Bhagavan is the primary Devata). Similarly, about 10 lakh people gather at Shabarimala on the day of Makara Vilakku. Except for the very few progressing well in their Advaita Sadhana, it is very difficult for all others to stick to only One God while seeking spiritual enlightenment with a blend of some Bhakti and a bit of Jnyana. Variety is the spice of human life! Even though a devotee holds strong belief in one Ishta-Devata, he enjoys looking at that Devata in different adornments. Whom we see in the disguise of an Emperor today, tomorrow we would remove all ornaments and make Him look like a pauper holding a scull bone bowl in hand (Bikshandi) and still feel happy about it.


    Human mind, which runs behind a variety of flavours, has to be brought under control. Religion is not meant to subdue the mind right at the starting stage itself, when it is obsessed with one particular substance. Rather, religion lets the mind wander around in its volition before it gradually attains single-point focus. If a mind is forcibly subdued, it would only struggle because of its very nature. It would either become completely inert or run haywire in the opposite direction. Therefore, what our religion does is that it presents different divinities for worship by human mind, which always seeks variety in its mundane life so that it remains happy. In the process, the mind gets cleansed and acquires precision. Only after such cleansing, does the mind reach a state of maturity and clarity. Finally, the mind dismisses the different varieties of Dvaita (dualistic) experiences and reaches the state of Advaita that directs towards only the One Supreme.


    Therefore, let us worship different Devatas, like Pillaiyar, Subrahmanya Svami, Ambal, Shiva, Vishnu, Rama, Krishna, Navagraha, Iyyanar and so on. Let us decorate these Devatas in different styles and let us offer our salutations in a variety of forms. Let us make various Naivedyams and follow the Anushthanas ordained for each Devata. Let us gradually make our mind happy with variety and Tat-dvara, through that, elevate our mind gradually. Isn’t Polytheism helpful in elevating the mind, which is sunk in mundane affairs, by giving it a taste of a variety of divinities and making it happy?


    Children are excited when they see objects in different colours. We are similar to children when it comes to Atma-Sakshaatkaara. Therefore, let us hold on to all our “Hindu Pantheons” without any inhibition; instead of holding on to a single Devata, which is not exciting. Let us engage in worship of these Devatas in whatever manner we know and through Puja enjoy the taste of Bhakti in whatever amounts. Eka-Rasam (one flavour) can occur only later. Right now, let there be a cocktail of flavours (Aviyal)!


    This entire discussion is to only highlight the topic under discussion that Vighneshvara Upasana alone is sufficient as per tat-hetu nyaaya. It does not, however, mean that all of us should worship only Vighneshvara in our daily life and distance ourselves from all other Devatas. The author of this Shloka itself is worshipper of all Devatas. He did not just stop with Vighneshvara Puja; he was an ardent devotee of Shiva too.


    Is it enough to establish something based on logical reasoning at the intellectual level alone? There is something called “mind”, which rules over our intellect and brain. Must we also keep the mind at a distance when it comes to Bhakti?


    We can keep aside logical reasoning at the intellectual level if it does not convince us about our current stage. Let us just follow Polytheism or worship our Ishta-Devata alone. Or, let us mix both and engage in our Upasana.


    At the same time, if we want to go only by intellectual reasoning, we must know that Vighneshvara does possess the Super Power of Himself granting all kinds of benefits being otherwise granted by all Devatas. When we do initial Puja to Vighneshvara by knocking on our forehead, let the reasoning from our intellectual perspective hit our heart, adding life and flavour to our Bhakti towards Him.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Worldly vs. Heavenly Benefits


    Since Pillaiyar Himself is super-powered to grant us benefits that we can get otherwise by worshipping all Devatas, the last line of the Shloka reads “sarvaartha prati padanaika chaturo dvaimaduro’ vyat sa naha” It says Pillaiyar can remain the Eka Para Devam, directly granting any benefit Himself. Being the holder of exclusive authority to eradicate obstacles occurring in the path of other Devatas, Pillaiyar also holds influence over those Devatas. He can recommend to them that they grant benefits sought by us. Irrespective of that, He is still capable of bestowing Himself all kinds of benefits on us. “Sarvaartha” means “whatever benefits that we wish to get.” There are four goals to be attained by an individual in his life time. They are: Dharma, Artha, Kaama and Moksha. Pillaiyar is capable of helping you accomplish these four goals. Kama and Moksha refer to “mundane” and “spiritual” respectively; everything under the Sun is encompassed within these two! It is Vighneshvara, the only competent Devata who can grant both “Iha-Para” (mundane and heavenly) benefits “pratipadaana eka chatura”.


    What is the use of taking this birth if “Kaama”, the force that drives this mundane life, immerses us into this monotonous world and prevents us from heading towards the “other world” (Moksha)? That is the reason why “Dharma” has been mandated to be the first and foremost goal. This would ensure that the acts of “Kaama” are aligned in accordance with rules of Dharma.


    Mind is the realm for Kaama or desire, for fulfilling which there is the need for many substances. Only if we have the means to acquire these substances can desires of Kaama get fulfilled. It is the second goal “Artha”, meaning money and resources that not only help us fulfil our own desires but also benefit others too. Thus, Artha, the second goal, leads to the first goal, namely “Dharma”.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    “Dvaimaatura” – Son of Two Mothers


    This Shloka addresses Vighneshvara as “Dvaimaatura”, meaning one who has two mothers. None of His other names is seen in the Shloka. Dvaimaatura is not as familiar to us as His other names, such as Ganapati, Ganesha, Vighneshvara, Vinayaka, Gajanana and Lambodara. We have heard of men with two wives! It is peculiar to know Him as a son of two mothers!”


    Who are those two mothers? One is Ambal; everybody knows this. The other one is Ganga whom Shiva sports on His head. Ganga is also believed to be Shiva’s wife.


    Acharya, in his Saundaryalahari Shloka No. 51, says Ambal’s eyes express all kinds of emotions, like love, anger, disgust, surprise, fear and humour on different occasions. Acharya says Ambal’s eyes express anger when She looks at Ganga; “sa rosha gangaayaam”, as Ganga happens to be Shiva’s wife!


    However, Pillaiyar, who is an epitome of compassion, says, “After all, Ganga is the wife of my Father. Therefore, I would consider her too as my mother, like Ambal is, and I will be addressed as “Dvaimaatura”. He thus stands as a supreme example of harmony.


    All of you know about the origin of Subrahmanya’s birth. It is believed that Lord Muruga was born as six flames from the third eye of Lord Shiva. When the flames emanated from Shiva’s eyes, nobody could withstand the blazing heat. The sparks finally landed on River Ganga and turned into Subrahmanya Svami. Since He emerged from River Ganga, He is the direct son of Ganga. While Pillaiyar gave Ganga the status of His mother just because She is the wife of His father, Subrahmanya Svami has a direct connection with Her. That is why He is also known Gaangeya, meaning “Ganga’s son”.


    It is a significant fact that Vighneshvara considered Himself as the child of Ganga though He did not have any direct connection with Her. This reflects Vighneshvara’s all-embracing, compassionate heart. Though Subrahmanya Svami was born of sparks emanating from Shiva’s eyes, Vighneshvara directly emerged from Ambal’s divine hands. Ambal collected the entire aromatic powder, sandal powder and turmeric powder applied on Her body, made it into a figurine, invoked life into it, and declared it as Her own son Vighneshvara.


    Despite this exclusive connection with Ambal, Vighneshvara still considered Ganga as His mother. This shows His noble character. A staunch celibate, Vighneshvara looked at all women in the form of His mother. Among them one was Ambal and the other was Ganga, Ambal’s competitor! Thus, He is Dvaimaatura for having two mothers.


    Elephants love frolicking, swimming, hopping and leaping in rivers. This is uncommon when it comes to other animals, such as horse, tiger, bull or lion. Of course, a buffalo would joyously smear its body with mud by immersing in muddy waters! Only elephant is fond of water games because it is the only animal that has a trunk! It will merrily suck water into its trunk and spray it out as though from a hose pipe! It swims effortlessly in rivers despite its enormous body size.


    Such a scene of elephant playing in a river is described very beautifully in Bhagavata under Gajendra Moksha – He being elephant-faced perhaps is reason for His deep affection towards Ganga as Her son.


    If someone is cruel or ruthless, it is customary to ask him, “Are you not born out of a mother’s womb?” If the son is referred to after his mother, he is believed to be having a compassionate and benevolent heart. Since Pillaiyar has two mothers, it means He is doubly compassionate and benevolent!


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Son of Six Mothers – Shanmaatura


    If Ganesha is “Dvaimaatura” (son of two mothers), His brother Subrahmanya is “Shanmaatura” (son of six mothers)! Ambal and Ganga are not included in these six mothers. “Kartikai Girls”, who are six in number and ruling Deities of Krittika Star, are His six mothers. When Subrahmanya was born, it was these girls who breast-fed Him. Therefore, they are considered His mothers. Being the son of Krittika Girls, He is also known as Kaartikeya.


    Controversy over Ayyappa’s Mother


    Talking about mothers of Vighneshvara and Subrahmanya, I am reminded of another amusing matter. Parameshvar also has a third son, Ayyappa Svami, who is becoming popular day by day. He was born out of the union between Lord Shiva and mythical Mohini, who is regarded as an avatar of Lord Vishnu. Though I may call it amusing, the matter relating to Ayyappa’s mother is of great concern. Here goes the story.


    Appayya Dikshitar was an accomplished Mahan who lived during the 16th Century. I mentioned him earlier in the story of Mannargudi Periyava. Though Appayya Dikshitar was a staunch Advaitin, he nurtured Shiva-Upasana in an exceptional manner. That was the time when Shiva-Upasana was criticised and condemned and Vishnu-Upasana was propagated in an aggressive manner. Appayya Dikshitar disseminated supremacy of Shiva as a counter measure. Tathachari, his contemporary, was the Royal Guru of King Krishnadevaraya who continued to have a great influence over the later kings of Vijayanagara Empire. Tathachari aggressively propagated Vaishnavism and converted people to this faith. This triggered Appayya Dikshitar into taking counter measures and establishing Shaivism on a strong footing. But for that, Appayya Dikshitar did not have even an iota of hatred against Vishnu as his opponents had for Shiva, and who strongly condemned Shaivism. It is Appayya Dikshitar who declared that Vishnu, along with Ishvar and Ambal, were manifestations of Brahmam, whom he referred to as Ratna-Traya (Three Gems). Appayya Dikshitar asserted that the Ratna-Traya stood top among all Devatas and substantiated the same with logical reasoning and evidences from Vedas.


    On one instance, some Vijayanagara King took along both Dikshitar and Tathachari to a temple. It is not known who the King was which is immaterial to this story. What is important is that the King took them along at the same time, both acclaimed scholars and holding predominant positions, one in Shaivism and the other in Vaishnavism.


    The shrine where the King took them had an Ayyappa idol, which looked quite unique. Ayyappa was sitting in a seriously thinking posture with His finger on nose. The King enquired with the temple authorities about the posture. They said that the idol was eons old and revealed that the sculptor who made the statue himself had the Darshan of Shasta (Ayyappa) in such a posture, but did not reveal the reason for it. However, the sculptor is believed to have said, “There would be a time in future where an omniscient scholar will visit this temple and reveal the secret behind such a posture. Once he does that, the idol will remove its finger from its nose and start looking normal like other idols”. After that, many scholars had visited the temple and put forth several reasons. Since none of them was the true reason, Shasta continued to remain with His finger on the nose.


    The King looked at Tathachari who immediately understood the former’s intention. He developed his own reason and presented it in the form of a Shloka, the meaning of which is as follows:


    “Here is the reason as being narrated by Shasta Himself. Being the son of Vishnu, I am equal to Brahma. Therefore, I am honoured as all Devas worship me. But still… (When Tathachari adds a qualifying clause as “still”, it indicates that the reason for Shasta’s worry is on its way. From this, it will be clear that Tathachari had no specific standpoint in terms of matters relating to Shiva) ...I am also the son of Shiva”


    While there are several names for Shiva like Ishvara, Shambu, Pashupati, Samban, Nataraja, Dakshinamurti, and so on, this Shloka addresses Him as Bhutesha to mean He is the Head of Ghosts. So, Ayyappa is anguished that He is the son of such Shiva.


    Even being the Conqueror of Ghosts and their Head shows His supreme power of leadership and eminence. Parameshvar does not harass ghosts; He only controls them for the wellbeing of the world. He takes control of ghosts and rules over them, so that they do not attack people.


    Parameshvar, also known as Bhutesa, has another name as Mahadeva, which means He is superior to all Devas. He appoints Subrahmanya, one among His three sons, as Lieutenant of the entire Deva force. He divides the Bhuta force into two and appoints Ganapati as Head of one division (bhoota ganaadhi sevitam) and Ayyappa as Head of the other division. Ayyappan is called as Bhutanatha in Malayala region.


    It is a matter of great acclaim that Ayyappa controls the Bhuta force, which is otherwise unconquerable. Thus Shasta reins the miscellaneous Bhutas, who are violent in nature, and prevents them from entering human habitats and creating a ruckus among people of the town. This is a task deserving great applause.


    Since Tathachari has no proficiency in matters relating to Shiva, he concludes this is the reason for the worried posture of Ayyappa. “Despite being the son of Vishnu, the Supreme God, despite being equal to Brahma, and despite being hailed and worshipped by Devas, I happen to be the son of Shiva too, who is the Head of Bhutas (ghosts) ‘etair bhootair vrutaha’, which means I am being surrounded by ghosts. Shasta, keeping His finger on nose, is looking troubled thinking about His fate for being the son of Shiva – ‘Chintadiha Shasta’”. This is how Tathachari concludes his Shloka.


    The Shasta idol does not remove the finger from its nose on hearing this reason because being surrounded by ghosts (spirits) and protecting a village is a matter of great honour for Shasta and is not a matter of disgrace to Him.


    The King now looks at Appayya Dikshitar. The reason flashes in Dikshitar’s mind as a revelation. He immediately presents the same in the form of a Shloka as given:


    ambeti gaureem aham aahvayaami
patnya pitur – maatara eva sarvaha |
gatam lakshmeem iti chiyantam
shastaaram ete sakalaartha siddyai ||


    “Why does Ayyappa Svami feel sad? He says, “I call Gauri, the wife of Shiva as Amma. Mohini (the disguise of Vishnu) is actually my biological mother. However, there may be many wives to a man and all of them are equivalent to the status of a mother. I consider only Para Shakti, Consort of Ishvar, who is my Father as my Mother. (Vighneshvara also said the same about Ganga being His mother!)


    Having Ishvar as Father and Maha Vishnu as Mother, I don’t need to be confused about my relationship with Para Shakti. All the wives of Father are only Mothers. Therefore, there is no confusion that I consider Para Shakti as my Mother. However, there is yet other confusion with regard to another relationship which is, “How would I address Lakshmi as?”


    This is the worry of Shasta. That is why He is deeply contemplating with His finger on nose. He does not understand the relationship with which He should address Lakshmi.”


    Even we don’t understand, right?


    Who is Lakshmi? Maha Vishnu’s Consort! How is She related to Shasta? As Mother! However, Maha Vishnu Himself transformed into Mohini and gave birth to Shasta by uniting with Parameshvar. That is the reason why Ayyappa is called “Hari-Hara-Putra”. In that case, how is Lakshmi related to Him?


    She is the Wife of His Mother!


    Here comes the fun that I mentioned earlier! We have heard of “father’s wife”, “uncle’s wife”, “brother’s wife” and so on. We call them as Amma, Chitti, Mami, and Manni. Have we ever heard of a relationship called “Mother’s wife”? Only Shasta has that unique relationship where Lakshmi is the wife of His mother, the most weirdly stuff unheard of in the world! What will He address Her as?


    Dikshitar concludes his Shloka with his salutations for conferring Purushaartha to all.


    If you are thinking why Ayyappa has been dragged into the subject of Pillaiyar under discussion, here is the connection. If Pillaiyar Shloka acclaims Pillaiyar as “sarvaartha pratipaadana chatura”, here, Ayyappa is hailed as the giver of “Sakalaartha Siddhi”. Thus, there is a knot that connects both Pillaiyar and Shasta.


    Remember that the composer of Pillaiyar Shloka is the descendent of one who composed the Shasta Shloka!


    Dikshitar’s Shloka shows no discrimination between Gods as one being superior or another inferior. He has depicted both Ambal and Lakshmi on the same plane. Moreover, the intention of Dikshitar is not to exhibit his poetic acumen alone. He shows his Bhakti too in the Shloka by saying “I worship Shasta for grant of “Sakalaartha Siddhi”. When not aware of the reason for Shasta’s posture of being worried and thinking, surrendering and pleading at His feet for “Sakalaartha” makes it clear that without His grace, we cannot find the reason using just our intellect.


    Above all, hasn’t the reason highlighted by Dikshitar actually solved the riddle that remained unresolved even by the most learned scholars? Even after extensive deliberation, can anyone find an answer for the relationship between the son and His mother’s wife?


    In fact, the reality was that Shasta too was sitting in that posture unable to find the answer for the answer-less question when he gave Darshan to the sculptor, who accordingly sculpted the idol. Now that Dikshitar has brought out the true reason, the idol removes its finger from the nose and positions its hands like His idols in other temples! If an idol had removed its finger from its nose after hearing the reason, all others gathered there would have kept their own fingers on their nose out of astonishment!


    This whole discussion has started with Dvaimaatura (Pillaiyar) followed by Shanmaatura (Subrahmanya) and has finally led to Shasta, who had a intricate relationship with His Mother’s wife!


    While thinking of the first son of Parameshvar, we have thought about all His three sons, which is a matter of special significance.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    May Vighneshvara Protect Us All


    Thus, the Mangala Shloka of nyaayendu shekharam that highlights “tat-hetu nyaaya” concludes saying “sarvaartha pratipadanaika chaturo dvaimaturo avyad sa naha”, which means “May Pillaiyar (Dvaimaatura), who has two mothers, protect all of us”.


    The first three lines of this Shloka do not expressly reveal that the Shloka is about Vighneshvara. They only say those who wish to worship other Devatas also worship “His Lotus Feet” for removal of any probable obstacles that may occur in the process of praying to those Devatas. However, devotees who are aware of tat-hetu nyaaya, decide not to worship any other Devata but worship “Him” alone as Paramatma. Only the last line reveals the name of Pillaiyar as Dvaimaatura and prays that “May He, who is Dvaimaatura, protect all of us”.


    There is a story of a man going to a Navab’s palace seeking alms. The Navab’s attendants tell him, “Wait for a while. Navab has gone for Namaz. At this, the man replies, “Oh! Is that so! When I have come here to seek what I want from the Navab, he has gone to Allah to seek what he wants! In that case, why should I beg from the Navab, who is in the same state as mine? Instead, I will directly beg from Allah!” and leaves the palace.


    There is a similarity here. When all Devatas worship Vighneshvara for accomplishing their intended tasks without any obstacles, instead of pleading various Devatas for different desires, we can as well worship Vighneshvara Himself for fulfilment of all our desires!


    We have got engrossed with Pillaiyar while talking about His eminence. Our natural inclination, however, is praying to the specific Devata who can grant the particular wish. Of course, doing that is not wrong. Along with that, each one of us should also have an Ishta-Devata on whom we must have strong Bhakti. There would also be a Kula-Devata, as per ancestral customs. One should definitely worship these Devatas. Be it any Puja or worship, you, of course, cannot move forward without knocking your head with shuklaambaradaram! We may pray any specific Devata for whatever wish, but we should also worship Pillaiyar whom that Devata would worship to succeed in His intended task of granting you the wish!
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    Dignity Even in Condemnation


    Even while endeavouring to write a book on Tarka Shastra (Rules of Reasoning) with the objective of establishing the authenticity of Advaita Shastra, Mannargudi Periyava beautifully squeezed in the “tat-hetu nyaaya” rule in his Bhakti Shloka. This seemingly indicates the truth that even research and deliberations based on Tarka Shastra are subservient to Bhakti. Though being an acclaimed scholar, arrogance and pride never got into Mannargudi Periyava’s head because of his highest form of Bhakti. We should add one more important point here. An individual attempting to write a book can repudiate the opponent’s views by using stern arguments and counter-arguments based on his proficiency in that subject. He may do so even while engaging in debates and deliberations within an assembly of scholars in that particular subject. In such instances, the human nature is to put down the opponents mercilessly by exhibiting one’s own scholarly knowledge of the subject. Many scholars ruthlessly undermine their opponents in such scenarios. Given this background, it is really doubtful whether anyone would express his displeasure or criticism as politely as Mannargudi Periyava did. He never stayed away from arguments and counter-arguments. Rather, he was of the view that true philosophies must definitely be tested in public.


    Therefore, Mannargudi Periyava participated in many debates and repudiated scholars of certain philosophies. He also wrote books in this regard presenting standpoints against such philosophies. His work on nyaayendu shekharam is one such text. Like Appayya Dikshitar, his mission too was to establish Advaita doctrine and Shiva Bhakti. Mannargudi Periyava has also written another book titled “Durjanokti Nirasam”, which is about Shiva worship. Another scholar by name Tiruvisainallur Ramasubbha Shastri, with the title Maha-Upadhyaya, lived during the same period. Despite born as a Smarta, Ramasubbha Shastri took an opposing and contesting stand towards Shiva worship, Sanyasa and so on. Based on an appeal from different quarters, Mannargudi Periyava wrote ‘Durjanokti Nirasam’ to overwhelmingly counter the condemnation of Shiva Upasana. While the opponent had severely hurt sentiments of many Shiva devotees through his vehement criticism, Mannargudi Periyava approached the matter only from an intellectual plane in an unbiased manner. He won over strong criticism proving all his points from the intellectual perspective without using a single abusive word. This is the specialty of being a proficient scholar and a devotee too! Other scholars praised Mannargudi Periyava for his cool-headedness even while condemning opposite views by not crossing limits.
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    Pillaiyar Who Played with Crescent Moon


    I have explained the meaning of Mangala Shloka in nyaayendu shekharam. Now, I am reminded of another Shloka connected to Indu-Shekharam, which describes Pillaiyar’s mischievousness. Let me share it with you.


    “Indu-Shekharam” means the head that is sporting moon. You all must have understood it is Parameshvar, who sports the moon and is called Indu Shekharan. Let me narrate to you a Shloka, which describes how Pillaiyar playfully meddled with the Crescent Moon sported by Ishvar in His knotted hair. It is a game that brings enormous joy to the entire world. What other game would bring immense joy to the world other than the union of Universal Parents Ishvar and Ambal out of love? Such joy was caused by the amusing play of Pillaiyar, says this Shloka.


    If the hero and heroine in a story are happily spending time forever, it lacks spice for audience. The story is spicy only if they are separated for a while and then reunited. Separation can be of two types. A villain (like Ravana) will abduct the heroine; or the hero falls in love with another woman (like Kovalan) and abandons his loved one. This would create immense anguish within either of the couple. The pain of separation experienced by either hero or heroine is called “Vipralambha” in Sanskrit. It will not always be the emotion of true sadness due to separation. This will be a mix of emotions, like love, pain of separation, humour, and so on during the temporary separation between the two. This is known as “Pranaya Kalaham” (Oodal in Tamil). It is not separation in its true sense, but a dramatised one. Let us use the Tamil term Oodal for better impact.


    Once a pair separates out of Oodal, both yearn for reunion. However, their ego of losing self-respect does not permit them to back down. Both eagerly wait for an occasion that would reunite them. If the poet is prudent enough, he would create such an occasion and unite both of them. The audience would also feel happy about it. A similar Oodal occurs between Ambal and Parameshvar, which is resolved by Pillaiyar when He plays with the Crescent Moon in Shiva’s matted hair. Let me tell you about the book in which this Shloka appears.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Chitra Kavita


    There lived a poet by name Rama Shastri in Chamrajnagar of Mysore. He composed an epic titled “Sita-Ravana Samvaada”, which is in the form of a conversation between Ravana and Sita. Though Sita’s name appears first in the title, conversation by Her is very limited. It is Ravana who speaks the most. Ravana would start the conversation raising one point after another. Sita would refute all his points with a curt or terse response. In the said Shloka, the first three lines are Ravana’s statements. The last line alone is the reply of Sita. Since it is appropriate to give principal place to the divine character, Sita’s name comes first in the epic’s title. The book is also called as “Sita-Ravana Samvaada Jhare”. “Jhare” denotes a cascade. Since Shlokas in the epic flow like a cascade, it has acquired the qualitative adjective of Jhare.


    In every Shloka, Ravana either blows his own trumpet or insults Rama on some ground. As I told you, whatever Ravana states first, Sita grossly refutes in the end. The entire essence of the epic lies only in the last line of each Shloka, wherein the poet’s acumen is clearly visible.


    Sita also does not directly respond to Ravana. Then, what would she do? She would tell Ravana, “Remove one letter from what you said; or add one letter to what you said; else replace one letter with the other of what you said and that is my response to you”. Once such changes are made, the entire meaning of what Ravana says would completely change and turn out opposite to the original statement. When Ravana speaks of himself as a noble soul, change of an alphabet makes him the most loathsome character. Similarly, his statements insulting Rama change into praises for Rama.


    You will understand only if I give you an example. Assume there is a statement “Buddhi Jasti” to mean “I am very brainy”. If you replace “j” with “n”, the statement would be: “Buddhi Nasti”, which means “I have ‘no’ brain!”! Thus, changing one syllable changes the entire meaning!


    Similarly, Shlokas in Sita-Ravana Samvaada contain Sita’s crisp and terse responses involving just a change or swap of letters, which make Ravana smudge his own face with coal! I gave you only one example by changing a syllable, whereas in this book, there is swapping of letters in each Shloka, making the book a magical wonder! It is a tough task possible only for a person with supreme linguistic proficiency. Rama Shastri composed only 50 Shlokas, though he wanted to write 100 of them. It is believed that one of his disciples later composed another 50, taking the total Shlokas to 100.


    Composing Shlokas by playing with words is called “Varna Chitra-Kriti”. When the Shlokas are complex, contain peculiarities and involve brainy riddles, such composition is known as Chitra Kavi.


    Mangala Shloka


    Rama Shastri starts with the Mangala Shloka on Ganesha before narrating Ganesha’s Leela with Chandra Mouli. It is about Parameshvar and Parvati separating from each other owing to some Oodal and Ganesha uniting them both with His Leela. The narration brings immense joy to our hearts. “Mangala Shloka” here is really Mangala (happiness) in its true sense. Though it is not in the form of a Chitra Kavi, it has its own natural poetic beauty.


    “kreedarushta adrija angri pranata – 
     shiva – shiraschandra khande karaagram 
leelaa lolam prasaarya spuratamalabhisaa
     sankayaa aakrashtu kaamaha | 
udyat hrudya smitaabhyaam aha maha 
     mikayaa aalingyamaanaha shivaabhyaam 
kachchin – naschintitaartham kalayatu 
     kalabo baala leelaa abhiraamaha ||


    Let me first tell you the meaning of the last line. “The baby is immensely delightful in its play – “kalabo baala leelaa abhiraamaha” “May that joyous Child grant us all that we desire – “naha chintita artham kalayatu”.


    The way a baby elephant plays is described in the first three lines. What would we call it; something mischievous or an innocent act or a child’s prank, something we are unable to understand? Whatever it is, it captivates the onlooker and is a feast to our eyes.
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    Philosophical Meaning: 
Separation (Oodal) – Union (Koodal)


    Oodal is a petty tiff between two lovers on some trivial ground; koodal means reconciliation and rejoicing. Parvati, the daughter of Himavan has one such quarrel with Her Consort. She is angry with Him over some difference of opinion. The poetic convention, when there is a quarrel between the loving hero and heroine, is that the former kneels down at the feet of latter. Gita Govinda talks about such a scenario when Krishna kneels down before Radha. In Tirupugazh (written by Arunagiri Nathar), Subrahmanya Svamy falls at Valli’s feet.


    What does this mean? Jeevatma is the heroine and Paramatma is the hero. However much Jeevatma may get angry, Paramatma would make every effort to unite with Jeevatma, even by begging and pleading. There could be a common friend who would try his best to bring in reconciliation between the two and reunite them by whatever means. She or he would act as a messenger between the two. Guru could also be the friend who reunites the two. Externally, it might appear as a joyful romance or the pain of suffering between the hero and heroine. But internally, it would be spiritual.


    In this Shloka, Vighneshvara does what a friend (Sakhi) or Guru does.


    When Parvati is sitting with a long face with assumed anger, Paramashiva falls at Her feet, literally doing a Namaskaram. “Pranata Shiva” – Shiva is doing Namaskaram to Parvati! When He bends down at Her feet, His matted hair arranged in a cone form touches Parvati’s feet. At that moment the Crescent Moon on His head peeps out visibly and starts shining. Here comes the episode of “Chandra Mauli”!


    Elephants are fond of eating the fibrous, the white substance contained within lotus stems when they plunge into a river.


    When the Young Elephant (Child Ganesha) looks at the glittering streak of Crescent Moon, He is reminded of the bundle of white fibre coming out of the lotus stem; rather, that is what He guesses. Immediately, He grabs and pulls the Crescent Moon so that He could eat it. Was Ganesha really in doubt or doing it as a strategy to unite His angry mother and father?


    The immaculate Crescent Moon looks akin to the bundle of lotus stem fibre. Both of them are cool in nature. Moon’s rays resemble the single fibrous thread of lotus. Para Shakti remains in an imperceptible form as sleek as a thin fibre of lotus stem. “bisatantu taneeyasi” in Lalita Sahasranamam means “Ambal appears fine and delicate as fibre of the lotus stem” in a coiled Kundalini form.


    When the Child Pillaiyar looks at the bundle of lotus fibre, as I have told you, He stretches His trunk with a peculiar swing and tries to pull the Crescent Moon peeping out of His Father’s matted hair. How much joy would that act of loveable, adorable Son (Baby Elephant) bring to the Father? While the very visualisation of the scene brings immense pleasure to us, how much pleasure it would bring to the Father, who is going through such an experience? Paramashiva is immensely delighted with His son trying to seize His Head Ornament (Crescent Moon). For Paramashiva, it is like a coronation ceremony!


    When such an act brings so much pleasure to a father, what would be the magnitude of the mother’s happiness? Compared to fathers, mothers are more delighted seeing the playfulness of their children. More so, the father is now at Her feet though She is still sitting with a frowning face, of course pretentiously. At this juncture, would She not feel happy that “He deserves this! Let Him (Baby Elephant) seize the Crescent Moon, which is highly celebrated by the world as the most beautiful jewel on His Head!”


    Both Parvati and Paramashiva forget their love-quarrel at the sight of their child’s playfulness! Ambal forgets that She is sulking and Svami too does not realise that He has to seek the mercy of Ambal at any cost! Both of them forget their enmity and laugh heartily (Hrudaya Smitaapyam). Their laughter blossoms from their heart, unlike fake anger or apology. Both of them forget their love-quarrel and want to embrace their child with both arms. Both of them compete with each other for embracing Ganesha with great love (Aham Ambika).


    “Shivaabyaam” – He is Shiva and She is Shivaa, which means “Sarva Mangala” (Supremely Auspicious). Thus, Vighneshvara gets hugged by both Shiva and Shivaa (Alingyamana: Shivaabhyaam). Even Tirukkural describes the joy of parents when they hug their child (No. 65). Kalidasa describes the pleasure of hugging a child through the words of Dushyant in his Epic Shaakuntalam. After abandoning Shaakuntala, Dushyant happens to meet his son in Rishi Kaashyapa’s Ashram, not aware of the truth. The moment Dushyant looks at his son, he feels an immense urge to hug him. Even Bhavabhuti in “Uttara Rama Charita” describes how Rama feels immeasurably happy when He hugs His sons Lava and Kusha, even though he does not know that they are His own children. Given this background, the delight of Parvati and Parameshvar could well be imagined when they hug their beloved Ganesha, Himself an ocean of love!


    Both of them embrace Him with immense love. Do they embrace only the child? They end up embracing each other in the process of hugging the child! When the child stands in the middle while both of them hug him together, will their hands not stretch out around each other’s back too unconsciously?


    Whether planned or unplanned, when there is a divine touch between Ambal and Svami and Svami and Ambal even for a fraction of a second, would their love-quarrel remain anymore? What else is there for Ambal to express disgust or for Svami to seek Her mercy by falling at Her feet? The quarrel has ceased and both of them, being Universal Parents, have no other option but to unite out of love!


    Though we are all children of these Universal Parents, Pillaiyar is the foremost (Numero Uno) child for them. It is the same Pillaiyar who ends their love-quarrel and unites them just with His playful pulling of the Crescent Moon from His father’s head!


    Rama Shastri has not expressly stated that their quarrel has ended. He just leaves us in suspense saying, “They heartily laugh at the playfulness of Pillaiyar and move forward to embrace Him out of love”. He leaves it to readers to draw their suitable conclusions. The right conclusion is that this adorable son, who resolved His parents’ tiff, is capable of granting us all four Purushaarthas, namely Dharma, Artha, Kaama and Moksha!
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    “This” Shloka an Evidence of “That” Shloka


    Shiva wanted Ambal to reunite with Him. Therefore, to end the quarrel, He did Namaskaram to Her. However, who fulfilled His wish? Was it Ambal? No. It was Vighneshvara! I told you about nyaayendu shekharam and digressed to “sitaa-raavana samvaada jhare”, as it was connected to “Indu Shekharam”. This again confirms my original interpretation! This is how we come across a treasure of knowledge when we wade through and analyse various interesting subjects. This is the evidence or confirmation of conclusion arrived in “That” Shloka (Mangala Shloka composed by Mannargudi Periyava). What we saw in that Shloka is whichever Devata we worship, that Devata is also bound to seek mercy of Vighneshvara for removal of any obstacles that may come while granting its Anugraha! Therefore, it is enough if we directly worship Vighneshvara to fulfil all our needs. In “This” Shloka (composed by Rama Shastri), the poet may not be intending to support my earlier interpretation. But what we see here is that Shiva wants to please Ambal by falling at Her feet, so that their love-quarrel comes to an end. What better worship can be there other than falling at Her feet? But despite His pleading, She does not budge and continues to be angry. Of course, heart to heart, She also wants to reconcile with Parameshvar, but Her ego is not allowing Her to do so. Eventually, Vighneshvara unites them through His playful act! That is, even though Ishvar prays here to Ambal and not Vighneshvara; it is not Ambal but Vighneshvara who grants His wish. Similarly, though externally expressing anger, internally, Ambal wishes to re-join Ishvar; but She does not want to acknowledge that it is Her wish. However, it is still like a prayer to Ishvar. But even here, it was not Ishvar who fulfils Her wish. It is only Vighneshvara who grants Her wish. Thus, Vighneshvara grants both His Parents’ wishes, even without being prayed to! This again is a confirmation that Vighneshvara is capable of granting all our wishes and that it is enough to worship Him alone.


    While the first Shloka shows that whatever we wish to get from other Devatas can be attained if we worship Vighneshvara alone, this Shloka goes one step beyond. It says even Parvati-Parameshvar, the couple who stands at the Zenith of Power takes the help of Child Ganesha to fulfil their wish! Vighneshvara effortlessly accomplishes the task like a cakewalk! He does not even show any intentions of doing it; He just does some prank, which leads to reunion of His parents.


    Rama Shastri concludes his Shloka saying Vighneshvara will undoubtedly grant whatever we desire including the “Purusharthas”!


    This is the confirmation of what Nyaayendu Shekharam says, “He is capable of granting all our wishes including the ones not expressly stated in words (Chintita artha)”.


    Kalabham (Baby Elephant)


    The Mangala-Shloka occurring in Sitaa-Raavana Samvaada Jhare also does not mention any of Pillaiyar’s names. It just says “Kalayatu Kalabho” rhythmically. Kalabham denotes a baby elephant. He, who accomplishes mammoth tasks with least effort, wants to be fondly cajoled with pet names, such as “Baby Elephant” (Kalabham), rather than being addressed with names carrying immense respect, like Ganesha or Vighneshvara.


    Vinayakar Agaval, a stunning composition of Avvaiyar, the great Tamil Poet, extensively talks about Yoga Shastra. She starts the poem with “seeda kalabha sentaamarai pum”. Here, “Kalabham” does not denote a baby elephant. It refers to the Feet of Ganesha, adorned with anklets, which look like red hibiscus flower smeared with cool sandal paste. Avvaiyar sings in praise of Ganesha, depicting Him as Persona Jnyana and Persona Yoga Shastras and not as a playful Baby Elephant. She places Him at the highest plane and addresses Him as “Vitthaga Vinayaaka”, an exceptionally illustrious scholar. It is appropriate to address Him like this in a verse that attempts to bring out the mysteries of Yoga Shastra. However, she would not have wanted to proceed without hinting at Him as a Baby Elephant delighting itself playfully. Though being the author of Yoga Shastra, she is also the grandmother of all kids. Therefore, she does not want to omit mentioning about the playful baby elephant, which is the most adored animal for children. Avvaiyar starts with “Seeda kalabha” with the thought that those who cannot understand the subtlety could still enjoy the intrinsic meaning of Kalabha!


    Makes Us Feel Relaxed!


    He is the God worshipped by all Devatas who want obstacles within their way eradicated. He is the one who Himself grants wishes conferred otherwise by only Apex Gods, irrespective of whether His devotees expressly pray to Him or not. Let us pray to that Vighneshvara and with his Anugraha, live happily without facing obstacles!


    The greatest stumbling block in our life is our own mind. It is always filled with some worry or anxiety, such as “this should happen like this” or “will it happen as we wish” and so on. We burden our minds with such thoughts, which become speed-breakers of our happy journey. Let us pray to Vighneshvara and like Him, also transform ourselves as innocent as children. Let us live a carefree life without brooding over past or worrying about future. Let us laugh during happy moments and cry when sad; but cry only during that moment and move forward in life. If we can remain child-like with instant laughter and tears, no one would be more fortunate than us. The secret of an ever-happy child is that it is not burdened with any thoughts. Though the Child God is in the form of a heavyweight elephant, He is devoid of a weighty mind or heavy heart. Let us pray to Him to make us like Him.


    Worries and regrets are not the only weight that we carry. Even our self-pride and ego add substantially to our burden. Rather, they are the heaviest weight. Worry increases the weight of sadness and self-pride enhances the weight of ego (Ahankara). Coming to worries, we are at least consciously aware that we must get rid of them, whereas we are not even aware of our Ahankara’s weight. We never realise that our ego needs to be addressed. Instead, we keep on adding to the weighty Ahankara. We always want to boast “I have done this or that”. When someone does a wrong, you would say, “If I were in his position, do you know how I would have handled it?” In fact, we would have handled it even worse! Self-pride is only adding to the weight that our neck is carrying. It pulls us down all the time. Once you go deep into spiritual practices, you will understand how your own self-pride of accomplishing certain tasks (Kartrutvam) turns the heaviest load of all that you are carrying.


    How does Pillaiyar, who is worshipped and cherished by all Gods, who removes obstacles that obstruct their paths, appear? Does He make a big fuss about it? He always remains a child. He reveals Himself as an innocent child when He pulls the Crescent Moon thinking that it has the white fibrous threads of lotus stem. He is the one who resolves the love-quarrel between His own parents and reunites them. He still remains as though He has not done anything great and continues playing. Though He may look physically heavy as an elephant, mentally, He is as light as the lotus stem fibre. That is why He is eternally blissful!


    Let that Child God transform all of us as Child-Devotees and make us float light in the world of happiness forever! We have seen one scholar acclaiming Pillaiyar as the benefactor of all wealth that we seek and another scholar commending Him to be the patron of whatever we wish to acquire. Let such a God confer peace to all of us by predominantly transforming our hearts similar to that of children’s!


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Part II


    Guru

  


  
    Ishvar and Acharya


    Should we focus our Bhakti on Ishvar alone, as He is the manifestation of Guru? Or, since Guru embodies Para Brahmam, the Ultimate Godhead (Guru Sakshat Para Brahmam), shall we offer our entire Bhakti only to Guru? Pujyasri Maha Periyava’s soul-stirring answer to this question goes along these lines:


    “Let us not espouse our Bhakti towards some invisible Ishvar; instead, let us dedicate our Bhakti towards Guru, who is visible ​right in front of our eyes. Let us consider him as everything, including Ishvar. Let us focus our Bhakti on Guru alone”.


    In support of this point, Periyava elucidates several reasons, apart from narrating stories of Azhvars and Nayanmars from Puranas and Itihasas.


    Under the title “Gurumurti Vs. Trimurtis”, Sri Maha Periyava’s interpretation of Guru-Brahma Shloka is exceptionally enthralling and mindboggling.


    Let us presume you inherit an ancestral house. It would become dilapidated one day. In the interim, it will need regular repair and periodic white washing. Let us assume you inherit an agricultural land. Even in this case, you will have to toil hard, plough, water, seed, disinfect, and manure the land to sustain its fertility. Some lands remain sterile despite fertilizing the soil with huge amount of manure. There can be several unprecedented adversities, such as failure of monsoon, non-opening up of reservoir water-gates, insects, floods, and so on, leading to loss of agricultural produce. Thus, there is a plethora of problems you may face! Above all there are government interventions in the form of Land Ceiling Act, which limit ownership of land by an individual. Even if your father has left property for you in the form of cash, there is inflation leading to devaluation of money. There are innumerable types of taxes and fear of new ones emerging. If you are holding cash, robbery is a perennial threat.


    Whatever the property, movable or immovable, nothing can stay permanent. There is always the scope of it getting dwindled, devalued or be lost. Let us keep this aside and look at the impact on inheritor of that property. The owner engages in all kinds of unethical and illegal practices to safeguard the property. He bribes the officials, goes against legal processes, manipulates accounts, violates the Land Ceiling Act by creating “benami” owners, and so on. The zeal of protecting the property through such unwarranted activities pollutes the owner’s mind. If the inherited property is this much (Periyava gestures his hands to show a small bag), the amount of Papa accumulated to protect it is so voluminous (Now, Periyava stretches both his hands wide enough to show the enormity of sins)!


    Okay, let us assume that the inherited property multiplies owing to some luck or past Punya and not by unethical or illegal means. Even then, we must realise that we cannot carry even a broken needle along with us when we die. One day, we have to depart this world, leaving behind everything, be it a palatial house, vast agricultural lands or crores of rupees. Not even an iota of this wealth would come along with us when we die!


    Thus, it is clear that neither ancestral property nor acquired through one’s own efforts is long-lasting.


    The permanent asset, which can never be lost; that does not require periodic repair or maintenance; that which is not taxable or can be robbed; that does not require any illegal or unethical means to protect, which cannot be bequeathed by ancestors or acquired by our own selves is that which a Guru alone can gift to us. The Guru-given asset never fails to accompany us once we depart from this world. That is the asset, which ensures that we do not return to this earth with another Janma! That is the asset, which will unify us inseparably with the eternal Paramatma!


    It is the Guru who endows us with the wealth of Jnyana. This is the asset that does not dwindle or deplete in any way. This is the asset that does not require any effort to multiply it. This is the asset that does not drive us to commit unethical acts and not enlarge the size of our bag of Papas. This is the asset that daily grows on its own and nurtures us. Such is the asset of Upadesha or Jnyana that a Guru confers on his Shishya.


    Whatever may our other assets be, all benefits and pleasures arising out of them are temporary. But what Guru confers on us in the form of Upadesha (Jnyana) is the only asset that provides us Nityananda (Nitya+Ananda), the eternal joy.
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    Bhakti for God Vs Bhakti for Guru


    What is the quantum of Bhakti should we espouse towards our Guru, who confers on us the wealth of Jnyana, which brings eternal happiness to us? Our Bhakti towards Guru must be equal to the amount of Bhakti that we espouse towards God.


    Here is a verse contained in Svetasvatara Upanishad and Guru Gita:


    yasya deve para bhaktir 
     yatha deve tathaa gurau
tasyaite kathitaa hyarthaaha
     prakaashante mahaatmanaha


    It means a Shishya should have supreme Bhakti towards Ishvar and devote an equal amount of Bhakti towards his Guru too. Such a Shishya is hailed as Mahatma. Only to such a Shishya, the esoteric meaning of Guru’s Upadesha will glitter. Since the Shishya has been elevated to a Mahatma, his very Bhakti would endow him with Atma-Jnyana which will make him a Mahatma in the true sense.


    Experiential Jnyana


    When we say, “The esoteric meaning will glitter (tasyaite kathitaa arthaaha prakaashante)”, it must not be construed that the core or esoteric meaning of Upadesha will be captured by Shishya’s brain. Guru himself will, of course, impart the elusive meanings. Then, what does it mean? It means the obscure essence of Guru’s Upadesha will glitter experientially in the inner heart of Shishya (Periyava pauses for a while and then continues his talk).


    Does the statement “esoteric meaning would glitter” mean whatever is said in an inexplicit manner or with hidden implications, or presented in terse or complex forms, will glitter in a crystal clear manner? Perhaps so! When, with the grace of God and Guru, we get all benefits, both mundane and spiritual, our brain too becomes sharper and starts understanding the complex, indirect or obscure meanings in a distinct and clear manner. If you think deeply, you will realise that there is no use in limiting our understanding to the intellectual plane alone. The Adyatma Upadesha is not meant for satisfaction of brain alone, because brain tends to satisfy one’s own Ahankara (ego) alone. The core objective of the Upadesha is to annihilate Ahankara. Therefore, even if we presume that understanding comes with the help of “glittering” in the brain, such glitter should facilitate Atma-Sakshatkara within the Shishya, which is the underlying objective. Therefore, Upadeshas meant to bring individual awakening should not stop with an understanding at the intellectual level alone; rather they must be directly experienced by the Shishya. “Svanubhuti” refers to an experience that an individual goes through within his inner-self. Is not Jeeva Chaitanya (Consciousness) a source for brain too? It is what we call the life-force of an individual. Svanubhuti occurs only when the individual experiences this very Consciousness. At this stage, the distinction between Jeeva-Chaitanya and Brahma-Chaitanya vanishes. Likewise, there is no distinction between the subject of experience and the one experiencing it. In other words, all dualism vanishes, which is the eternal truth. This is the state of Moksha as elucidated by Advaitins. “Svanubhuti” is also called as “Aparoksha Anubhuti”. Acharya has written a Grantha with this title.


    Paroksha is the opposite of Aparoksha. Paroksha is that which is invisible to our eyes and remains a secret. Aparoksha is that which is clearly visible to us. What is heard and understood is Paroksha; it is theoretical. What is experienced and understood is Aparoksha; it is practical. So long as the knowledge about something is not experienced, it only means that true happiness is secretively evasive, though being the intended outcome.


    We have read quite a lot about Kutralam waterfalls; we have heard or read elaborate descriptions about it from those who have visited there. But does reading and hearing give us even the smallest experience of happiness that we otherwise get when we bathe in Kutralam falls? Only when we ourselves go there and stand under the falls, if not for hours together but at least for five minutes, we realise the true happiness that Kutralam falls give, don’t we?


    Vociferous reading about Atma and quoting from what we read alone is of absolutely no use. Even a Guru’s Upadesha on Atma heard by ears and understood by brain is of no use. It only remains a theory (Paroksha). Once the Upadesha on Atma is practically experienced by the self, it becomes Aparoksha.


    There is something funny here. When Guru’s Upadesha is understood only at the brain level, it does not appear secretive or mystic to us. Brain does grasp the meaning and understands it very well. But since it is not the Svanubhuti, it has to be categorised as Paroksha-Jnyana (theoretical) alone. Only when the Upadesha becomes Svanubhuti, viz. the experience of inner life-force, it becomes Aparoksha-Jnyana. The fun here comes as a contradiction. Guru’s Upadesha, when explicitly heard by our ears, retained in our brain, and well understood by us, is qualified with the adjective of being “concealed” or “secretive” and holds the title of “Paroksha”. When the same Upadesha gets imbibed and soaked into the life-force, which is positioned most secretively that neither words nor brain can describe, it gets the title of Aparoksha-Jnyana, that which visibly shines and is known!


    How do we justify this? We know that milk is very tasty and that jaggery too tastes wonderful. Thus, we realise that by mixing milk and jaggery, and periodically stirring the mixture while steaming it to the desired consistency, the milk cake that we get will be superbly tasty. This means the brain knows the process. However, will you be able to experience the taste of milk cake by just knowing the process of making it? What must you do to enjoy the taste of cake? Once you push the milk cake “inside”, which is visibly seen “outside”, you enjoy its real taste. The intended utility of milk cake is experienced only after the substance that is visible externally vanishes into the system. Is not the utility of cake realised only after the visible substance disappears inside the stomach?


    It appears there are two different dimensions to what we call “inside” and “outside”. When a substance is visible outside in its original form, its intended utility is not visibly glittering. “Not visibly glittering” means it is hiding itself secretively. Or, in Vedanta language, it is Paroksha. Once that substance loses its form by being absorbed inside, its core utility shines and becomes “Aparoksha”. When a substance is physically visible outwardly but its core benefit is not attainable, it is as good as non-existent. If its physical form is not visible but still its utility is obviously visible, then there is some meaning to it. If we agree that the inner essence is more important than the outwardly form (of course no one can deny this), the state in which its core essence is not expressly visible is the state of Paroksha and when it is apparent, it becomes Aparoksha. When the Upadesha remains at the intellectual level since its core experience has not been attained, it remains Paroksha. Aparoksha is when the Upadesha itself becomes extinct and brain turns non-existent, which is the state of Samadhi, wherein the core essence of Upadesha gets revealed and the life-force gets engrossed into it. Aparoksha and Paroksha are not a play of words for fun and satire. They only bring to light the reality of “Aparoksha Anubhuti”!


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Brain Vis-à-Vis Heart


    What is understood and absorbed by brain is different from what is understood and absorbed by life-force, which is the source for brain. To an owl’s eyes, things are visible only during nights. It cannot see anything during the day. Human eyes can see only during daylight and not in darkness. Human brain experiences nothing; all it knows is logical reasoning. Human heart, on the other hand, goes through more of experiential perception than logical reasoning; it is the life-force which is the source for the existence of a Jeevan. This life-force is labelled as “heart”.


    However, heart does not open up easily. Somehow, people give more importance only to intellect. Anything and everything has to hit the brain first before it can be experientially felt. That is why human brain, whether it is right or not, tends to be judgemental even on issues related to spiritual matters. Only when brain accepts something as right after due assessment, we accept that mere intellectual understanding cannot confer the intended benefits to us. For example, after reading various texts on Vedanta and receiving Upadeshas from Guru, we have understood at the knowledge level that Atma must be in the form of Sat-Chit-Ananda. Yet, we neither know Sat, nor Chit or Ananda. We continue going through traumas of life because of our ignorance. Thus, we should not stop with assimilating the truth about Atma at knowledge level alone; we must “absorb it into our heart”. The brain does its best to understand something. But it is still unable to realise the core benefit of the matter. Once it becomes fatigued because of these efforts, it realises that opening of heart is critical. This is, however, a dangerous outcome of the individual’s ego with regard to his own brain! Ego is thus disadvantageous more for highly intelligent people than the common mediocre masses! Mediocre people do not meddle with their brain over a particular matter; rather they just accept it as convention. Only we, “the intelligent” mass, are struggling. But even we, on some occasions, realise that our brain is incapable of weighing certain matters.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Shruti – Yukti – Anubhava


    Our Acharya established several Siddhantas that evoked admiration from scholars across the world. Of course, these have been by way of intellectual debates and deliberations. He has, however, categorically instructed us not to use our brains when it comes to Shruti (Vedas). He says, “Vedas are beyond the comprehension and analysis of human brains. Paramatma Himself has bequeathed them to Rishis out of divine will. Rishis, in turn, gave Vedas to us for the wellbeing of this universe. Therefore, accept them implicitly without any questions”. Of course, Acharya himself wrote Granthas and established Siddhantas after deep intellectual analysis, addressing all objections and counter-questions to the extent possible. Acharyas belonging to different Vedic Sampradayas, such as Ramanujacharya and Madhva, too accepted Shruti as “Shabda Pramanam” (evidence of sound) without questioning them. However, they interpreted them from their own standpoints and intellectual perspectives.


    While propounding a Siddhanta, all Acharyas followed the basic rule that it must be in alignment with three aspects, namely, Shruti (Vedas), Yukti (Logical reasoning) and Anubhava (Practical experience). Whatever is pronounced in Shruti should be accepted verbatim. This is to be followed by elaborating on the subject matter through intellectual debates that do not contradict the original content but analyse it with logical reasoning (Yukti) to arrive at similar conclusions in consonance with the original thought. Finally, what occurs in our hearts is the practical experience (Anubhava), which is the outcome of Shruti and Yukti. Only then is the core benefit revealed and realised by the heart. This becomes the life-force of an individual.


    Acharyas, who propound such Siddhantas, may have gone through mystical experiences that are beyond the explanations provided within Shruti and Yukti. They may use these experiences to arrive at their intended final objective. Such indefinable experiences do not happen to Mahans alone, even people like us may go through them. It may not be possible for us to understand all such experiences using intellect or logical reasoning. We go through several experiences that may be good or bad. For example, a mother’s inexplicable love for her child or one getting ecstatic while listening to the melodious tune of a Veena and so on. Can these be explained through Yukti? An Acharya may highlight such experiences by drawing comparisons and parallels saying, “Haven’t you gone through such an experience? Along the same lines, you must accept the points of view of our Siddhanta too”. Acharya establishing his viewpoint in this way is called Anubhava, the last parameter coming after Shruti and Yukti.


    Eventually, what the Shishya experiences following his Guru’s Upadesha is Svanubhuti, which is the Aparokshanubhuti, or experiencing the essential truth directly.


    When we say that the esoteric essence of philosophies will shine only on a Shishya who espouses equal amount of Bhakti towards Ishvar and Guru, what shines is the Anubhuti that the Shishya goes through. Foreign scholars have literally translated Anubhuti as “enlightenment” or “illumination”! It is this illumination that brings in the state of enlightenment and not what glitters in the intellect (By “intellect”, I mean brain).


    Experience (Anubhava) is the rootstock, which is predominantly important. An equal amount of Bhakti towards both Ishvar and Guru can enable a Guru’s Upadesha to mature within Shishya as an experiential learning, instead of just remaining at the brain level. Such Bhakti would plough the land (of heart) and help water (Anubhava) cascade out of the ground. In other words, such Bhakti will open the doors (of heart) and enable the light of Jnyana (experience) to flash within the Shishya.


    Though a Shishya can absorb the core essence of his Guru’s Upadesha by sharpening his brain and using Yukti, this knowledge must lead him to the threshold of experiencing the Anubhava of inner light (Atma). For this, an equal amount of Bhakti towards Ishvar and Guru is essential which would annihilate ego and arrogance of the brain that hinders attainment of inner enlightenment, says the Shloka.


     


    {{{{{{

  


  
    Are There Two Types of Bhakti?


    If you go deeper into the subject, you will wonder whether at all there are two types of Bhakti, namely Ishvar Bhakti and Guru Bhakti, and whether both these Bhaktis carry equal weight! Does not Ishvar manifest as Guru with the objective of revealing Himself before us? Don’t all Shastras establish the same? All Mahans, who confirm the same, claim that their own Ishta-Murti has transcended into the form of their Guru to direct them on the righteous path.


    While Avvaiyar, in her Vinayagar Agaval, claims that Vighneshvara Himself had come in the form of Her Guru (Guru Vadivahi), Arunagirinathar, in his Kandaranubhuti, pleads to Lord Muruga that may He manifest as his Guru. His plea is on all our behalf who lack “Svanubhuti”. Following Arunagirinathar’s plea, Muruga appears as Guru and confers Anugraha on him. In this context, Arunagirinathar says, “Lord Muruga told me to renounce all actions, engross into Atma, and remain in action-less silence. Immediately after that, everything around me vanished and I stood within the One and Only Paramatma”. When Muruga gave such an Upadesha, which also turned out to be the inner experience of Arunagirinathar, it means Muruga had appeared in front of Arunagirinathar as a Guru. Even Manickavachaga speaks elaborately about how Parameshvar appeared before him as Guru in Avudaiyar temple (in Tiruperundurai) and spoke with supreme compassion in a language that melts our hearts. Kalidasa too depicts such a scene in his “Navaratnamalika”, where Ambal appears in the form of Guru and elevates him onto a higher plane.


    Therefore, let us assume that Ishvar Himself appears as Guru. Oh, No! “Assume” here denotes imagining something. Therefore, let me slightly alter my terminology. Ishvar Himself does appear as Guru! Isn’t it true too? If one is capable of realising this truth, there is no need to mention about two types of Bhaktis – Bhakti on Ishvar and the same quantum of Bhakti on Guru. It is enough to completely surrender our heart to Guru himself, consider him as Ishvar and dedicate our Bhakti towards him alone.


    Thus, if you espouse “higher level” of Bhakti (Para-Bhakti), which is pure and selfless, towards Ishvar, who appears as Guru, or focus Bhakti on Guru, who is the human form of Ishvar, then, the entire core essence of Upadesha would flash experientially (as Anubhava) onto you and Moksha would occur, absolving you from going through the repeated birth cycles.


    Ishvar is Phala-Data


    When we say espousing Bhakti will bring Moksha, it does not mean Bhakti will straight away confer Moksha. None of our acts brings outcomes on its own. Ishvar is the Phala-Data, who confers different kinds of outcomes on all individuals based on the amount of Papa and Punya each person has in his account. Similarly, He confers Jnyana on us in return of our Bhakti out of supreme compassion. Moksha is the fruit of this Jnyana. Thus, Bhakti does not get us the outcome. It is Ishvar’s Anugraha, in return of our Bhakti, which results in outcomes.


    He who espouses true Bhakti never anticipates any results. Any expectations in return only tantamount to business transaction, and not Bhakti, as per texts like Bhagavata. However, even if a devotee does not look for returns, will Ishvar remain inert having accepted devotee’s true Bhakti? Ishvar definitely confers His Anugraha. He definitely bestows Jnyana. Ishvar undoubtedly absolves his devotee from the bindings of Samsara and confers Moksha on him.


    Are There Two Types of Anugraha?


    When Guru is Ishvar and Ishvar Himself is Guru, it means Ishvar confers phenomenal outcomes in the form of Guru-Krupa. First, He takes the form of a Guru and imparts Upadesha. If we want to engross our inner-self within the core essence of that Upadesha and experience it, rather than let it remain at brain level, we should espouse Bhakti on that Guru in His absolute form. When that Guru confers His Krupa (grace), it turns into Anubhuti.


    When there are two types of Bhakti, a question arises whether Anugraha also is of two types, namely, Ishvar’s Anugraha and Guru’s Anugraha. It is difficult to answer this question because we have to calculate the percentages of Anugraha granted by Guru and Ishvar while conferring Jnyana onto a Shishya (Periyava laughs)! But once you contemplate deeply, you will come to know that Jnyana as an outcome is not acquired by dividing Anugrahas of Ishvar and Guru. Jnyana is Ishvar’s Anugraha alone, which transforms into Guru’s Anugraha.
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    All Salutations Reach One God


    “sarva deva namaskaaram keshavam prati gachchati”


    Shastras pronounce that salutations offered to all Gods ultimately reach to Keshava, the Supreme Being. It is only one Paramatma who has manifested as many Gods. The same Paramatma has manifested as the entire spectrum of human beings too. Therefore, Namaskarams offered to any God, as well as to humans, reach only that One Paramatma.


    “Keshavam” here is not to be construed as avatar of Krishna or Vishnu. “Keshava” is made up of four words, namely ‘ka’, ‘a’, ‘isha’, ‘va’. In this, ka = Brahma; a = Vishnu; isha = Shiva and va = One who has all the three under control. The one, who has Three Gods in Himself – of Creation, Sustenance and Destruction, is Keshava. This is Sri Adishankara’s Bhashyam for the 23rd name (Keshava) in Vishnu Sahasranama. If Keshava encompasses the Trimurti (Three Gods), who are in-charge of Creation, Sustenance and Destruction, He must definitely be the One Paramatma. To whomsoever the Namaskaram is done, be it ether any Devata or human mortal, Keshava is the one who receives it because He resides within that Devata and the human species.


    What is Namaskaram? Is it a bodily posture similar to a push-up exercise? No. Here, the action is just secondary. It is the feeling or emotion that is more important. The emotion of Bhakti is expressed in different forms. The act of Namaskaram is nothing but a humble submission of an individual that “I am nothing in front of Him”. Thus, even though doing Namaskaram might refer to an action, it only denotes the emotion of Bhakti. When Keshava is the recipient of Namaskaram done to any God, it leads to the conclusion that Bhakti towards anybody also reaches just Him, the Paramatma.
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    One Bhakti, One Anugraha!


    Here, we can get answers for our earlier questions, whether there are Two Bhaktis and Two Anugrahas. Towards whomsoever we espouse our Bhakti, the recipient is only One. In that case, there is absolutely no necessity to divide Bhakti into Ishvar- Bhakti and Guru-Bhakti. While Bhakti espoused towards Guru will only reach Ishvar, then why should there be two Bhaktis?


    Same is the case with Anugraha, be it Ishvar’s or Guru’s Anugraha. Why does God, saint, pontiff, or Guru confer Anugraha? They do so only to honour our Bhakti. When we espouse Bhakti towards them, they confer their Anugraha in return. Our act is Bhakti, their counter-act is Anugraha. We do Namaskaram as a token of our Bhakti; they, in return, confer their blessings as token of their Anugraha.


    Okay. When it says that Namaskaram offered to any God reaches only Paramatma, is it not logical that all blessings received from that God emerge only from that one Paramatma? It is not a specific God or Mahan who receives the Namaskaram. When they do not have the authority to receive the Namaskaram, how can they confer their blessings? Therefore, though elders bless those who do Namaskaram to them only as a gesture of courtesy, or as part of Sampradaya, the well-learned ones dedicate those Namaskarams to Paramatma and pray to Him by falling at His Feet saying, “O! Bhagavan! You bless this child as you wish!” For example, when a Shishya does Namaskaram to a Guru, the Guru in turn does Namaskaram to Ishvar and prays on behalf of Shishya. Then, Ishvar confers a little more Anugraha on Shishya because of Guru’s prayer to Him. Ishvar will never say, “I will be taking the Namaskarams offered to you. In return, you have the onus of conferring Anugraha”. All Anugrahas flow only through Him.


    We hear about some people getting dejected when their prayers do not materialise despite getting blessings from the noblest of Saints or Gurus. What does this imply? Are their blessings futile? No. Perhaps, while conferring blessings on them, the Saint may have thought along the following lines: “Let this be a temporary solace for them. Of course, their Karmas will punish or take revenge on them. Let them lament later when they actually undergo those traumas. At least now, let them be happy with these words of solace.” Or, owing to the game play of Maya, even the Guru could have overlooked Ishvar’s Sankalpa blessings. Or, he may have conferred the blessings on his own accord. Unless Ishvar’s Anugraha enters into someone and is delivered as His Anugraha, it is not Anugraha per se. There is none else who can materialise Anugraha.


    Again, it is only Ishvar who penetrates the heart of a Shishya or Bhakta in the form of a virtuous or humble thought and makes him do a Namaskaram. And, it is the same He who is the recipient of this Namaskaram to whomsoever it is done. It is He who enters into the receiver of Namaskaram and confers Anugraha through him. It is only He who confers Anugraha in return of the Bhakti we have towards our Guru, Ishvar and others (which we consider as different out of ignorance).


    Can a Guru possess the power of Anugraha on his own? Do not all powers belong to Ishvar alone? Isn’t it true that Guru too attains power only after being associated with Ishvar? It is only the Anugraha of Ishvar that has elevated a Guru to his current state. Even after transforming into a Guru, he still believes in Ishvar’s Anugraha and remains dependent on His Anugraha alone. Guru does not possess any exclusive power of Anugraha. Whatever he is endowed with is nothing but the Power of Ishvar. Between Guru-Arul (Guru’s Anugraha) and Thiru-Arul (Ishvar’s Anugraha), it is Thiru-Arul that comes in the form of Guru-Arul.
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    Variation in Meaning of the Shloka


    If we keep analysing the meaning of the Shloka that we saw at the beginning of this topic, we may have to make some alterations to it. The original verse goes as follows:


    yasya deve paraa bhaktir 
     yathaa deve tathaa gurau     
tasyaite kathitaa hy arthaaha 
     prakaashante mahaatmanaha


    It says he who possesses Bhakti towards Ishvar and also has the same quantum of Bhakti on Guru too, on him glitter the core and esoteric meanings of Guru’s Upadesha in the form of Svanubhuti. In other words, he will be bestowed with Jnyana and Moksha. Our extensive analysis of the subject has led us to the conclusion that it is enough to espouse the entire Bhakti towards one, namely, on Ishvar considering him as Guru, or on Guru in the form of Ishvar; either would enlighten one with Jnyana and Moksha.


    Let me now further summarise inferences arrived at by us while analysing the Shloka. We have seen that Ishvar is the Phala-Data and none of our actions, including our Bhakti, can bestow Jnyana or Moksha. Only Ishvar, pleased with our Bhakti, confers the intended benefit in return of our Bhakti. We then saw that Bhakti cannot have two divisions namely Ishvara-Bhakti and Guru-Bhakti. It is only one and that is Ishvara Bhakti. Similarly, Anugraha that comes as reward for Bhakti is not conferred by many. It is only Ishvara’s Anugraha, which is being distributed by many.


    Among His several forms, Ishvar, while conferring Anugraha in the form of Guru, confers the indestructible and everlasting asset of Jnyana on the Bhakta and puts him into Nitya-Ananda, the Moksha, which is eternal bliss.


    Is It Ishvar or Guru?


    When we say Bhakti should not be divided into bits but performed in its entire form, can we focus it on Ishvar alone, since He is the manifestation of Guru? Or else, since Guru is the embodiment of Para Brahmam, the ultimate Godhead (guru sakshaat para brahma), shall we offer our entire Bhakti to Guru alone?


    Since the current topic is on Guru, my verdict is this: “Guru himself is equivalent to Ishvar; therefore devote your entire Bhakti towards Guru and surrender at his feet”.
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    Variety is the Spice of Life


    I am, of course, aware of human nature. Not only ordinary people, even those in an advanced state of Jnyana are unable to absolutely focus their mind on one subject or substance in a continuous manner. That substance or subject may be the most interesting; but the mind is still not able to constantly focus on it. Today’s lunch comprises Sambar, Rasam and Curry, which are really tasty, with absolutely no scope for any complaint. But will you like the same menu on a daily basis? You want to have a variety of vegetables. Some days you feel so bored of regular menu that you want mixed- rice (like lemon-rice or coconut-rice) instead of Sambar and Rasam. Similarly, the same song with the same Raga is boring, despite the singer doing his best. It is the same with any stream. You want variety, you want change. You may show interest occasionally on a particular food or snack. For example, you have eaten five to six Curd Vadas during breakfast today and enjoyed them very much. But if the same Curd Vada is given consecutively for four days, will you continue to enjoy it? You will feel disgusted. When you come across something again and again, your interest in it diminishes. Thus, it is only keeping the human nature in mind that we have a Pantheon of different Devatas in various forms and names, having different decorations, riding various vehicles and with different guidelines stipulated for conducting their Puja and so on.


    We go to temple and stand in Pillaiyar Sannidhi; for a couple of moments, it appears as though our mind is focused on Bhakti. The next moment there is an itch in our arm or leg. Our mind starts wandering in every direction. Should we let our mind loiter in a garbage bin? Instead, isn’t it better to pull the mind back towards virtuous thoughts associated with divine feelings? How can we pull the mind back? The enigmatic mind is unable to focus on Ganesha continuously despite His majestic posture and huge attractive belly. Theologians come to our rescue here. They say, “That’s okay! Human nature is as such! Our mind can come to constant focus only gradually. Human mind wants variety in anything and everything, including God-related matters. Of course, our religion is magnanimous in giving us variety even in worship. Are you losing focus on Vighneshvara? Don’t bother. Here is the change that you aspire for! Here is the Subrahmanya Sannidhi! There are many more varieties; Ambal, Svami, Dakshinamurti, Durga, Nataraja and 63-Nayanmars in human form. Don’t we have such variety in a temple? Remain with them at least for a couple of minutes. Worship each Devata. This will give your mind considerable time to remain in divine thoughts.”


    Among various good things, there is something very significant about our religion. Many Indian scholars and even foreigners hail Hindu religion as the only one that reflects the absolute truth of Non-dualistic Jeevatma and Paramatma (being identical and one). However, many are also saddened that Hindu religion, adorned with the gem of Advaita, has innumerable Acharas, Anushthanas and a pantheon of Gods; all these being elements of Dvaita. No other religion propagates such diverse philosophies. Isn’t Hinduism thus contradictory? No doubt Advaita is a unique concept of our religion. But more significant for me is the extent of diversity we see in this religion, which talks of Advaita in terms of Varnashrama systems and a pantheon of Gods! Advaita or One Supreme Paramatma is an ideal state. A plethora of Gods with their associated Achara-Anushthanas is the practical state. Once you start following these practical aspects step-by-step, you can reach the ideal state. If you attempt to reach the “ideal state” straight away, you will only end up a failure. At worst, it would be hypocrisy. The best part of our religion is that it has compassionately accommodated innumerable differences in terms of Dharma and Achara, in addition to a pantheon of Gods based on a clear understanding of people’s mental outlook. There is not an iota of doubt that such Dvaita elements predominantly preach Advaita. That is why Bhagavadpada himself, who is a Preceptor of Advaita, resurrected the Varnashrama system. It is he who initiated the Panchayatana-Puja in which all five major Devatas – Shiva, Ambal, Vishnu, Vinayaka and Surya – are worshipped. He also founded the Shanmata-Upasana in which worship of Skanda or Subrahmanya has been integrated along with above five. He composed Subrahmanya Bhujanga, which is in praise of Subrahmanya. He has also composed Stotras on many other Gods, such as Rama, Krishna, Narasimha and Ambal. He has also sung on the entire spectrum of Gods and their different variants; for example, Tripurasundari, Bhavani, Brahmaramba, Sharadamba and so on, who are variants of Ambal Herself.
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    Ananya Bhakti – Strategy to Reach Idealism


    Which is more important; is it Bhakti on Ishvar or Guru? Or, is it enough to focus “Ananya” Bhakti on just one entity? After an elaborate analysis, my verdict is that it is enough if we espouse Bhakti on Guru alone! However, this does not mean that you all must start diligently following it right now (Periyava mischievously laughs)! If you do Namaskaram to me (as Guru) and abandon my Chandramouleeshvara, how can I ever make my living? What will happen to this Muth in His absence? It is Acharya who founded these Muths and made Pontiffs holding his name (Shankaracharya) mandatorily perform Puja to the Pantheon of Gods consecrated in this Muth! Of course, this is related to my livelihood too! Take your own case; don’t you too require variety in your worship? Don’t you feel less content with one form of God and stereotype worshipping? Like how you need Ragamalika kind of music, which has a blend of different Ragas, you find more flavour in a variety of Gods! Therefore, when I am going to talk about Ananya Bhakti, it is only to remind you of the “ideal” state of Bhakti that you need not adhere to right now. I spoke about “Yukti” and “Anubhav” earlier in which Ananya Bhakti is a Yukti (strategy). It is not necessary that you know about Anubhava (Practical experience) right now.
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    Ananya Bhakti: 
Practical Difficulties


    When one reaches the highest plane, Ananya Bhakti transforms into Jnyana that stays within Atma as if nailed to It while realising that nothing is distinct from Atma. In the next stage, when the mind is completely not non-existent, that mind would need just one support to become worthy of completely getting engrossed into that support. That is the time when Ananya Bhakti can be espoused only towards one Devata. Otherwise, human nature is to worship many Gods with equanimity, feeling that each Devata is manifestation of Paramatma and there is no differentiation within them. There is nothing wrong in feeling so.
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