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Aum Sri Ganeshaya Namaha!
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Sarva vigna haram devam,

Sarva vigna vivarjitam,

Sarva siddhi pradhadaram,

Vandeham Gananayakam

I bow to Lord Ganesha,

Who removes all obstacles,

And gives all knowledge.

Ambikahridayanandam

Mathrubi paripalitam,

Bhaktapriyam madonmatham,

Vandeham Gananayakam

I bow to Lord Ganesha of supreme intellect,

Who is the delight of his mother Ambika,

And beloved by his devotees.


[image: cover]


Aum Sri Adbhutacharitrayai Namaha!
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Amale Kamalasana sahide,

Adbuda charithe,

Palayamam.

O Amala! Who sits on a lotus,

Whose stories fill us with wonder,

Pray protect me.
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Dedicated to my beloved daughter Amala


Aum Brahmanyai Namaha!
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I meditate on the beginningless Brahmavidya,

who is of the nature of All Consciousness (Satchidananda Swarupini).

May She stimulate our intelligence to the realization of THAT.


[image: ]

Aum Ambayai Namaha!

Foreword

Mata Devi Vanamali—Mataji, as I shall refer to her hereinafter—is a fit person to write about the Divine Mother of the universe. Mataji is a deep devotee who is also filled with India’s ancient concept of wisdom or jnana. Because my own devotion to God finds particular expression to the Divine Mother, I was deeply touched when Mataji asked me if I would write a few words of introduction to this beautiful book.

There are two aspects of the important subject of the cosmic mother: the scriptural and the experiential. Mataji has rightly given us the scriptural slant on the subject. In this age, when most of us think of God as “He,” it is necessary to point out, as Mataji has done, that God is neither He nor She, and at the same time God is both! In the words of a great Kaali bhakta (devotee) of Bengal, Ram Prasad, “A thousand Vedas declare my Tara [a name for the Divine Mother] is nirakara [without form].”

Yet religion in these times has become too rationally formal and therefore too rational altogether. Years ago in America, the inspiration came to me to spread the concept of God as mother and not only as father. I wasn’t thinking of the Virgin Mother only, as is more common in the West, but of the formless infinite in its motherly aspect. I went to many Western shrines dedicated to the Divine Mother and worshipped in them. I received in each of them great inspiration and love. And I say now, is it not time for dogmatic religion to be replaced by devotion and love? There has been too much thinking about God. Mankind must learn to love Him, to talk with Him, and to experience Him. And that “Him” needs to be understood first in its higher impersonal aspect and then brought down to earth in its more truly personal aspect as the Divine Mother.

For God is inherent in “His” different aspects, though each in essence is different from every other aspect. It matters not only how we ourselves look upon God and define Him in our minds; it is also a question of how God views us. If we invoke God as the Divine Mother, She comes closer to us. The infinite—which is beyond all sexual differences, comprising the maternal as well as the paternal principle—opens its heart to us when we appeal to it as mother.

There is a story from the life of that same poet, singer, and saint Ram Prasad. He was mending the fence in front of his house. At one point, his daughter came up to him and offered to help with his job. He had been singing. She said to him, “Whom have you been singing to, Papa?”

“I’ve been singing to my Divine Mother,” he replied. “But she’s very naughty. I keep calling and calling her but she won’t answer!”

“If she doesn’t answer, Papa, why do you waste your time calling to her?” The little girl then ran off with a childish laugh.

When Ram Prasad came indoors later on, he told his wife how their daughter had come and helped him with the fence and talked to him playfully.

“But that’s not possible,” answered his wife. “Today she’s visiting on the other side of our village.”

“But I know it was her,” he exclaimed. Later on when their daughter returned home, he pressed her, “Wasn’t it you helping me with our fence today?”

“Why no, Papa. You can ask anybody. I was with friends on the other side of our village.”

Thus did Ram Prasad come to know that the Divine Mother herself had come to him and teased him.

“O my Mother!” he cried. “What a naughty dear you are! Though you pretend to be inaccessible, you are ever near me and, Mother, ever dearest to me.”

All aspects of God hear us when we pray, but the Divine Mother listens to us—I don’t say more so but more particularly. For we are her children. She cares for each one of us specially. When we err, she spanks us through the law of karma. But when we love her, she also forgives. For she is ever anxious for us to understand that we may return with outstretched arms to her lap of infinity!

SWAMI KRIYANANDA (J. DONALD WALTERS),

FOUNDER OF THE ANANDA COMMUNITY

AND AUTHOR OF THE HINDU WAY OF AWAKENING

Aum Aim Hreem Kleem
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Aum Devyayai Namaha!
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How do I love thee,

Countless are the ways.

From the glistening locks on thy forehead,

To the tips of thy lotus feet,

Drenched am I in the radiance of thy form.

Thy arched brows, thy shell-like ears,

Thy upper lip of exqusite beauty,

The lower one a treasure trove of desire,

Soft and sweet like the petals of a rose.

Thy determined chin,

Thy slender neck,

O queen of desire, Kameswari,

Accept this gift of love.

Filled with the wondrous tales of thy glory,

I lay this book at thy golden feet,

This holy book,

Timidly—my offering of love.

—VANAMALI
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Aum Paramatmikayai Namaha!

Introduction

Ya Devi sarvabhuteshu, Vishnumayethi shabdita,

Namasthasyai, namasthasyai, namasthasyai namo namaha!

O Goddess who is known as Vishnu Maya in all creatures,

Hail to thee, hail to thee, all hail to thee!

The ancient sages of India looked at our amazing world, filled with beauty, filled with fascinating and horrifying forms, and wondered what it is all about. Is this the only face of the creator, or is there something beyond this? Somehow they were sure that this extraordinary universe with its myriad structures is only the mask that hides the visage behind.

A Rig Veda hymn says,

By a golden lid

Is hidden the face of Truth,

Uncover it O Sustainer!

Let the seeker behold it!

The scriptures describe many paths for discovering the truth underlying the phenomenal world as well as the truth of one’s own self, and these paths are known as yogas. But what we should remember is that all the paths of yoga are only different methods by which this golden lid can be removed.

Hindu philosophy asserts that the Brahman is the supreme reality underlying both the manifest and unmanifest states of being. It is an integrated state that is changeless, indivisible, without distinctions, and utterly beyond human comprehension. It can be known only by the direct experience of penetrating and transcending the levels of the mind on the material plane. In this way consciousness becomes aware of its own real, undying nature, which is also the nature of the supreme unmanifest.

The individual spirit or atman is a centralized or contracted expression of the Brahman. It contains the whole in a potential form. Though it is nothing but an expression of the supreme consciousness, it is obscured by the limited psychological world of the individual. When pure consciousness descends to the individual frame, it begins to relate to its limited body and displays itself in different ways according to its inherent nature, and thus it plays its own distinct role in the drama of manifestation. Although the centers of consciousness in the individual frames appear to be many, they are actually not separate. In the manifest realm they function separately through the agency of their separate minds. In the realm of the unmanifest, however, they cannot be considered as separate since they have emanated from the one supreme consciousness. This divine mystery can be comprehended only by the direct realization of the source from which the atmans have sprung. Thus a reverse process is possible in which the jivatman (embodied soul) is capable of withdrawing inward to its central source through yoga and contemplation and developing to its full divine status. Cosmic evolution proceeds from the superconscious, unmoving, unknowable, and unmanifest absolute to the conscious, moving, knowable, and manifest microcosm. Human evolution is a return journey from the gross physical plane of the microcosm back to the absolute. In one case the force is centrifugal and in the other centripetal. Thus all embodied souls represent different expressions of the ultimate reality of the Brahman, which is whole, indivisible, and integrated through different centers of consciousness.

Brahman is the uncaused cause of everything, the one source of all qualities and forms, though in itself it has no qualities and no forms. From this basic standpoint, Hinduism gives us the freedom to worship God in whatever shape appeals to us. We are each given liberty to accept any form of the divine that appeals to us as our personal aspect of reality, dearest to our heart. The logic behind this stance is that that which is formless can take on any form. This is the basis of the great tolerance found in the Hindu religion. Since the Brahman is formless and qualityless, any form can be worshipped as “its” form. As the Vayu Purana asserts, “He who fanatically affirms the superiority of one deity or incarnation over another is a sinner.”

According to Hinduism, the purpose of life is to return to the source from which we have come. The embodied soul ( jivatman) comes from the Brahman, goes through the dramas of its many lives, and then at last desires to return to its origin. All Hindu scriptures, epics, ceremonies, and festivals are charged with this spiritual connotation. They have a far-reaching esoteric significance that is not always readily apparent. All rituals, even those that we perform automatically, are a spiritual dedication of the soul for that single aspiration it has been enshrining within itself from eternity. All Hindu scriptures likewise are dedicated to this aspiration, but unfortunately, the casual reader will not understand this.

Ancient India saw no contradiction between science and religion. The ancient rishis or philosophers were both scientists and spiritualists. They understood that the basis of all matter is spiritual. Their investigations into the material world took them to the spiritual world, since they did not hold any preconceived notions about a world that existed apart from its spiritual foundations. Modern Western scientists, however, started from the unfortunate hypothesis that nature, man, and God are totally unconnected, so that it took a very long time for them to understand this truth. Even now they have not fully grasped it; it was only in the twentieth century that they began to glimpse this connection.

Not long ago advanced thinkers believed that science would ultimately overthrow all the age-old spiritual concepts and reconstruct human society on a purely materialistic basis. But now we see that a totally different picture is emerging. Einstein himself said,

The most beautiful and the most profound emotion we can experience is the sensation of the mystical. It is the source of all true art and science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger—who can no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead; his mind and eyes are closed. The insight into the mystery of life coupled though it may be with fear has given rise to religion. To know that, what is impenetrable to us, really exists, manifesting itself as the highest wisdom and most radiant beauty which our dull faculties can comprehend only in their most primitive forms—this knowledge, this feeling is at the centre of true religiousness.

The rishis of ancient India were able to experience this knowledge through deep personal understanding brought about by intense austerity and meditation.

Indian philosophy is famous for its symbolism, and from ancient times Indian pictorial representations of God took both male and female forms. Over time, the universal form of the motionless absolute came to be associated with the male form and the manifested energy of nature with the female form. The absolute and nature are therefore not two but two-in-one; they are necessary to each other as complementary manifestations of the one.

In the Skanda Purana, Indra, the king of the gods, asks Vishnu how the Brahman is able to project itself as both male and female. Vishnu replies, “Listen, O Indra, the male and female are eternal principles involved in the projection of the universe. They are never separate. Fundamentally they are one, as gold and ornaments made of it are one.”

This two-in-one existence came to be known as Purusha and Prakriti or Shiva and Shakti. It is something like the dynamo and the force that charges it; one is powerless without the other. Shiva and Shakti are polar opposites, inseparable but having a varying relative predominance under different directions. But in the unmanifest, each aspect of the one reality is only a potential. It is merged in the pure consciousness with the other and is indistinguishable from it.

So we find that in Hindu mythology Prakriti and Purusha or Shiva and Shakti are always found together, though when they are manifest in an organism one or the other predominates according to the organism’s stage of evolution. If the jivatman wants to realize its own divine nature, it has to extricate itself from the illusory haze created by maya shakti, penetrate through its own center, and emerge on the other side of the point, as it were. It is then in the realm of pure consciousness and is able to have a direct experience of that consciousness that is both Shiva and Shakti. (This process is explained in detail in chapter 31.)

Shakti, or Devi, presupposes all forms of existing knowledge—past, present, and future. She is the female creative aspect of the Brahman. It is through her that the one becomes the many. She is Adi Shakti, the primeval force, and the first emanation of power from the absolute, Brahman. She is the womb of the universe.

Creation and dissolution follow each other. It is a cyclical process, not the linear one described in Western philosophy. During the period of dissolution, Shakti lies quiescent. Just as the tree lies latent in the seed, so this universe of names and forms lies enfolded in Shakti. In fact, Shakti is a mass of latent, undifferentiated energy that rests in the Brahman and contains the seed power of many universes. During the period of creation this energy flowers into the manifest, evolved cosmos, and during dissolution it withdraws everything into itself and remains in the latent state till the next period of evolution and creation. This expansion and contraction continues throughout eternity. Like day and night the universe alternately expands into matter and recedes into primal energy or Mula Prakriti. From Shakti comes this entire manifestation of myriad forms, from the stars to the earthworms, from the oceans to the dewdrops! Shakti is cosmic energy, the physical ultimate of all forms of matter. Matter is nothing but energy in motion, as modern physics has come to acknowledge. Spirit and energy are inseparable. They are essentially one. They are like fire and heat.

In the Bhagavad Gita, Lord Krishna tells Arjuna, “Earth, water, fire, air, ether, mind, intellect, and ego—these constitute the eightfold division of my nature. Know this to be my lower nature. My higher nature, O Arjuna, is that spiritual being that sustains the entire universe. That is quite different from this. These two natures form the womb of all beings. I am thus the origin and the dissolution of the entire universe.” This spiritual being of which Krishna speaks is what the Devi Bhagavatam describes as Devi or Adi Shakti or Mula Prakriti.

Shakti, the mother power or divine energy, has many forms and symbols. All beauty and all ugliness flow from her. She is Lakshmi, the auspicious, bestower of boons and beauty. She is Saraswati, the giver of all wisdom and art. She is Tripurasundari, the most beauteous in the three worlds. But she is also Kaali, the destroyer, whose wrath ignites the storm, the thunder, and the lightning. She is Mahishasuramardini, killer of the demon Mahisha. She is Chandika, the terrible, who lets loose the typhoon, the flood, and the tidal wave.

The Shakta cult is one of many in which the divine is worshipped in the form of the Divine Mother. Such mother worship has fascinated humankind through all time, since the mother is one with whom everyone can have an intimate relationship. In fact, this is a primary relationship. The devotee has greater freedom when he conceives of God as mother. The great sage of Bengal, Sri Ramakrishna, said, “Just as a child can force his demands on his mother, so a devotee can force his demands on God as mother.”

Goddess worship is said to have begun in ages long past among the ancient hunter-gatherer tribes of prehistoric India. Archaeologists have unearthed goddess figures in the earliest strata of Indian settlements. Goddess worship kept on growing and growing until today it is a full-fledged sect with adherents among all the cults that exist in India. The goddess might have begun as a simple divinity of one universal goddess representing the earth deity, but she has slowly assumed different forms and different names until at last we have a whole pantheon of female goddesses with different functions. But we must understand that all of them are merely powers of the one universal Shakti—Adi Shakti or Parashakti.

Some savants assert that Shaktism is an intrusion of non-Aryan thought into the mainstream of Aryanism. They affirm that the mother-worship cult is pre-Aryan and originally belonged to the Sumerian and other cultures. Whatever the truth may be, we can only assert that the worship of the mother aspect of God is as deeply rooted in human nature as the worship of the father aspect. Today it is an integral part of the Hindu culture. It has been practiced and elaborated by millions of seekers during the ages. Poor and rich alike can approach the Divine Mother, some with wisdom and some out of despair, but all have love in their hearts. Shaktism has inspired saints and yogis, artists and poets.

The worship of God as mother is found in all civilizations. In Egypt she was known as Isis, in Babylon and Assyria as Ishtar, in Greece as Demeter, and in Phrygia as Cybele. Judaism and later on Islam put an end to mother worship in the Middle East. Christianity repressed it at first but later came to venerate the Virgin Mary as the mother of God.

Our first relationship with the world is through our mother. The earliest memory of any person is that of lying on his or her mother’s lap and gazing into her love-filled eyes. In the mother is centered a whole world of tenderness, love, nourishment, and care. She is the embodiment of security. She personifies the ideal of love, from which the child draws sustenance, comfort, protection, and nourishment. To transfer this concept to a cosmic being is a natural step, which the ancients took. Therefore we can understand that the concept of the Divine Mother is as old as life itself. It is only natural to think of the divine as the cosmic mother, who loves all, nourishes all, cares for all, and protects all. Devi is the Divine Mother, the eternal womb of all creatures, human and animal. She cradles her children in her loving arms, suckles them, and nurtures them with her infinite love in all forms. Wherever you see maternal love, in a bird or an animal or a human being, know that to be but an aspect of Devi’s love for the universe, for she is the universal mother.

The wonder is that this modern age seems to have forgotten the Divine Mother’s very existence. This is the Dark Age, Kali Yuga, in which our increasing engrossment with the physical side of life has torn us away from our metaphysical roots and alienated us from our Divine Mother. The ancients were nurtured by the milk of kindness that is always oozing from the breasts of our Divine Mother, and that is why they had a sense of the higher purpose of human life, a sensibility that seems to be lost in this age.

In terms of power the Divine Mother has a dual aspect: one as avidya, or cosmic delusion, and one as vidya, or cosmic deliverance. She binds us with her bewildering maya (cosmic illusion) in this world-play of birth, death, and enjoyment. On the other hand, it is she who releases us from this wheel of existence. Artists have depicted her as holding a noose in one hand, with which she binds us, and a sword in the other, with which she cuts the knot.

Another beautiful image of the Divine Mother is that of the Indian kite, which children play with. The Divine Mother also plays this game. The thread that holds her kite has sharp bits of glass in it, and as the kites soar up into the sky, she cuts the thread of some of them and releases them from their bondage. The kites stand for souls in bondage. In both aspects, as the deluder and the releaser, the Divine Mother has set up this cosmic drama. She deludes us by her maya and makes us keep on playing the game endlessly. But when she sees that we are no longer interested in this game and wish to discover the controller of the game, she releases us by cutting the string.

Sri Ramakrishna gives another beautiful allegory of the Divine Mother. As long as the child is playing with his toys, the mother busies herself with household chores, but when the child throws away the toys and cries for its mother, she puts down the cooking pot and runs to the child. This analogy illustrates the strong bond that exists between the divine conceived as the mother and the devotee.

One who has become fed up with the vain and futile running about in the game of the world has only to turn to the Divine Mother and beg her to release him from it. She will do so if his desire is strong enough. Her grace is infinite. Her compassion and love for all human beings and especially for true seekers is indescribable. The Divine Mother is ever ready to take back the straying child into her arms. It is true that she is the one who has set about this momentary play of duality, this divine drama upon the stage of the physical universe. But she is ever ready to take back into her loving bosom those children who have lost interest in the play and have had enough. The child who has wandered far from the Divine Mother one day realizes that she is the only source of security and runs back to her and begs her to take her back into her arms. The Divine Mother opens her arms wide, and the errant child jumps into them and regains her original bliss.

Purusha is that which we cannot know or conceive. It is the supreme being, the transcendental Para Brahman. That which we know through our mind and senses is nothing but the manifestation of the Divine Mother. Everything that we can think of or know is the form of the goddess. But she has a transcendental aspect as well. She is not contained in this little universe of which the earth is a part, with its sun and moon and countless stars and solar systems. All this is but an infinitesimal speck in the vastness and infinity of the Divine Mother. Innumerable such universes have their rise and fall within her ample bosom. She is all-power and all-manifestation through eternity and infinity.

The Devi Bhagavatam describes the Divine Mother as the mother of the trinity—Brahma, Vishnu, and Maheswara (Shiva). These three dynamic manifestations of the absolute are all manifestations of Adi Shakti, or the first force. As Brahma Shakti, she manifests in the form of Saraswati. As Vishnu Shakti, she manifests in the form of Lakshmi. And as Shiva Shakti, she manifests in the form of Durga or Kaali. These are not three distinct devis but the one energy of the Brahman worshipped in three different manifestations. She is the creator of many worlds and universes; numerous Brahmas, Vishnus, and Shivas have emanated from her.

In her transcendental aspect she is Prakriti or Para Brahma Swarupini, the form of the absolute Brahman. Therefore, when we worship the Divine Mother, we are not only offering adorations to the supreme in its aspect of motherhood but also adoring the supreme absolute. She is that aspect of the supreme power by whose grace alone we shall be ultimately released from the darkness of ignorance and the bondage of maya and taken to the abode of immortal knowledge, immortality, and bliss.

The problem with writing about the Divine Mother is that there is no complete story about her. She has taken many manifestations in order to help her devotees and especially the gods. All these are described in various Puranas, so her stories will not have a consecutive order but will be chosen at random from various sources. May she bless this poor scribe with the power to write about her mysterious lilas (cosmic plays).

For One was there Supreme behind the God,

A Mother Might brooded upon the world.

A consciousness revealed its marvellous front.

Transcending all that is, denying none,

Imperishable above our fallen heads,

The undying truth appeared, the enduring power,

Of all that here is made and then destroyed,

The Mother of all godheads, and all strength

Who, mediatrix, binds earth to the Supreme.

—SAVITRI BY SRI AUROBINDO

Aum Aim Hreem Kleem
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Aum Prakrityai Namaha!

1

Prakriti

Sarvamangala maangalye

Shive sarvartha sadhike,

Sharanye tryambake Gauri,

Narayani namosthuthe!

Salutations to Devi Narayani, who is blessed with every felicity,

Filled with auspiciousness, able to accomplish everything,

Who is the protectress, the three-eyed Gauri.

The Sanskrit word pra means “exalted,” “superior,” or “excellent,” and the word kriti means “creation.” So the Divine Mother is known as Mula Prakriti, since she is the supreme creator of the world. Prakriti is the eternal matrix from which all the components of reality have sprung. She is the point in the center of the ocean of energy that is the ultimate source of all the energetic fields that Western science knows, like gravity, the electromagnetic field, and so on. Tantric philosophy calls this point the Divine Mother, Devi Prakriti, or Parashakti. She is the very source of the subtle dimensions of reality that our physical senses can never perceive.

All creation is made up of combinations and permutations of the three gunas, or essential qualities of Prakriti: sattva, rajas, and tamas. Her name correlates directly to these qualities, with pra denoting sattva, kri denoting rajas, and ti denoting tamas. These gunas are found in all aspects of creation; they are the qualitative building blocks of creation. Without them the universe and its inhabitants would have no qualities. Tamas has the ability to distort reality, rajas to veil reality, and sattva to allow it to be seen, though dimly. If we employ the terms used in physics, we can say that tamas is the quality of inertia, rajas of kinesis, and sattva of equilibrium. Tamas, rajas, and sattva correspond to different colors, according to Indian thought. Tamas is black, rajas red, and sattva white. These are the colors of the Divine Mother herself: Kaali is black, Lakshmi red, and Saraswati white.

Prakriti is known as Maha Maya or the great deluder. But her maya, or power of illusion, has two aspects: vidya maya and avidya maya. Vidya maya is the power of the goddess to dispel illusion by illumining our intellect through knowledge of reality; it is omnipotent and omniscient and is capable of revealing the Brahman, which is Prakriti’s receptacle. (Remember she is known as Para Brahma Swarupini, or the very form of the Brahman.) Avidya maya is the goddess’s power to veil, by which she binds the immortal soul to the mortal frame of the body. The three gunas form the very essence of the Divine Mother’s avidya maya. Through avidya maya the supreme self is reflected in the individual as the jiva or jivatman—the embodied soul that has forgotten its original, pristine state. The jivatman is said to have three bodies: the gross body (or physical body), the subtle body (consisting of the mind, ego, and intellect), and the causal body (the astral body, which transmigrates to the spiritual plane). Prakriti resides in the subtle body in two different forms as vidya maya and avidya maya.

Avidya maya conceals the supreme, and thus the jivatman experiences all types of sorrows. In actuality the self or inner spirit, the atman, is self-luminous; it is the eternal and blissful fountain of love. Jnana or knowledge is the very nature of the atman. It is the basis of the knowledge of “I am” that every jiva possesses. It is also the source of all love. Though they are in essence nothing but the one supreme self, the jivas thus appear to be many, as each is contained in a mortal frame, and they appear to differ from each other due to the different composition of the three gunas in them.

When Himavan, king of the mountains, practiced tapas (meditation) to Maha Devi in order to procure her as his daughter, she appeared to him in her most spectacular form and promised to incarnate as his daughter. After this she proceeded to enlighten him as to her true nature, since he was eager to know her secret essence. This discourse by Devi to Himavan is known as the Devi Gita:

Hear this, O Himavan, by knowing which all jivas will become liberated. Before creation I alone exist—eternal, immutable. My real self is no different from the Para Brahman. In that state I am pure sat (existence), chid (consciousness), samvit (intelligence), and ananda (bliss). At that time I am beyond all attributes or transformations. Maya is my power of illusion, and it is inherent in me. It is co-eternal with me. It arises out of me like heat from fire and rays from the sun. Though it has no beginning, it is possible to end it with the attainment of supreme knowledge. Maya can be called neither existent nor nonexistent. If it existed eternally, there would be no liberation for the jiva. But if it were not present at all, the practical world would not exist, so it cannot be nonexistent. It can be destroyed with the knowledge of Brahman, so it cannot be called existent either. It is thus my mysterious power of delusion, and it can be overcome only through my grace.

In essence I am nirguna (without qualities), but when I relate myself to avidya maya, I become saguna (endowed with qualities). Then do I become the cause of the universe of names and forms. Thus avidya maya is the cause of this whole creation. From the point of view of the Brahman, there is no maya and no creation. Therefore I am ever pure even though involved in creation, just as the sun’s rays are not defiled by illumining dirty objects.

When maya unites with chid or consciousness, it becomes the instigating cause of the universe, and when it unites with the five original elements, it becomes the material cause. Avidya maya is what creates the delusion of time, space, and causality, and its characteristic is to hide my true nature, but vidya maya has the ability to liberate the jiva from this illusion.

Infinite and endless creations are threaded on me as pearls on a string. I myself am the lord that resides in the causal and subtle bodies of the jivas. I am Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. I am the sun, moon, and stars. I am the beasts and the birds, the Brahmin and the untouchable. I am the noble soul as well as the hunter and the thief. I am male, female, and hermaphrodite. Wherever there is anything to be seen or heard, I am to be found there, within and without. There is nothing moving or unmoving that can exist without me. This world cannot appear without a substratum, and I am that substratum.

The world is composed of twenty-five tattvas or elements. The first five—akasa (ether), vayu (air), agni (fire), apas (water), and prithvi (earth)—are known as the maha tattvas. When the Para Brahman relates to my avidya maya, the sound hreem, which is my seed sound, is produced. Within this sound are contained my three shaktis (powers), known as iccha shakti (the tamasic power of will), jnana shakti (the sattvic power of intelligence), and kriya shakti (the rajasic power of action). These three are absolutely essential for creation. The sound hreem, which denotes me—the Adi Shakti or the first force, who is of the nature of the Brahman and is known as Para Brahma Swarupini—is the twenty-fifth tattva. The rest of the twenty-four tattvas come out of it.

The five qualities of sound, touch, form, taste, and odor are known as tanmatras or subtle elements. The subtle quality of sound is the first tanmatra to manifest from hreem. Then come the subtle elements of touch, form, taste, and odor. Out of the subtle tanmatra of sound is manifested the gross element (tattva) of akasa or ether, the vast field of energy that comprises the universe. Vibrations in the ether cause the movement of air. Thus from akasa appears vayu or air, which has its own subtle feature of touch plus the added quality of sound, which it incorporates from the previous tattva of akasa. Friction caused by the continuous movement of the air principle creates heat, which we call fire. Thus from vayu comes agni or fire, which has its own subtle feature of form plus touch and sound. Condensation of the density of these forces results in the formation of liquid or water. So the next to manifest is apas or water, which has its own subtle quality of taste plus those of form, touch, and sound. The solidified form of all this is earth, so the last to appear is prithvi or earth, which has its basic subtle feature of odor plus the qualities of the other four elements of taste, form, touch, and sound.

What we come to understand from this teaching is that creation proceeds from the subtle to the gross and not the other way around, as we might suppose. The subtle elements (tanmatras) are sound, touch, form, taste, and odor. The gross elements (tattvas) are ether, air, fire, water, and earth, which are all derivatives of the subtle elements. These five gross elements represent the entire gamut of our advanced modern physics. But from the Shakta point of view, physical matter and its fields represent only a tiny fraction of reality.

The five subtle elements all have sattvic, rajasic, and tamasic qualities. The five jnanendriyas or sense organs of knowledge are created out of the sattvic portion of the first five subtle elements. These are the ears, skin, eyes, tongue, and nose, and they are the instruments through which the mind can interact with these elements in the material world.

The karmendriyas or organs of action come from the rajasic portion of the tanmatras. These are the organs of speech, the hands, the feet, the organs of procreation, and the anus or organ of excretion. The subtle element of sound gives rise to space and ends in speech. The subtle element of touch projects as air, which is felt by the skin, especially the skin of the hands. The subtle element of form gives rise to fire, which eventually takes the form of the feet. The subtle element of taste gives rise to water, which in turn produces the organ of procreation. The subtle element of odor produces the earth, which results in the production of the anus.

The five pranas or subtle breaths, which control the involuntary functions of the body, arise from the tamasic portion of the tanmatras. They are the prana vayu, which resides in the heart and controls blood circulation; the apana vayu, which resides in the lower portion of the body and controls the expulsion of waste matter; the samana vayu, which resides in the navel and controls digestion; the udana vayu, which resides in the throat and controls speech; and the vyana vayu, which pervades the whole body.

The sensations of sound, touch, form, taste, and odor are important components of our experience of life. Indian philosophy claims that these elements exist in intangible and subtle forms. They are visible to our inner eye and are the very stuff of our dreams. However, the gross body is not able to experience them.

The seventeen tattvas that make up the jivatman are the five gross elements, the five sense organs that correspond to these, the five pranas (or vital breaths), and the mind and the ego. The linga sarira or subtle body of the jiva is made up of these seventeen tattvas in their subtle forms. Yogis who perfected the ability to leave their physical bodies at will realized that their subtle or astral bodies were able to travel unhampered through space and gross matter. However, they could still hear, touch, smell, and feel in this state, so they concluded that the actual experience of these five sensations lies in the subtle body and not in its physical counterpart.

The mind is a psychic organ that operates through a physical nervous system in this life, allowing it to interact easily with physical matter. While in the physical body it has three functions with separate names. The part that receives information through the jnanendriyas (sense organs) and then processes and stores that information is called manas or mind. The part that relates to a particular individual, giving him a strong sense of individuality, the feeling of “my” and “mine,” is called ahamkara or ego. The part that weighs alternatives and makes decisions is called buddhi or intellect.

However, the mind has another aspect that is most subtle, called chitta. It has no equivalent English name, though it is sometimes called the superconscious, which is not quite an accurate translation. It is capable of obtaining data from our inner dimensions of reality and is a storehouse of information. It is in direct contact with akasa, or the energy field or ether of the universe. After death—or, for yogis, during astral travels—the mind separates from the physical organism and operates in the realm of the tanmatras or subtle elements. Then it is pure chitta alone. The chitta is very close to pure spirit (or atman). The difference is that the chitta is still individualized. It carries all the information of the individual and is carried to another body. The atman on the other hand is ever pure. It carries nothing and goes nowhere since it is ever full. It is not born and thus never dies. It is not affected by the changes of the mind—ego, intellect, and chitta.

This brings us to another important point of Indian philosophy. The first three aspects of the mind (manas, buddhi, and ahamkara), which are the basis of our personality, are all material constituents and not spiritual entities. They have their roots in Prakriti or primordial matter and not in the spirit or atman. The mind changes every moment and eventually perishes with the body, but the atman or spirit remains. This is the eternal self that never perishes, that is the undying witness and never the doer.

Indian philosophy is slowly coming to find an ally in evolving Western science. The Newtonian world was a law-abiding but desolate place from which we were totally unconnected. Next came Darwin, who stripped life of all its spiritual potential and left us bereft. Our only purpose was survival. The pinnacle of humanity appeared to be the terrorist who could efficiently dispose of all weak links. Life was not about sharing and interdependence but about winning and, if need be, warring. These theories produced the modern psyche and have led to some of the world’s greatest technological advancement. Unfortunately, such advancement has been at the cost of our humanity and of our divinity. No wonder suicides claim as many lives as homicides and wars.1 Science tore the human being from his roots and left him with a sense of brutal isolation.

With the advent of quantum physics in the early part of the twentieth century, many scientists underwent a dramatic reversal in their views of man and the universe. Modern science is slowly coming to understand that underlying every aspect of the universe is a field of energy that connects every thing to every other thing. Scientists call this the zero-point field. They have found that the tiniest bit of matter isn’t matter at all but energy in motion. As Lynne McTaggart has said in her book The Field, “Living beings are a coalescence of energy.” Even more interestingly, scientists have discovered that subatomic particles have no meaning by themselves but function only in relation to everything else! This astonishing finding is slowly replacing the old Newtonian physics wherein everything had a set pattern and was totally predictable by the human mind.

Lynne McTaggart goes on to say that the pulsating energy field that underlies existence is the central engine of our being and our consciousness—our alpha and omega. There is no duality between the universe and us. We are connected to every single thing in the cosmos by this one underlying energy field. In The Field she says, “This field [of energy] is responsible for our mind’s highest functions, the information source guiding the growth of our bodies. It is our brain, our heart, our memory—indeed a blueprint of the world for all time. The field is the force, rather than germs or genes, that finally determines whether we are healthy or ill, the force which must be tapped in order to heal. . . . ‘The field,’ as Einstein once succinctly put it, ‘is the only reality.’”

The Puranas depict this energy field of Prakriti as the ocean of primeval waters on which Vishnu lies, in which the Island of Jewels or the Mani Dwipa floats. Maha Devi’s throne on the Island of Jewels (see chapter 4) is the bindu or point from which all energy eddies in circles to create the expanding universe. Maha Devi or Para Prakriti or Para Shakti is actually nothing but the Brahman. They are a two-in-one reality. In the unmanifest state there is no difference between them. However, when the urge to create occurs, this Para Prakriti pierces through the bindu in the form of the sound hreem, from which the entire world of manifestation arises. Prakriti is the energy of the Brahman. This energy remains latent during the period of dissolution when the cosmos is in a latent state within her. But during the time of evolution and creation she comes to the forefront and carries out the work of manifesting creation.

The universe’s underlying energy field is akasa, the ether that is the twenty-third tattva. It is a timeless, spaceless quantum that provides the ultimate blueprint of the world for all time—past, present, and future. Any person who desires or professes to see the past or future has to tap this source. Quantum physics has come to realize that pure energy as it exists on the quantum level is not bound by the ordinary laws of time and space. It exists in a vast continuum of fluctuating charge. When we bring this energy to our conscious awareness through the act of perception, we create the separate objects of our world that exist in time and space. In fact we create our own worlds in time and space and thereby create our separate individualities. This brain-boggling theory, which Western science has only recently become aware of and is still wary of accepting, is something that has been recognized by Indian philosophy from ancient times. In fact it is what the Devi told Himavan in the Devi Gita. Of course the words she used were different, but the meaning is the same.

All the Puranic stories point out this amazing truth. For instance, in the story of the churning of the milky ocean (see chapter 21), the devas (gods) and asuras (demons) represent the positive and negative sides of each person’s personality. This personality churns the ocean of all possibilities (the zero-point field), using the churn of space (Mandara) and the rope of time (Ananta), and thus draws out for himself many wondrous things, including the nectar of immortality if he so wishes it. Thus each creates his own separate world.

Time has generally been considered a primary, independent, and universally applicable order both in physics and in common experience. It is one of the fundamental orders known to us. Now modern scientific research is slowly coming to accept the fact that it is a secondary order that is, like space, derived from a higher dimensional ground. Both time and space depend on another multidimensional reality that cannot be comprehended fully through common experience; for human consciousness to operate on this quantum level, it must reside outside space and time. In theory such a state of consciousness would mean that we would be able to access information of both the past and the future, and that every moment of our lives could be made to influence every other moment, both forward and backward. These are breathtaking ideas that science is loath to accept. But Indian yogis have known them from time immemorial.

In every puja or ritual there is a particular step called sankalpa or intention in which the gods are invoked. This intention is the reason the priest undertakes the ritual. It may be for some physical purpose, like the curing of a disease or passing an exam, or anything else. The intention is said to be so important that it can actually change the chain of events and make manifest the desire of the one who performs the ritual. Such reasoning is now backed by modern science; the quantum age has shown that the intention of the experimenter has a lot to do with the final result to be achieved from the experiment. The human factor influences the end result of any experiment!

The individual is not an isolated phenomenon, a piece of flotsam floating aimlessly in the sea of the world, totally unconnected with everything else, with freedom to pursue his own selfish ends. He is part of an interconnected whole in which all of us are deeply involved. Human consciousness is absolutely essential to the making of some objective sense out of the constant flux of subatomic particles. This is the amazing discovery of quantum physics that many scientists are still unable to accept.

In the Devi Gita, Devi says,

I am the intelligence from which the universe emanates and in which it abides. The ignorant believe me to be nothing more than Nature or Prakriti, but the wise experience me as the true self within. They glimpse me in their own hearts when their minds become as still and clear as an ocean without waves. The supreme wisdom is that which ends the delusion that anything exists apart from me. The fruit of this realization is a total lack of fear and the end of sorrow. When one understands that all the limitless universes are but a fraction of an atom in the unity of my being, that all the numberless lives in the universes are the wisps of vapor in one of my breaths, that all triumphs and tragedies, the good and the evil in all the worlds, are merely games I play for my own amusement, then life and death stand still and the drama of individual life evaporates like a shallow pond on a warm day.

This world that you are experiencing now is nothing but my power. The only remedy for your ignorance is to worship me as your innermost self. Surrender yourself to me with one-pointed devotion and I will help you discover your true being. Abide in me as I abide in you. Know that even now at this very moment there is absolutely no difference between us. Realize and be fulfilled this instant.

Its mind of error was stripped off from things,

And the dull moods of its perverted will.

Illumined by Her all-seeing identity,

Knowledge and Ignorance could strive no more.

No longer could the titan opposites,

Antagonist poles of the world’s artifice,

Impose the illusion of their twofold screen,

Throwing their figures between us and Her!

—SAVITRI BY SRI AUROBINDO

Thus ends the first chapter of Shakti, known as “Prakriti,” describing the process and nature of creation and the relationship between Brahman and Prakriti.

Aum Aim Hreem Kleem
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Aum Ambikayai Namaha!

2

Parameswari

Ya Devi sarvabhuteshu chetanethyabhidiyathe,

Namasthasyai, namasthasyai, namasthasyai namo namaha!

O Goddess who is designated as consciousness in all creatures,

Hail to thee, hail to thee, all hail to thee!

The central concept of Hindu philosophy is the belief that wisdom is something to be recovered rather than discovered. Absolute truth is not something to be discussed as an intellectual concept but is something to be lived. It is a way of life—the Sanatana Dharma. In fact, Sanatana Dharma is the original name of the Hindu religion. This way gets lost or diluted through the process of time, but great incarnations appear from time to time in order to uplift this eternal dharma (law of righteousness), as Lord Krishna tells Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita.

The Vedas are the most ancient source of Indian wisdom. They are the heritage of the world. They were revealed to, or recovered by, ancient rishis in a state of superconsciousness. The Puranas, on the other hand, are of human origin. The Puranas are epics; the literal meaning of purana is “narrative from ancient times.” Indians as a whole did not believe in writing down history, but the Puranas give us a good view of the different phases and aspects of the life of the diverse ages of this land. These books allow us a glimpse into ancient religion, philosophy, history, sociology, politics, and other subjects. The Puranas are normally recited by a class of people called Sutas during periods of rest between the various rituals of a Vedic sacrifice. They are divided into two classes: the Maha Puranas and the Upa Puranas. Each class contains eighteen books. Thus the total number of Puranas is thirty-six. The Maha Puranas are classified into different categories—Vaishnava, Braahma, Shaiva, and so on—depending on the preferential treatment they give to each of the three primary deities, Vishnu, Brahma, and Shiva.

The Puranas are intimately related to the Vedas. They interpret and adapt the metaphysical truths of the Vedas so that they can be understood and appreciated by the common man. The Puranas do not proclaim any new truths but only make the Vedic truths available in a contemporary and relevant way. The Vedas are revealed truth, known as sruti. The Puranas reveal the same truth in a modern setting; this is known as smrti, and smrti is in complete harmony with sruti. The Vedas are reserved for the Brahmin caste and the initiates and may not be taught to all. All, on the other hand, may hear the Puranas. Recitations are done in public to audiences of all classes. With its usual flexible approach to spirituality, the Hindu tradition believes that each generation must make the Vedic truth its very own in its own way, as must each individual. Thus, though the Vedic truths remained fixed and unalterable, the Puranas could and did change with the changing times, incorporating the devotional teachings of numerous cults and saintly teachers that arose from time to time in this holy land.

Time, according to the Puranas, is changeless and without beginning or end. Though it is by nature insubstantial, it takes form when it causes the stirring of the three gunas of Prakriti at the beginning of each creative cycle. The sun is the visible form of the supreme absolute as time. The shortest period of time is called a paramanukala, and this is the period of time it takes for the light of the sun to pass one paramanu, which is the tiniest particle of matter. The time taken for the light of the sun to pass through the twelve rasis or constellations around the earth, which is a huge amount of matter, is known as a year. One human year is only one day for the gods. The six months from January fourteenth to June fourteenth comprise a divine day, and from June fifteenth to January thirteenth is a divine night. The years cycle through four yugas or epochs of three thousand years each: Krita Yuga, Treta Yuga, Dwapara Yuga, and Kali Yuga. These four together are known as one chaturyuga.

A thousand chaturyugas is only one day in the world of Brahma, the creator. His night is another thousand chaturyugas. The life span of each Brahma is a hundred such years and is known as a kalpa, which is an astronomical period of time as can be seen. We are now living in the dawn of the first day of the present Brahma, who is in his fifty-first year. Each day of Brahma is divided into fourteen ages or manvantaras of approximately seventy-one chaturyugas. The lawgiver Manu, who rules for one manvantara, is in charge of each manvantara. He is the one who makes the laws for that particular manvantara. It must be remembered that the name Manu only denotes a status and does not refer to just one person. All the lesser gods, including Indra, the seven sages, and various other celestial beings, exist in each manvantara. Lord Vishnu and Maha Devi incarnate themselves in each manvantara in order to maintain the balance of righteousness.

According to the Puranas, creation is cyclic in nature. A vast period of creation is followed by a vast period of pralaya or dissolution. At the time of pralaya, everything in the cosmos is taken back into the primeval essence. After the passage of eons, when the time is ripe for another creation, the one eternal Brahman takes on the form of duality, just as one face becomes two when reflected in the mirror, allowing again the illusion of differentiation that creates time, space, and causality. This is all the play or lila of the supreme.

There are three different types of pralaya based on time, substance, and the attributes of Prakriti. The first, called Nitya Pralaya, is dissolution based on time alone, which all of us experience when we go to sleep. Each night is a pralaya for the jiva (embodied soul). When we sleep we have no world and no individuality. We have not totally disappeared but are merely in a state of latency, submerged in the total consciousness. The moment we awake, the world springs into being and individuality asserts itself.

The next type of dissolution is Maha Pralaya or Naimittika Pralaya, which is the night of Brahma, the creator. After one day of Brahma, which lasts for a thousand chaturyugas, one night of Brahma or Maha Pralaya occurs, lasting another thousand chaturyugas. During this time the whole universe, up to Satyaloka (the world of Brahma), goes into a state of involution. At the end of this vast period of time, Maha Maya employs her power as time and causality to evoke another period of creation and evolution.

In the third type of dissolution, called Prakritika Pralaya, all the qualities and attributes of Prakriti dissolve into their ultimate cause, which is Maha Prakriti or Mula Prakriti. This in turn reverts to its ultimate cause—the Brahman. This pralaya lasts for eons. But it is to be noted that even during this dissolution, nothing is destroyed; everything merely remains in its latent state.

As each manvantara proceeds through its yugas, humankind’s memory and intellect become poorer, and they have more difficulty memorizing the vast mantras (mystical incantations) of the Vedas. For this reason, in every Dwapara Yuga (third yuga), Lord Vishnu himself takes on the incarnation known as the sage Veda Vyasa. Vyasa’s duty is to divide the Vedas into four parts so that they become easier to memorize.

The original Purana is said to have emanated from the fifth mouth of the creator Brahma and comprises a billion slokas (verses). This original exists only in the world of the gods, however. In order to reach out to the common people, Veda Vyasa also compiles the Puranas that exist in the mortal world, an abridgment of the original divine Purana. These Puranas are an outpouring of his compassion for the masses, allowing them to understand the mystical truths of the Vedas. In the present manvantara, known as Vaivasvata, we are now living in the Kali Yuga or the Iron Age. The Veda Vyasa of this manvantara was known as Krishna Dwaipayana.

It is to be noted that though Vyasa is the author of all the Puranas, in each of them he extols the uniqueness of the particular deity addressed. There are two reasons for this. The first is to show people that all deities are only aspects of the supreme truth and that sincere devotion to any of them will give us liberation from our mortal coils. The second reason is to convince the votaries of each particular deity of the greatness of their own personal god. In general Hindus can be classified as one of five types of votaries. The worshippers of the supreme in its aspect as Shiva are known as Shaivites. The worshippers of Vishnu are known as Vaishnavites, and those who worship the supreme as Devi are known as Shaktas. There are also two lesser-known sects: the Ganapatyas, who worship the supreme as Ganesha, and the Souryas, who worship the sun as the supreme. Of course there are also the Advaitins, who worship the supreme as the formless, nondual Brahman. The Upanishads, which come at the end of the Vedas, deal with the nondual Brahman, while the Puranas deal with all other deities.

The Devi Bhagavatam, classified as one of the Maha Puranas, focuses on the supreme in its aspect as Devi; indeed, it is sometimes called the Devi Purana. It is said that Veda Vyasa narrated this Purana to his son Shuka, who then taught it to various others. It has eighteen thousand slokas and is divided into twelve books. This Purana depicts the ultimate reality as feminine. It is the earliest literary work in which the character of the goddess stands fully revealed; even today Hindus conceive of her as she is pictured in this scripture. In the Devi Bhagavatam we find that all the gods and the great kings have recourse to Maha Devi in order to get her blessings. This Purana deals with all her different incarnations and forms, from the river Ganga to the plant tulasi and so on.

Each Purana must deal with at least five topics: creation or sarga, secondary creation or visarga, the ages of Manu or manvantaras, genealogies of various kings, and a description of their heroic deeds. The Devi Bhagavatam describes creation thus: Devi is beyond attributes, eternal and omnipresent. She is formless and immutable. But for the sake of the world she assumes the form of three shaktis (powers) based on the attributes of her three gunas. Her sattvic shakti takes the name of Maha Lakshmi, her rajasic shakti is known as Maha Saraswati, and her tamasic shakti is called Durga or Maha Kaali. In the sarga portion of the Devi Bhagavatam, these three shaktis of Devi assume different forms for the creation of this universe of diverse forms. In the visarga portion, these shaktis take on male counterparts known as Vishnu, Brahma, and Shiva for the preservation, creation, and dissolution of the universe. Thus all male gods have shaktis or inherent powers that enable them to create.

The Devi Bhagavatam’s description of the origin of the world differs from that of other Puranas in that Devi is named the supreme power and creator of the cosmos.1 She herself describes the process of creation to the creator Brahma. She is Maha Devi, Maha Maya, Maha Prakriti, and Maha Shakti. She is also Lakshmi, Saraswati, Parvati, Durga, Kaali, Chandika, and a host of other powers that are depicted in the Purana as goddesses.

The book begins with a request by the sages to the narrator, known as Suta, to describe the qualities and glories of Devi. Suta responds,

I bow at the lotus feet of Devi—Bhagavati, who is worshipped by Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva and who is the sole source of liberation to all. This is the best of all Puranas and contains all the sentiments that a human being can conceive. It is known as the Srimad Devi Bhagavatam. May that highest primal Shakti, who is known as Vidya in the Vedas, who is omniscient, who controls all, and who is skilled in cutting the knot of the world, give me the intelligence to describe her glories. I meditate on that Divine Mother who creates this universe, whose nature is both real and unreal, who creates, preserves, and destroys everything in her rajasic, sattvic, and tamasic aspects, and who in the end dissolves everything back into herself and remains alone during the period of universal dissolution.

The Devi Bhagavatam goes on to describe the basic formation of the universe and the forms—human and otherwise—that comprise it. It introduces the idea that Brahman, the supreme absolute from which everything emanates, has a dual aspect of male and female, personified as Shakti and Shiva or Prakriti and Purusha. The Devi herself is both Shakti and Prakriti. She is known by various names as Parashakti and Parameswari—the Absolute force as well as the Absolute God. However, as mentioned in the introduction, neither male nor female can exist in isolation. Each is inherent in and dependent on the other; each completes the other. The whole of creation is at first only an idea in the mind of the supreme Brahman. The idea is given a concrete reality and expression in the world by Shakti or Prakriti, the feminine force that underlies and impels creation. But to make a difference between the “force” and the “receptacle of force” is an error. Prakriti or Parameswari is the inherent tendency of Purusha to express himself in concrete forms and individual beings. However, she has to be set in motion by the will of Purusha and acts according to his force and design. It is only through Shakti or Prakriti that the male aspect is able to express himself in creation. Though the male and female aspects are one in essence, differences are conceived during creation; when everything melts back to its original causal state of pralaya, then there is no distinction between Purusha and Prakriti, Shiva and Shakti, and Brahman. There is neither male nor female. There is only Brahman, with Devi (Maha Maya) or Parameswari latent in it.

Brahman is the ocean of pure consciousness. It can never be known and it is always one, never two. But when it wants to become conscious of itself, a desire bubbles to the surface of this ocean and this bubble is Prakriti or Maha Devi or Parashakti or Parameswari, which develops itself into this variegated universe in the method described above. Even though Maha Shakti appears outwardly in numerous forms, this creative force is always emanating from the Brahman so it has all the qualifications of the Brahman. When it manifests itself in the human being it is called the atman, which is nothing other than the Brahman. However, when it puts on the clothing and personality of a human being, it is called the jivatman, which is the atman that thinks itself to be a bound and unhappy creature always on the seesaw of sorrow and joy, pleasure and pain, swimming—and sometimes drowning—in the sea of duality. In actuality, its abode is the ocean of pure consciousness, which is also an ocean of bliss.

Many beautiful allegories are given in the Puranas to give us an idea of this interdependence of Purusha and Prakriti. He is the supreme subject and she is the essence of all objects; he is the ocean and she the waves. He is the sun and she the light; he is the sky and she the earth. She is all qualities and he the enjoyer of all qualities; she is all activity and he the sole witness of all activity. She is the form of everything in the cosmos and he the thinker of the forms. She is speech and he the meaning. In other words, she is creation and he the creator.

Prakriti and Purusha have no beginning and no end. They exist in everything. Purusha is the universal consciousness that exists in everything; he is the highest self. Prakriti is the energy that is felt in all beings. Both are nirguna or without qualities. No human being can know the essence of their union even by the study of the scriptures or the Vedas, for the jivas are all saguna or endowed with the qualities of the three gunas—sattva, rajas, and tamas. How then can we ever know that which is nirguna or beyond all gunas?

The gunas are the agents of Prakriti by which the immortal and imperishable atman, though it is nothing but pure consciousness, imagines itself to be the mortal and perishable body. Maha Maya weaves a net of these three strands (guna means “thread”) to catch the atman and trap it in this delusion. Once caught in the net of maya, the immortal self delights in its mortality and frailty. This is the wonder of the work of maya. The mind has a predilection to enjoy the limitations of its body. It is happy to shrink into the cocoon of its small, prejudiced individuality and refuses to believe in its universality. Moksha or enlightenment is liberation from the shackles of this puny individuality—from the limitations of particularized existence. The only way out of this web of delusion, as Krishna tells Arjuna in the Bhagavad Gita, is to go beyond the three gunas.

Sattva is the source of pleasure and happiness. It induces a person to all types of good thoughts and activities. Rajas is the source of hyperactivity, leading to pain and unhappiness. Tamas leads to laziness, sloth, and sleep. The path to liberation lies in encouraging sattvic qualities, controlling rajasic qualities, and destroying tamasic qualities. However, it is not enough to strive to become purely sattvic. After all, none of these qualities can exist by itself. Though at different times and in different people one or the other might become prominent, they are always intermingled and dependent on one another. And so long as we are in their power we will always live in dread of a fall. Only a gunatita or one who has gone beyond the gunas can have no fear of a fall. Such a person comes to realize his own divine nature as pure consciousness and is thus freed from the bondage of maya. Such realization, however, can come only with the grace of Maha Maya herself, since she is the one who has caught us in this net of delusion. Therefore those who desire moksha have to pray to her to remove the veil of illusion from their eyes.

The Devi Bhagavatam teaches us that the Brahman is the undecaying principle of fullness—the ultimate substratum of everything. It is totally without desire or qualities. Therefore it is not able to create or accomplish any action without the help of its inherent force or Shakti— Maha Maya, the feminine principle, the great goddess—Parameswari. All the gods—Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva, Ganesha, Indra, and so on—can do their respective work only if they are united with Shakti. So Maha Maya can be considered the sole cause of this entire universe of movable and immovable objects. She is the cause of all causes and manifests as Maha Lakshmi, Maha Saraswati, and Maha Kaali. We should worship her with all adoration. Even the gods worship her in order to do their allotted tasks.

Infinity turned its gaze on finite shapes.

Observer of the silent steps of the hours,

And the passing scenes of the Everlasting’s play,

In the mystery of its selecting will,

In the divine comedy a participant.
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