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FOREWORD

[image: Image]

    IN A
        WORLD OF UNFATHOMABLE MYSTERIES, THE VISION OF THE GODDESS PERSONIFIES THE QUALITIES THAT ATTRACT US TO NATURE’S BOUNDLESS WEALTH: BEAUTY, POWER AND GRACE. THROUGHOUT TIME, HUMANS HAVE PERCEIVED A PERSONAL PRESENCE BEHIND THE FORCES OF NATURE AND IDENTIFIED THEM AS GODS OR GODDESSES. PRIOR TO RECORDED HISTORY FEMALE FIGURINES, RIPE WITH CREATIVE POWER, WERE AMONG THE FIRST SACRED OBJECTS FASHIONED BY HUMAN HANDS. ANCIENT SOCIETIES OFTEN FOUND A DOMINANT PLACE FOR THE FEMININE IN THEIR SACRED LORE, AND MANY OF THEIR MOST POWERFUL DEITIES WERE GODDESSES. INDEED, THE GODDESS HAD AS MUCH OF A UNIVERSAL PRESENCE IN PREHISTORIC TIMES AS ANY GOD. [image: ]

Theories abound concerning what developments in human society or psychology resulted in the rise of patriarchy and the steady decline of Goddess worship. While the question is fascinating and worthy of investigation, it is perhaps better left to more academic endeavors. Instead, the purpose of Beauty, Power & Grace is to introduce the female aspect of Divinity as she appears in India to contemporary readers, and by doing so, to make a small contribution toward redressing the imbalance caused by ages of patriarchy. We hope to present a personal vehicle for those interested in connecting to the feminine aspects of Divinity and to describe the landscape of the worlds in which they reign.

Some may consider it presumptuous for a man to attempt such a thing. But in fact, the Goddess is as important for men as She is for women, if not more so. How can anyone truly appreciate the Divine while denying the Divine Feminine? From the perspective of Hinduism it is understood that all souls have an essential nature beyond the temporary physical body—male or female—that they presently inhabit. The soul that now appears in a male body may later appear in a female body through the process of reincarnation or samsara. And on a deeper level we may find the soul’s qualities transcend the confines of the typical gender of our experience.

The women’s movement has recognized the importance of discovering or creating new religious forms that prioritize images of the feminine and thus more adequately give expression to their own spirituality. An integral part of this process has been to revive ancient Goddess traditions, for instance, the worship of the Great Mother and Nature found in so-called pagan religions such as Wicca. Others have recognized the potential for finding meaning in the goddesses of classical Greek or Roman mythology.

These seekers of the Goddess inevitably discover that the longest living and most developed traditions of Goddess worship in the world are found in India. Many are especially attracted to the iconography and rituals of the powerful warrior and mother goddess figures of Shaktaism, such as Durga and Kali.

While the Hindu pantheon is full of many other goddesses, this book is intended as a general introduction to both the popular deities and those lesser known in the western world. Their stories are gathered from various ancient texts, including the Mahabharata, the Ramayana, the Puranas and later works by devotional mystics in the Hindu traditions.

The Bhagavad Gita famously proclaims the following about Divinity: “Of women, I am fame, prosperity, speech, memory, intelligence, faithfulness and patience.” Thus Saraswati, the goddess of wisdom, Lakshmi, the goddess of fortune and Ganga and Yamuna, the great river goddesses, all personify these qualities and the powers they bestow.

The goddesses are usually seen as manifestations of one Supreme Goddess, who is understood differently by the followers of India’s various religious sects. The Shaktas believe that the supreme truth is most adequately expressed as a fully independent female Goddess, whereas the Shaivas and the Vaishnavas worship her as the shakti, or energy of the Godhead.

Like most traditional cultures, Hindu society observed a clear demarcation in the roles of men and women, particularly when speaking of ideal behaviors. As such, it adhered to the more or less universal division of sexual spheres, where the male occupies the outer, more public world, and the female rules the inner, more private world.

It is not possible in this brief preface, or even in this book, to fully investigate this duality, which nevertheless seems to be fundamentally situated beneath all cultural variants. Though the roles of men and women have evolved in modern societies, deep-rooted psychological differences in the genders remain as immutable as their physical differences. Popular books like Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus continually point this out.

Nevertheless, it must be said that cultures that attempt to enforce idealistic views of masculinity or femininity on men and women are the source of much of the world’s misery. No man is psychologically or even physically an absolute male; nor is any woman the perfect image of the archetypal female as socially constructed. Both the man who tries to suppress any feminine characteristics, as well as the woman who similarly tries to uproot all masculine tendencies, put their true personal identities at risk. Those societies that enforce stereotypical roles for men and women jeopardize their vibrancy, their creativity and even their humanity. The natural inherent qualities of men and women are to be celebrated, but each individual is meant to discover and make his or her own individuality bloom.

The 19th century Indologist Max Muller coined the terms kathenotheism or henotheism to describe how Hindus seemed to worship each god or goddess as the Supreme Being, one at a time. This is the concept of ishta deva, or worshipable deity, by which the seeker becomes attached to the particular form of Divinity revealed to them, appropriate to their spiritual need. The particular genius of the polytheistic worldview is that the multiple forms of gods and goddesses allow us to recognize that human beings, like them, are individuals and can seek personal and spiritual fulfillment through a variety of different paths.

But whatever the superstructure of Hinduism, with its countless gods and goddesses, its substructure is unitarian. The authors of the Upanishads, India’s sacred wisdom, intuited one undifferentiated truth underlying all existence. They did so fully aware that this world is one in which everything comes in pairs, in dualities of pleasure and pain, loss and gain, life and death and male and female. While these dualities exist primarily in this material world, they are seen to have their origin in the eternal, spiritual world.

One of India’s most influential philosophical systems, Sankhya, puts great emphasis on the dualism of Nature and Spirit. It associates Nature with the feminine and Spirit with the masculine. As the goal of Sankhya is for Spirit to become free of Nature, this dualism has degenerated through time to a generalized fear and distrust of womankind in Hinduism, especially among those who follow the ascetic paths of yoga.

For the Vedantins, however, this is not the highest understanding. The Divinity that underlies this duality is neither male nor female in the bodily sense. We are the ones projecting those designations upon the Divine. The ancient text Satapatha Brahmana states:


In the beginning, there was one Soul. But alone, it was not happy, it desired a second. So it grew until it took the shape of a man and a woman locked in embrace. And so the One Atma divided into two parts: man and woman. And from that pair came all this universe.



In the vastness of India’s cultural and spiritual landscape, many traditions that recognize and worship the Goddess have remained almost unchanged for thousands of years. These traditions see the power and beauty of the Goddess as one with God and reflective of a universal truth that male and female are simply different aspects of one supreme, absolute truth.

[image: Image]

Finding the psychic unity symbolized by the embrace of the primordial Divine Couple is what Carl Jung called the coniunctio oppositorum, the “union of opposites.” According to psychologist Karl Stern, the androgynous nature of the Godhead indicates that polarity in union is an expression of the fullness of being. Plato, in his Symposium, tells the powerful myth of the splitting of the original androgynous being, which has doomed all men and women to seek their “other half” for as long as they live.

    [image: Image]

The famous Tai Chi icon, showing the harmonious unity of Yin and Yang, cleverly symbolizes this idea, even including two dots reminding us that nothing is ever absolutely one thing, and that its opposite lies hidden within. The Sri Chakra yantra described in the eleventh chapter is another great symbol of the integrated unity of opposites, the harmonizing of spirit and matter. Furthermore, another famous symbol of this unity is found in the Ardhanarishwara, the combined form of Shiva and Shakti, as well as in the devotional tradition of Vaishnavism that celebrates the unified form of Radha and Krishna.

The very pervasiveness of this idea in the world’s esoteric traditions, though often obscured by other conceptions of the Deity, is deeply revelatory of human psychic and spiritual nature.

As the author is an adherent of a specific Indian religious tradition, Gaudiya Vaishnavism, his vision of the Goddess has been shaped by the theology revealed in that school. Founded by the mystic Sri Chaitanya, this school was inspired as much by his ecstatic personality as by his teachings. In time he was seen to personify the union of God and Goddess in his own person. His official biography, Chaitanya Charitamrita, explains: “Radha and Krishna are one in their identity but they have separated themselves eternally. Now these two transcendental identities have again united in the form of Sri Chaitanya.”

In the mystic tradition that grew up around this inspiration, though Radha was understood to encompass all aspects of the Goddess within her, it was specifically the powers of beauty, love and ecstatic joy that were identified as her supremely defining characteristics.

Though the Vaishnava concept of Divinity is often thought of as fundamentally masculine—God as creator, maintainer and destroyer of the world—a closer study reveals that it is the Goddess who ultimately shows her superiority through the quality of her love and beauty.

Krishna Das, Sri Chaitanya’s biographer, summarizes this mood as follows:

I am the complete spiritual truth, full of unlimited joy, but Radha’s love maddens me. The strength of that love is unknown to me and it always overwhelms me. That love is my teacher and I its dancing pupil. Radha makes me dance in many ways. Her love is all-pervading, which leaves it no room for expansion, and yet it still expands constantly. There is certainly nothing greater than Her love, which is devoid of pride. She is the abode of all love and although I experience great joy in being the object of that love, Radha’s joy is ten million times greater than mine. I hanker to taste Her joy but I somehow cannot. If therefore I accept Her mood and become the abode of love like Her, only then will I be able to taste it. Only then too will I be able to experience the way She sees me and feel the happiness She feels when She sees my love for Her.

Thus, the Vaishnava concept of the Goddess declares that both masculine and feminine qualities are necessary ingredients for spiritual progress. Nonetheless, the qualities generally associated with the feminine, such as love, compassion and humility are considered the most essential.

In the balance of inner and outer worlds, it is ultimately in the inner world that the individual finds fulfillment. In bringing some of the most loved and frequently told stories about the Goddess to the western world, Beauty, Power & Grace: The Many Faces of the Goddess endeavors to provide a taste of that fulfillment to its readers.
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vande tāṁ draupadī-devīm

pāṇḑavānāṁ pati-vratām

yā sadā dharma-rakṣārthaṁ

satyārtha-śaraṇāgatā
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I bow down to Draupadi Devi, the devoted wife of the Pandava brothers, who always took shelter of the Supreme Truth in her search for justice.



DRAUPADI
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A FEW YEARS
    AGO, INDIA WAS STRUCK BY A STRANGE PHENOMENON. AT PRECISELY THE SAME TIME EACH WEEK, THE ENTIRE COUNTRY WOULD VIRTUALLY GRIND TO A HALT. OFFICES CLOSED, SHOPS STOPPED TRADING, AND THE MARKETS EMPTIED. TAXI AND RICKSHAW DRIVERS ABANDONED THEIR VEHICLES IN THE MIDDLE OF THE ROAD. EVERYONE SEEMED TO BE SCURRYING TO FIND THE NEAREST TELEVISION SET, WHERE THEY WOULD JOSTLE FOR A PLACE AND THEN SIT, TRANSFIXED. IN SOME AREAS, A SINGLE TELEVISION WOULD BE SURROUNDED BY HUNDREDS OF PEOPLE WHO PRACTICALLY SAT ON TOP OF ONE ANOTHER IN ORDER TO GET A BETTER LOOK AT THE SCREEN. [image: ]

What was the reason for all of this? It was the weekly showing of India’s epic, the Mahabharata, which had been serialized for television. Even though it is said to be five thousand years old, this fabulous tale, with its mystical sages, gods and goddesses, heroes and heroines, showed that it was still able to mesmerize Indians of all creeds and classes. The allure of the Mahabharata, however, is not limited to India, and with authoritative translations now available, this ancient story is quickly gaining popularity in the West as well.

The central heroine in this sacred history of times long past is Draupadi, the divinely born daughter of the mighty king Drupada. Draupadi is not a goddess in the normal sense that we might understand. She is not worshiped on any altars and you will not find her name included in the Hindu pantheon. However, as you will discover from the stories told below, she was an extraordinary woman with an abundance of godly qualities. As with many other such personalities described in this ancient literature, she is said to be a divine incarnation coming to act as a perfect role model for human society.

Draupadi’s wonderfully human example is one that both men and women can follow. In the face of great difficulties she displayed patience, tolerance, forgiveness, resilience, fortitude and, above all, unswerving faith in the Divinity. Though we may find these qualities hard to emulate, Draupadi is nonetheless a truly empathic character. At times she found herself overwhelmed with fear, anger, loathing and a burning desire for vengeance. How she dealt with these urges, redirecting them into higher sentiments that lead toward self-realization, forms one of the most fascinating themes in the Mahabharata story.

Hindu women hold Draupadi’s example in particularly high esteem, for she was able to accommodate five powerful husbands, doing so with such expertise that even the goddess of fortune sought her advice. She followed her husbands into a life of exile and shared their hardships without complaint, and yet, in her rejection of injustice and relentless insistence that her honor be defended, is far from a purely submissive or one-dimensional figure. Indeed, she exemplifies the courageous empowerment of truth and the all-encompassing protection that comes from surrender to the Supreme. In traditional Indian society, men generally address their wives as devi, or goddess. No one could be more deserving of this honorific title than Draupadi.

Here then is the story of this divine heroine, through which we can catch a glimpse of her sublime character.

THE FIRE-BORN MAIDEN


[image: Image]ing Drupada was seething with anger. The military preceptor Drona had utterly humiliated him. Never before had he suffered a defeat in battle such as he had at the hands of Drona’s students. And now Drona possessed half of his kingdom, having condescendingly allowed him to retain the other half. That was the most crushing part. It would have been better if Drona had killed him outright. Drupada breathed heavily as he pushed his way through the forest. He hungered for revenge.

King Drupada plunged deeper and deeper into the woods. He was looking for help from the ascetic brahmins who lived there, for only they could overpower the mighty Drona with their mystic potencies. Coming to a clearing, Drupada saw two such sages sitting by a sacred fire, chanting mantras and making offerings to the gods. He waited until they were finished, then bowed before them and said, “O best of men, I seek your assistance. Help me regain my honor and I will bestow much wealth upon you. I desire a son who will avenge my disgrace by killing Drona. You alone can give me this blessing.”

The elder of the Brahmins, who were brothers, was named Yaja. He greeted the king and offered him a seat. “You are welcome here, sir, but you should know that we have no interest in wealth, nor indeed in any worldly gain. We are not, therefore, inclined to fulfill your desire.”

Harboring the hope of changing their minds, Drupada offered to become the brahmins’ servant. It was not unusual for kings to render service to sages, so they agreed to let him stay in their ashram for as long as he wished. The younger brother, Upayaja, had been attracted by the king’s offer of wealth, though he had said nothing at first. After Drupada had endeared himself to Yaja by a year of selfless service, however, Upayaja suggested to his brother that they try to fulfill the king’s desire. “After all,” he said, “Drupada has served us well and we should show our gratitude.”

“Very well,” said Yaja. “Let destiny run its course. Tomorrow we shall perform a ritual that will bestow a mighty son upon Drupada.”

Yaja instructed Drupada to fetch his queen from the city, and the next day he began the sacrifice. He poured offerings of butter into a blazing fire and chanted Sanskrit mantras to invoke the presence of the gods. Suddenly he said, “Come forward, good queen, for your children are about to appear.”

Drupada’s wife had not expected this to happen. She was flustered and said, “How can my children appear? I am not even pregnant!”

“It does not matter. The sacrifice is complete and the sacred prayers and oblations will now bear fruit,” said Yaja, and as he spoke, a celestial being rose from the flames. In the full bloom of youth and strikingly handsome, he stepped from the sacrificial altar, fully clad in regal armor, his hand resting on the hilt of the long sword that hung from his belt. As he looked around fearlessly, a disembodied voice announced from the heavens: “This is Dhristadyumna, conqueror of armies, who has appeared to slay Drona.”

Drupada’s face broke into a great smile. Perfect! That was all he wanted. But in a moment, his expression turned to astonishment as a second figure emerged from the embers. Yaja smiled at the king, “Your wife desired a daughter. Here, then, is the best of all womankind.”

A maiden of incomparable beauty stepped forward. Her complexion was dark, with greenish black eyes shaped like lotus petals. Her long and curling bluish-black hair cascaded down her back. The contours of her shapely body were visible through her shining silk garments. The nails at the tips of her graceful fingers shone like burnished copper. She emanated a sweet fragrance like that of blue lotuses, which carried for a distance of two miles. No man could look upon her without his mind becoming captivated. Drupada, who had often seen the gods and their consorts, felt she had no equal anywhere in the universe.

Again the heavenly voice was heard. “This is Krishna, who has appeared to do the work of the gods and to bring about the destruction of countless evil princes.”

Taking their two extraordinary children, Drupada and his wife returned to their kingdom. The girl became known as Draupadi after her father, but was also called Krishna due to the blackish complexion that was reminiscent of the great god himself. They also called her Panchali, the princess of the Panchala kingdom.

AN IMPOSSIBLE CHALLENGE


[image: Image]ome years passed and the king began to think of finding a suitable husband for his daughter. Dozens of kings and princes from all around the world had petitioned him for her hand, but he had refused them all. Draupadi was meant for a special person and Drupada already had someone in mind. He remembered how, on the day of his ignominious defeat, he had been particularly impressed by one of Drona’s disciples named Arjuna. This handsome prince had earned the reputation of being the best of warriors and the finest archer the world had ever seen.

Although he desired Drona’s death, Drupada had a grudging admiration for his talents as a teacher of the martial arts. He also recognized that Drona’s beloved protégé Arjuna would make the best possible husband for Draupadi. At the time, however, Arjuna and his four brothers, the Pandavas, had been forced to abandon their kingdom due to palace intrigues and had not been seen for over a year.

After consulting with his advisors, Drupada devised a plan. He would set a test for winning Draupadi’s hand that only Arjuna could pass. The king had a target set atop a huge pole; this target was hidden by a rotating plate that had one small hole in it, just large enough for an arrow to pass through. He then declared that any man who could shoot an arrow through the hole and hit the bull’s-eye would win Draupadi’s hand. Drupada hoped in his heart that Arjuna would come there and pass the test.

The day of the challenge arrived. Thousands of kings gathered in Drupada’s city, drawn there by descriptions of Draupadi’s beauty and other desirable attributes. When all the challengers and spectators had assembled in the vast stadium, Draupadi entered, bearing the garland of lotuses she would place upon the successful suitor. As soon as the kings saw her they were struck dumb by her exquisite beauty. When they found their voices again, they leapt up and began bragging to one another: “I shall win this astonishing maiden!” “I will easily pass the test.” “Draupadi shall be mine!” “No! She shall marry me!” “Fools! How will any of you take this girl while I am present?” Jostling one another and boasting in various ways, they could hardly take their eyes off the princess.

Draupadi’s brother Dhristadyumna stood up and announced, “I solemnly promise that whoever is able to lift this bow, string it, and hit the target on the pole shall win the maiden.” As he spoke he pointed toward a great bow lying on a table near the target.

One by one, the kings stepped up to try their hand. Many could not even string the stiff wooden bow. Straining hard, they could only manage to bend it half way before it suddenly sprung back, hurling them to the ground where they would lie miserably while the other kings laughed.

Draupadi looked on apprehensively. She had no desire to marry any of these boastful men. She was especially fearful that a prince named Duryodhan might win her. Though Duryodhan was a cousin of the Pandavas, he hated them and was responsible for their exile. Draupadi knew him to be a degraded and immoral man who would stop at nothing to achieve his ends. Thankfully, he failed the test, but he had a powerful friend named Karna who she felt would almost certainly succeed.

Like a moving mountain, Karna stepped forward and looked up at Draupadi lustfully, making her cringe. Karna was similar in character to the arrogant Duryodhan, but he had been raised in a charioteer’s family and his status as a warrior of royal blood was uncertain. Exercising her prerogative, Draupadi loudly proclaimed: “I will not wed a mere charioteer!”

Insulted, the warrior glared up at the princess, his teeth clenched and his brow furrowed, but she only looked away impassively. Throwing the bow down in anger, Karna stormed back to his seat.

Then a bearded Brahmin youth rose from the crowd and came forward. He asked, “Are Brahmins also permitted to take this test?”

Dhristadyumna nodded and the youth, after folding his palms and offering a prayer, took up the bow and strung it in an instant. He then knelt down and took careful aim, stretching the mighty bow to its limit. There was a resounding crack as he released the arrow; in practically the same instant, the target came crashing down and clattered on the ground, pierced completely through.

FIVE POWERFUL HUSBANDS


[image: Image] mid the huge commotion that ensued, Draupadi garlanded the youth, who was indeed none other than Arjuna. He quickly led her out of the stadium and took her back to the potter’s hut outside the city where his mother and brothers were waiting. As he entered the hut, he called out, “Mother, come and see the prize I won today!”

“Whatever it is, may you and your brothers enjoy it equally,” his mother replied without looking. But when she came out to greet him, she saw Draupadi and her mouth fell open in surprise. “What have I said?” she moaned. “How can the five of you share this one girl? At the same time, how can my blessing, once made, be revoked?”

Arjuna’s mother, Kunti, had never spoken a lie and vowed that she never would. She wasn’t sure what to do, but Arjuna’s eldest brother Yudhisthir said, “Clearly destiny has decreed that this princess shall be a wife to all of us.”

Draupadi looked down shyly. Five husbands? It was certainly irregular, but she said nothing. Having already accepted Arjuna as her lord, she would do whatever he asked. And Arjuna was saying nothing, silently accepting his brother’s order. The princess therefore considered her marriage to all five brothers to be the will of the Supreme, which was always auspicious.

Later, however, when King Drupada heard of what had happened, he had doubts. “Is it not sinful for a woman to have more than one husband?” He consulted with Vyasa Deva, the greatest of all the sages, who was visiting his kingdom at the time. Vyasa Deva took him to a secluded place and told him, “This marriage has been ordained by the great god Shiva. In her previous birth, Draupadi was the daughter of a sage in the forest. While still a young girl, she prayed to Shiva for a husband. Pleased by her asceticism, Lord Shiva appeared to her and offered her a boon. In her excitement, the girl repeated the words patim dehi (‘Give me a husband’) five times. Shiva laughed and said that since she was so enthusiastic, she could have five husbands in her next life.”

Vyasa Deva concluded by reassuring the king, “The god Shiva cannot ordain anything sinful, so have no doubts about her marriage to the five Pandava brothers.”

Draupadi married the brothers on five successive days. Not long after the weddings, they were restored to their paternal kingdom, where they lived happily for some years in their prosperous capital city of Indraprastha, so named because it was built by Indra, the king of the gods. Draupadi took charge of all the palace affairs. She competently managed the many thousands of palace staff while also personally tending to the needs of all her husbands. With the passing of every day, she increasingly endeared herself to them with her humility, grace and gentility.

THE GAMBLING MATCH


[image: Image]fter failing to win Draupadi’s hand, Duryodhan returned to his kingdom disappointed and angry. Like every other king who had participated in the contest, he had been overcome by desire for the princess. It had been particularly annoying that his archenemy Arjuna had won her. Karna felt the same way; his annoyance and envy were compounded by the humiliation of Draupadi’s refusal to let him even try the test. The two men plotted together and devised a scheme to win the Pandavas’ kingdom by means of a rigged dice game. When it was all arranged, they invited the five brothers to play.

Yudhisthir could not decline. “It is my vow that I shall never refuse a challenge, be it a fight or a gambling match,” he told his brothers, and so they made their way to Duryodhan’s city, entering the great assembly hall where the match was to take place.

The game went according to Duryodhan’s design and Yudhisthir lost vast amounts with every wager. Before long, his kingdom and all his wealth had been lost to Duryodhan, who laughed sarcastically and asked, “What else will you stake, O great king?”

Yudhisthir sat with his head bowed. He had lost everything, but perhaps there was some way to win it back. The king had faith in the supreme control of God, whom he recognized as Krishna. If Krishna, for whatever reason, wanted to reduce him to a beggar, then what could be done? Even so, he hoped that he could still salvage the situation. He looked up at Duryodhan and said, “I shall now wager my youngest brother. With him I shall regain my wealth, with which I wish to serve God and my people.”

Duryodhan grinned wickedly as the loaded dice were cast again. As they rolled to a stop, his voice rang out, “I win again. Your brother is now my servant.” He and Karna danced around, relishing every moment of their triumph.

One by one, Yudhisthir wagered each of his brothers and lost them. Then he bet himself and lost again. A smile played on the corners of Duryodhan’s lips. “You still have Draupadi,” he said, “Bet her and you can win your brothers and everything else back.”

Yudhisthir had reached the point of no return. Sweat streamed from his face as he announced, “So be it. I shall now wager Draupadi, whose every limb is perfectly formed and whose eyes resemble the petals of an autumn lotus. That princess, who possesses every accomplishment, who in order to care for us all is the last to take rest and the first to rise, and whose beauty incites desire in every man, shall be my final wager.”

Yudhisthir watched in utter dismay as the dice rolled against him once more. Prince Duryodhan laughed loudly and called out to a servant, “Go and fetch Draupadi. She now belongs to me.”

The servant went to the inner chambers of the palace, where Draupadi was sitting. He told her what had happened.

“How can this be?” Draupadi asked. “What man would stake his wife in a gambling match?”

She demanded that Yudhisthir himself come and confirm the news. The servant went back to Duryodhan who then ordered his brother Dushasan to bring her. “And you had better not take no for an answer,” he warned him.

[image: Image]

Dushasan went before Draupadi. “Come, princess, we have won you fair and square. Don’t be timid. Go and present yourself to your new master, Duryodhan.”

Draupadi stood up, weeping loudly. It was her monthly period, so she was dressed in only a single cloth and her hair had been left unbraided. There was no question of her going out in public. Covering her pale face with her hands, she ran out of the room. Dushasan roared in anger and gave chase. Grabbing hold of Draupadi’s long, wavy hair, he forcibly pulled her along the palace passageways toward the assembly hall, ignoring her plaintive cries.

Draupadi protested and pleaded with her aggressor, “You despicable wretch! Let me go. You should not take me before the assembly. How can I appear there in my present condition?” Dushasan laughed, “What does your condition matter? Even if I choose to bring you there naked, you cannot object. We have won you and you must now abide by our order.”

He dragged the wailing Draupadi into the assembly hall and threw her to the ground before Duryodhan, where she fell with her cloth in disarray and her hair disheveled. The dishonor she felt was immeasurable. Her husbands and the gathered nobles sat for some time in a shocked silence that was broken only by Draupadi’s sobs and Duryodhan and Karna’s triumphant cackling.

Then Draupadi rose up from the floor like a flame. She looked around the assembly and began speaking angrily, “Everyone present here is learned in scripture and devoted to justice. Among you are my elders and my teachers. How is it that you can all witness this atrocity and do nothing to stop it?”

She looked toward her husbands. Why were they silent? Surely Yudhisthir was bound by some subtle consideration of dharma, of religious codes, and was therefore inactive. She saw him check Bhima, the strongest of her five husbands, who seemed ready to explode with rage.

Karna was enjoying every moment. The humiliation that Draupadi had inflicted on him by refusing to let him even take the test to win her hand still embittered his heart. He laughed mockingly, “So, princess, it seems you selected the wrong husbands after all. Who will protect you now?”

Draupadi did not even look in Karna’s direction. Instead, she turned to Duryodhan’s blind father, Dhritarashtra, who was presiding over the assembly. “Great king, why are you sitting by without a word? Shame on you! Over the generations, the royal Kuru dynasty has earned a reputation for justice and morality. That reputation has today been destroyed through this most vile deed.”

Draupadi fell to the floor, crying helplessly in distress. Karna’s voice echoed in the hushed hall, “Take no notice of this servant woman. What does she know of morality anyway? She has five husbands! She is no better than a prostitute, so what difference should it make to her whether she appears in public half-dressed, or even completely unclothed?”

Dushasan voiced his agreement. “I already told her that. She belongs to us now.”

Karna laughed. “Make her take off her clothes, Dushasan,” he ordered. “Let us see her naked.”

Pulling Draupadi to her feet, the Kuru prince took one end of her cloth and began to forcibly strip her. The helpless princess tried to resist, but it was useless. Only one refuge was left to her now. Folding her hands together, she prayed to Krishna, “O Supreme Person, lord of all the worlds, see here my plight. Please protect me.”

Though Krishna was in his palace many hundreds of miles away, he was able to hear Draupadi’s cries through his inconceivable power. He swiftly ran out of his palace and within moments entered the assembly where the princess was being violated. Undetected by anyone, he began providing an endless supply of cloth to cover her. As a result, no matter how much Dushasan pulled, he could not undress her. Soon a huge pile of cloth lay on the floor and the exhausted Dushasan gave up trying.

At that moment, many portentous omens manifested: jackals cried, the sky became dark, the earth shook, and the images of the deities in the temples appeared to weep. Dhritarashtra realized that things had gone too far. Draupadi was clearly under divine protection. Fearing her anger, he tried to pacify her, “Ask me for a boon, princess, anything you desire.”

Draupadi asked that her husbands be released from slavery, and that their weapons be returned to them. “It shall be so,” said Dhritarashtra. “Ask again for something more.”

Draupadi shook her head. “Just as a fire burning in the hollow of a tree destroys it, so does greed destroy a person. I shall therefore ask for nothing more. Now that they are free, my husbands will be able to acquire whatever else we need through their own virtuous deeds.”

FEEDING THE TEN THOUSAND


[image: Image]rishna’s display of mystical power in saving her had considerably calmed Draupadi, but she still burned with outrage over the way religious principles had been violated. Above all else it was an insult to Krishna, whom she revered as the basis of all morality.

Draupadi longed for vengeance against her aggressors. She vowed that she would not braid her hair till Duryodhan and his followers had all been killed. “Only then will virtue be avenged,” she said. “My unbraided hair will remain as the symbol of Dushasan’s dire act.”

Though Dhritarashtra had delivered the Pandavas from slavery to Duryodhan, a new condition was imposed on them for losing the gambling match: they were obliged to spend twelve years in exile in the forest. Nevertheless, it was plain to everyone that Duryodhan’s relentless hostility toward the Pandavas could only end in war. Knowing this, Draupadi said to Bhima, “When that time comes, I want you to kill the wretched Dushasan and fetch me his blood. Only then will I braid the hair that he so viciously pulled, and in the center parting, I will use his blood as vermilion.”

During their twelve years in the forest, Draupadi again rescued the Pandavas just as she had after the gambling match. One day after they had finished their evening meal, a powerful mystic named Durvasa and his ten thousand followers came and asked to be fed. Duryodhan had sent him, knowing that the Pandavas would find it impossible to offer him and his followers adequate hospitality. Durvasa was famous for his anger. Duryodhan knew he would curse the five brothers if they did not satisfy him, and the curse of such a powerful sage could destroy even the gods.

It so happened that Draupadi had been given a divine cooking pot by Surya, the Sun God. It remained full until she had served everyone and taken her own meal. But Durvasa’s arrival was timed for a time after she had herself eaten. The pot was empty and she could not cook with it again till after the next sunrise. Disaster threatened. She urgently consulted with Yudhisthir, “What shall we do? Durvasa will doubtlessly curse us if we are unable to offer him and his men a meal.”

Yudhisthir agreed, but he had an idea. “I shall ask him to first take his bath in the river while we prepare his meal. In the meantime, you must pray again to Krishna. This is our only hope. Krishna will never forsake you, for you are his unswerving worshiper.”

When the sage and his followers had gone to the nearby river, Draupadi offered her prayers to Krishna. “My Lord, please save us. We have no other shelter.”

Then, as if he had been there all the time, Krishna walked out from behind a bush. He smiled at Draupadi and asked, “What can I do for you this time, my princess?”

Draupadi explained her dilemma and Krishna said, “I will do all in my power. But first, like Durvasa, I am also hungry. Please feed me.”

“But Krishna, that’s the very problem I face. We have no food.”

“This is no time for joking, Draupadi. Show me your pot.”

Draupadi fetched the magic pot and offered it to Krishna. “Whatever I have is yours, dear Lord, but this pot is empty.”

Krishna looked at it carefully. He found a small particle of rice stuck to the rim and put it in his mouth. He said, “Draupadi, I am satisfied with whatever you give me, for you offer everything with love. This tiny piece of rice has therefore filled my belly. Now, have someone fetch Durvasa and we will see what we can do.”

There was still no sign of any food to offer the ten thousand ascetics, but Draupadi had full faith in Krishna and so she did as he asked, sending Yudhisthir’s youngest brother Sahadeva to find Durvasa.

However, as soon as Krishna had eaten the rice particle, Durvasa and his followers down at the river suddenly began to feel very full. They looked at one another, belching as if they had just eaten a huge meal. Durvasa said, “We had better leave. We have put Yudhisthir to the trouble of cooking for us and now we can’t eat anything. He is dedicated to the service of God and is therefore very powerful. He is quite capable of burning us to ashes with his angry eyes.”

Durvasa recalled a previous incident when he had offended someone like Yudhisthir. It had almost resulted in his death. Taking his disciples, he quickly headed off into the forest, his water pot swinging back and forth as he jogged away. As a result, when Sahadeva reached the river there was no sign of any of them. He went back and told Yudhisthir, who marveled at the incident. He guessed what had happened. By satisfying Krishna, the Supersoul of all beings, Draupadi had automatically satisfied the sage and all his disciples.

WAR AND RECONCILIATION


[image: Image]hen at last their exile ended, the Pandavas were cast, as expected, into a great war with Duryodhan and his followers. It raged for eighteen days and toward the end Bhima killed Dushasan. He then went to Draupadi and gave her his blood, which she smeared on her head as she had promised. “Now justice has been done,” she said. “But I cannot feel any happiness after seeing so many brave warriors die.”

Many millions had died in the war and the softhearted Draupadi felt compassion toward their grieving relatives. During her time in the forest she had continuously urged her husbands to fight the war, desiring vengeance on her assailants. Now that it was done she felt remorseful. Had it been worth it?

Yudhisthir consoled her, “Do not blame yourself, dear lady. This was the arrangement of the Supreme. We are all his instruments, especially those of us who, like you, always desire to please him.”

Draupadi contemplated Yudhisthir’s words deeply. Perhaps it was true. Nothing could happen without God’s will, but did he not reciprocate his worshiper’s desire? Was it not her desire for vengeance that had brought about the war? She hoped not. Her only desire was to serve her husbands and God. She did not want her emotions to get in the way.

But soon Draupadi was again racked by powerful feelings when Destiny took yet another tragic turn. She had given birth to five sons, one by each of her husbands. They had been just old enough to fight in the war, but on the very last day of the hostilities had been killed in their sleep. The cowardly murderer was none other than the son of Drona, Ashwatthama, who had taken up arms on behalf of Duryodhan.

When the news of her sons’ deaths reached Draupadi, she cried out in grief. “How could this happen? What coward would kill sleeping boys?”

On hearing that it was Ashwatthama, she said to Arjuna, “Bring me the head of that so-called Brahmin, so that after cremating my sons I can take my ritual bath of mourning standing on it!”

Arjuna went after Ashwatthama and soon captured him. Binding him like an animal, he brought him before Draupadi and threw him to the ground at her feet. “Here he is, dear lady.”

Draupadi looked down at the wretched Ashwatthama with a mixture of contempt and compassion. Death was doubtlessly a fitting punishment for him, but he was the son of Kripi, a respected and much loved lady whom she knew well. Kripi had already lost her husband in the war and if Ashwatthama were to die then she would lose her only child as well. She was suddenly overcome with compassion.

Draupadi looked up at Arjuna, who was standing with his sword at the ready, looking toward Krishna and Yudhisthir and waiting for them to give the order. She slowly said, “Spare him. Even though he has done wrong, he is a Brahmin and should be accorded some respect. And what will be gained by giving the noble Kripi, his mother, the same grief that I now suffer?”

Tears ran down Draupadi’s face. It was not easy for her to show mercy to Ashwatthama. One part of her would have felt great joy to see Arjuna sever Ashwatthama’s head from his body. To have lost all her five sons in one day, even after they had survived the war, was a devastating blow, especially since they had been the victims of such a senseless crime. But she had had enough of vengeance. Adherence to virtue always led to auspiciousness, and forgiveness was the highest virtue.

Krishna approved of Draupadi’s words. “She has spoken well. Let this sinful man be released. Banish him to the forest instead.”


ASCENT TO HEAVEN


[image: Image]t the end of their lives the Pandavas retired again to the forest, taking Draupadi with them. Dressed as ascetics and carrying only staffs, they walked toward the Himalayas and began to ascend the mountains. They trekked for many days, fasting continuously, till one by one they fell and died. The first to fall was Draupadi. When all her husbands had also died they found themselves reunited in the higher planets of the gods. There they beheld Draupadi, appearing in a shining form as a goddess and sitting by the side of Indra, king of the gods.

Seeing Yudhisthir gazing at her with amazement, Indra said, “This lady is the goddess Lakshmi, prosperity incarnate. For your sake she appeared from the sacred fire to become a part of Drupada’s family.”

Indra then told Yudhisthir and his brothers to bathe in the celestial Mandakini River. They did as he asked and, when they emerged from the river, appeared in forms exactly resembling Indra himself. He then said to them, “All of you in former lives have been kings of the gods, just like myself. Only for the purpose of divine pastimes did you take birth among humans.”

Indra explained that Yudhisthir, his brothers and Draupadi were eternal associates of Lord Krishna. “Wherever Krishna goes for his pastimes, you will also go. For the good of all beings, Krishna is forever appearing in some world to display human-like activities. Like a magician he creates the material universe, enters it for some time, then winds it up. His only business is to bring everyone back to pure spiritual consciousness, and souls like you eternally assist him.”

Thus, the Mahabharata underscores the perpetual connection and love between the Divine and devotee, especially as articulated in the Bhagavad Gita, the epic’s centerpiece, where Krishna’s message of selfless surrender is encapsulated. This teaching is exemplified by the actions of the Pandavas, through all the vicissitudes of a life full of challenges. Draupadi is one of the prime examples of this devotional ideal; her life story panoramically highlights this core teaching, otherwise known as sharanagati.
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