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Salutations to Lord Vinayaka, the remover of obstacles, whose gracious presence removes all fear.


Salutations to Saraswati, Durga, Kali, and Lakshmi, faces of the Divine Mother, who destroy egotism and inspire speech. Salutations to Ramakrishna and Sarada Ma, Shree Maa of Kamakhya, and Swami Satyananda Saraswati, the lineage of realized ones who show the way.


Salutations to my parents and my ancestors: may I fulfill their prayers and expectations.


Salutations to the Hindu community of Augusta, Georgia. Salutations to Jessica, Atticus, Oscar, and Tallulah: may this little book show you what I was thinking.







I


Ganesha of Newark Avenue:
An Autobiographical Introduction


Lord Ganesha came into my life at a time when I had a variety of joys and stresses. I was flat broke but also dating the woman I would eventually marry. I can place the date to sometime in 2004, when a roommate and friend of mine named Michael returned from a trip to India. He was a seminarian, and I was a graduate student at Drew University in Madison, New Jersey. We lived in a houseful of five people, sharing a duplex in South Orange, New Jersey, situated halfway between our suburban campus and New York City. I had studied yoga and Vedanta at the Sivananda Centers, and had read the Bhagavad Gita and the Upanishads at odd intervals over the preceding years. Beyond that, I had no contact with devotional Hinduism outside of a few visits with my friend, Dave Buchta, to the Hare Krishna temple on Ponce De Leon in Atlanta during my time in college at Emory University. Years later in New Jersey, Michael brought home a small Ganesha murthi, or idol, which he placed on a small shelf next to his vestments, as he was training to become an Anglican priest. He also told stories of communities in India where the gods were worshipped side-by-side with Jesus. I felt something when I saw that elephant-headed deity sitting on a shelf. I felt a twinge of something: was it jealousy? Longing would really be too strong a word. I’ll call it a spark, something similar to what I felt when I saw an image of Saint Francis passing a reed to Clare at the Cloisters Museum in New York City that led me to join the Order of Ecumenical Franciscans, a lay renewal movement. My teacher and mentor from seminary (I made a pass through the ministry for a few years), Brian Mahan, would have called it an “epiphany of recruitment,” an experience that occasions a spiritual and ethical change. Mahan drew greatly from William James, who wrote extensively about conversion in the Varieties of Religious Experience. James saw conversion as some peripheral concern moving towards the center, an off-hand interest taking a central role in the life of the seeker.


However this encounter might be interpreted—certainly conversion would be a little strong of a word at this point—I knew I had to have such an idol for myself, and I purchased one a few days later on Newark Avenue in Jersey City. I scraped a very modest living out of teaching philosophy and civilizations courses as an adjunct at New Jersey City University. The campus is situated in what amounts to a sixth borough of New York, a dense, diverse urban area right across the Hudson from Manhattan. Every day on my way home from work, I drove down Newark Avenue to get back on the Newark Turnpike to take me to South Orange. I had a few seconds of India each day before entering the maze of rusting steel and shipping containers that led to the Oranges. On Newark Avenue, storefronts displayed gold jewelry fit for Sita or Lakshmi, a variety of fruit and dry goods with a sub-continental emphasis, and, my personal favorite, restaurants and food stands with loads of vegetarian delights (I had been vegetarian off and on since the age of 16, and this played no small part in my attraction to things Indian). Sometimes I would get a masala dosa (a delicious crispy pancake filled with spiced potatoes) after teaching particularly stressful classes and take it home in a Styrofoam container, or, if I was feeling particularly indulgent, would eat it right in the car, staining my fingers yellow with turmeric. I knew that I could find a murthi somewhere on Newark Avenue, and saw a perfect resin image of Ganesha seated on a lotus in a jewelry shop just a minute after parking my car. I asked the price, and the shopkeeper said, “five… no eight dollars.” I knew that I could have haggled but did not, and, within a half hour, Ganesha was seated on my desk, atop the CPU of my rather dated computer.


I worked pretty often on my doctoral dissertation on French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty at that desk, which I had purchased secondhand, and it was cluttered with books and papers. I didn’t think much about the murthi but viewed it as a sort of good luck charm, which, of course it is. It would be many more years before I realized its deep spiritual and philosophical significance, which I do not pretend to understand fully even now. The idol traveled with me to Georgia after my wife got a job down south, and I replaced it in its old position on my computer. As I worked on the dissertation, I began making frequent prayers to Lord Ganesha to speed the writing process, to keep me from losing references, to help me get a job. These were deeply practical prayers, far removed from the silent mysticism I had experienced as a retreatant in a Trappist monastery earlier in my youth. And yet these were prayers, too, selfish though they might have been. I made Ganesha a promise, that if my dissertation were completed and published as a book, I would write a book about him as well. Now that he has kept up his end of the bargain and much more, I belatedly and not without trepidation find time to dedicate a book to the beloved elephant-headed deity.


Through the teachings of the Himalayan Academy in Hawaii, I became acquainted with a simple Ganesh puja liturgy. It could be performed in under thirty minutes and contained all of the elements of a typical Hindu prayer service: the offering of fire, water, flame, incense, flowers, and food to the deity, who is held to be present at the ritual in a subtle or etheric form. The prayers were written in their Sanskrit form in the Devanagari script, in an English transliteration, and in English translation. I could recite the prayers in Sanskrit while also understanding their meaning. Now I came to not just be the possessor of a good luck charm but the devotee of a God with a well-developed popular and scholarly theology. Several things impressed me about the puja (a word for worship that literally means “acquisition of merit). The ritual had a very intimate and sensual dimension through the use of the material elements. Lighting the deepa (lamp) and the incense, offering cut flowers and sweets, washing and dressing the image, all had the effect of harnessing my senses towards spiritual purposes. I didn’t have to work hard to concentrate, because the ritual actions themselves held my attention naturally, as a prayer in physical form. Now I could worship at my own discretion, and my whole body was integrated into the effort.


The associations or qualities of Lord Ganesha also fulfilled a spiritual need that had troubled my religious life for some time. As a Christian, I always felt a deep divide between the spiritual and the earthly. My prayer life and my practical life mixed together like oil and water, which is to say, not at all. I always felt a keen sense of competition between what I saw as my obedience to God and my earthly duties. When I read about “Christian freedom” in various pious works, I did not understand the meaning of the phrase. I had to neglect family, schoolwork, or paid occupation in order to serve God through prayer: my image of God was one of a rigid and ever-present taskmaster. I found none of that in the Ganesha puja liturgy: here was a god in which the practical and spiritual completely coincided: the one hundred and eight names of Ganesha included elements that might be considered mundane or earthly alongside others that pointed to the transcendent and heavenly. Here I found a ritualized expression of the philosophy propounded in the Bhagavad Gita: fulfilling the daily duties of life became an expression of devotion. I brought my thoughts and worries about work, home, and money into worship and left them there. Similarly, the fragrant scent of sandalwood suffused my entire life, and I saw the divine fire in the people and things I encountered.


The Ganesh puja opened new pathways for spirituality in my life. I became acquainted with the Shiva Puja with the help of a local temple community, and I also learned prayers to Shri Lakshmi. After falling away from the Christian ministry (a long story for another time), my devotional life became stronger, and I filled spare minutes with japa (saying the names of God), kirtan (singing holy songs), puja (ritualized worship), and dhyana (philosophical contemplation of the divine). Opening the door to God with the Ganesha puja led to many other openings, many transformations that reverberated throughout my life. Those acquainted with the elephant-headed deity often say that he is the easiest God to encounter, and I have found that to be true. The simple elements of the puja and the prayers that go along with them led me to a state of peace that would have taken hours or days to achieve through silent meditation. By the time I got to the 108 names of Ganesha in the liturgy, I felt like I had encountered him in the flesh on Mount Kailas itself. I could hear the sounds of his drumming in my mind, and my life oriented itself to his rhythms.


There are many stories of the birth of Lord Ganesh in the Puranas, which are supplementary texts to the Vedas, but they all agree that Ganesh is the deity to be propitiated first, the God of new beginnings. It is customary in India and throughout the world—wherever followers of the Sanatana Dharma can be found—to worship the Remover of Obstacles before any new undertaking, whether before getting married, starting a business, or simply heading out of the house for the day. The Romans had a similar tradition in the two-headed deity, Janus, the God of the threshold. The Romans placed an image of Janus over doorways, and they said prayers to Janus at the beginning of the day and at any important transition in life. Ganesh plays the same role, but, unlike the case of Janus, his cult still lives in the hearts of over a billion devotees. Some of the world’s wealthiest people and the world’s poorest people have a shrine tucked away in an honored place: they all hope for spiritual and material comfort, for the light of true wisdom in a dark world. I know that they find it, when they worship with sincerity and faith.


Some iconography and mythic traditions associate Ganesh with his two “wives,” riddhi (prosperity) and siddhi (spiritual power or attainment). Many devotees pray to Ganesh or Lakshmi with the straightforward intention of gaining material wealth. This might come across as obscene or shallow at first glance, but several factors should be kept in mind. First, it should be said that those who pray for material rewards because they really need them have every right to do so: no one would begrudge a poor person for praying for food or safe lodging. Next, even those who are already well-heeled and yet still pray for material gain may experience a transformation by turning to Lord Ganesh. Worship makes the devotee more cognizant of the wealth all around us: the beauty of the natural world, the joys of family and home, the privilege of honorable work, and the presence of realized teachers among us. The desire for wealth becomes a pathway to the divine, a way for God to speak to human beings. Hinduism teaches that nothing good can come of suppressing desire, for we all get to union with God eventually. The same might be said of the desire for siddhis, supernatural powers. As a child and into adulthood, I was fascinated with ESP, astral projection, and other paranormal topics, and this interest eventually led to more traditional Christian and Hindu devotional practices. Someone may come to Lord Ganesha’s feet hoping to gain some supernatural ability: whether they find it or not will not matter in the end, because Lord Ganesha’s loving presence will be enough.


The fact remains that no one comes to spiritual practices with completely pure intentions—that comes after the fact and not before. Like someone piloting a hot air balloon, the spiritual aspirant (sadhak) tosses off the sand bags one by one, until only silence remains. The “sand bags” in this case are the errant thoughts that constantly trouble the mind: the infinite worries that inevitably arise in material life. Roughly speaking, the difference between Hindu devotional practices and other traditions like Zen Buddhism and philosophical Taoism is that Hindus believe that they can enter into the more perfect meditation of the gurus and the devas. Puja establishes a link between the gross, subtle, and spiritual worlds, so that the devotee benefits from the greater peace and tranquility of those who have gone before. Human beings and gods differ not in kind, but in the degree of attainment, and human beings can become divine with sufficient practice. Paraphrasing a prayer to Shiva in the more ancient form of Rudra, the Rudrashtadhyayi, the deities help to cast off a sluggish state of mind and attain greater degrees of spiritual perfection. Most iconography of the gods includes weapons: in Ganesha’s case often an axe (more on the imagery later), which provokes this warrior-like mentality. Every ounce of effort must be summoned in the fight against negative states of mind like anger, resentment, sadness, jealousy, and greed.
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