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GENERAL EDITOR'S PREFACE 

The Bhavan's Book University volumes 
had rare success. About a million and a 
quarter volumes have been sold in about 
eleven years. However, there is an insistent 
demand for the stray volumes which the 
Bhavan has issued from time to time at a 
lower price. In order to meet this demand, 
it has been decided to issue the new One­
Rupee Book University Series side by side 
with the Book University Series. 

I hope this new One-Rupee Series will 
have the same good fortune which the other 
Series had, of being useful to those who are 
interested in the fundamental values of Indian 
Culture, and of reaching out to a wider 
audience. 

Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
Chowpatty Road, Bombay-7. 
Vijaya Daslrami 
September 28, 1963 

K. M. MuNSHI 



INTRODUCTION 

During the four centuries that elapsed between 
the advent of Dnyanadeva and the exit of Samar­
tha Ramadas, Maharashtra was blessed by a galaxy 
of great saints whose role is not appreciated by 
those whose eyes are focussed merely on the poli­
tical history of the times. This betrays an inade­
quate understanding of the forces that were at 
work during the period, behind the pyrotechnics of 
war and politics. But the makers of Maratha 
History knew the sources of their inspiration better 
than we at this distance are aware of. It is often 
wrongly stressed that the saints were too other­
worldly to care for what the worldly minded 
monarchs and warriors fought for and achieved. 
But we have to remember that they were times 
when men and women all over the land valued re­
ligion-their inherited way of life-more than any­
thing else. The invaders (from Ala-ud-din K.halji 
to Aurangzeb) were, therefore, regarded more as a 
menace to our culture-cum-religion than as mere 
political adventurers. The common people were 
fired with a zeal to counter that challenge, not for 
the defence of their earthly possessions only; they 
also fought "for the ashes of their fathers and the 
temples of their gods." Thus a deep-rooted instinct 
(may be in the "collective subconscious") made 
Dnyanadeva write his immortal Dnyanesvari: an 
elaborate exposition of the Bhagavad Geeta-the 
most stimulating inspirer to Karma-Yoga for more 
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than earthly ends. This trend culminated in Samar­
tha Ramadas preaching, in his Das-bodh, the prag­
matic philosophy of Maharashtra Dharma. In 
Tukaram, who is the subject of this essay, we have 
a contemporary of Ramadas, considered as the 
most docile of saints-an antithesis of the Samar­
tha. But Tukaram too speaks of the constant 'war 
we wage within and without': 

~~Rif ~ ~r;:n mfl'f I 
affi~ ;;rq 311M ~Of II 

To understand the fullest implications of this cryp­
tic citation, it is necessary to go into the whole 
Teaching of Tukaram as revealed in his life and 
Gatha. 
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1. LIFE 

Tukaram's life is as instructive as his abhangas 
collected in the Gatha. The details of his career are 
mostly gathered from Mahipatl's Bhakta-Leela­
mrita, composed about a century and a quarter after 
Tukaram's mysterious disappearance in 1650 A.D. 
The precise year of Tukaram's birth is still uncer­
tain. But 1608 is generally accepted as probable. 
Samartha Ramadas too was born in that year. 

The place of Tukaram's birth was Dehu (near 
Poona) where his ancestral house still stands. 
Vishvambhar who was a contemporary of Saint 
Namadeva (D. 1350) was the earliest known ances­
tor of Tukaram, according to Mahipati. The family 
was noted for the great number of devotees it pro­
duced. Vishvambhar himself resembled Namadeva 
in his simplicity and ardent faith. They were all 
f'arkaris or pilgrims of Pandharpur (by vow) and 
never failed to visit the Abode of Vitthala regularly 
-especially on Ashadhi Ekadasi which was held 
most sacred. Like Tukaram later, Vishvambhar felt 
like a fish out of water if illness prevented him from 
going to Pandharpur. 

Once it so happened. But Vithoba, recognising 
his sincere devotion, appeared in his dream and 
promised to make Dehu itself His permanent 
(secondary) camp. Vishvambhar (as indicated in 
his dream) actually found an image of Vitthala with 
Rakhumai in the vicinity of his own house. The twin 
images still stand at Dehu, as installed by Vishvam­
bhar about six hundred years ago. Dehu thus 
became a second Pandhari for all Varkaris. Alandi 



consecrated by Dnyanadeva on the Indrayani-is 
not far from Dehu. 

As legend would have it, Tukaram's nativity 
was attended by Rukmini in person and she sang 
a Lullaby at the cradle-ceremony. Mahipati records 
the song of deep mystical significance. Mythology 
is the language of the soul-of little meaning to 
those who cannot go beyond the intellect. But the 
hearts of the devout understand such things better. 

Mahipati himself writes that he was inspired by 
Tukaram in a dream to compose his work, though 
he spared no pains to collect his materials from 
all sources available to him. These dream-inspira­
tions and visions were common experiences. Tuka­
ram, too, had them more than once. His Guru, Baba 
Chaitanya, appeared to him in a dream and impart­
ed to him the "guru-mantra"-"Rama-Krishna­
Hari" which was already his favourite. Then Nama­
deva appeared in another dream, accompanied by 
Vithoba Himself and commanded Tukaram to carry 
forward to completion the composition of the 
abhangas Namadeva had left unwritten. No 
wonder people regarded Tukaram as an avatar of 
Namadeva. The two were spiritual doubles. 

Bahinabai was born at Kolhapur; but Tukaram 
appeared to her in a dream, gave her a copy of his 
M antra-Geeta, and blessed her-as she tells us in 
one of her songs. Niloba who was born in the year 
of Tukaram's niryana also reports similar experi­
ences. 

Tukaram was a Kunbi (farmer) carrying on 
busif.less as V ani (trader) . His father Balhoba was 
also a village official. Fairly prosperous as the 
family was, the calamity of a devastating famine 
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brought them to the verge of starvation. Tukaram's 
first wife and son fell victims to this "act of God". 
His elder brother left home in a fit of renunciation 
and was never heard of again. Since the death of 
both his parents, Tukaram carried on for some time 
the onerous responsibilities, until the great crisis 
transfigured him. Mahipati writes: lJ:~iittl ~ 1 
~i~ ~~ 11 'The first part ended with the bene­
diction of the Guru.' 

Indigent as Tukaram was, he tore up the family 
papers relating to his own share of the patrimony, 
and left the rest entirely to his younger brother 
Kanhoba. In one of his abhangas he proudly pro­
claims that the pilgrimage to Pandharpur was the 
most precious part of the legacy left to him by his 
ancestors. When Shivaji sent him a covetable trea­
sure as subsidy, Tukaram spurned it saying that 
Vitthala was more than enough for him-though 
(like the Sufi mystic Nizam-ud-din Aulia of Delhi) 
he had very often little to eat and yet declared: 
"Today I am the guest of God!" 

Tukaram was a lover of solitude where alone 
God speaks in the silence of the soul. While in the 
wilderness, he was molested by the denizens of 
the forest; but he was determined not to return 
home until God should reveal Himself. This sit­
down strike and ultimatum reached Vitthala: it 
bore the desired fruit. 

q~ f.N;ai+11i111 mm m~~ 1 
mro ~ Pt<lctil< u 

"In fifteen days Vithoba revealed Himself as a form­
less presence: realisation came about.' 

Nevertheless Tukaram's trials did not end: gold 
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is purified only in the crucible after it is smelted over 
the fire. When he started composing abhangas, and 
performing soul-entrancing Kirtans ( song-ser­
mons) attracting crowds, he drew upon himself the 
wrath of the 'demi-gods' of the village. Rameshvar 
Bhat-the arch-champion of orthodoxy-summon­
ed the K unbi "imposter" to answer Brahmanical 
charges of heretical practices i.e. purveying the 
sacred teachings of the Sastras in the patois of the 
Sudras. The manuscripts of the Gatha were pontifi­
cally ordered to be cast into the river, which order 
the submissive saint promptly obeyed. But God 
came to Tukaram's rescue: the Indrayani bore up 
the documents t{'tfq;;r r;~ and restored the 
abhangas to their author unwetted! 

Tukaram was beaten black and blue by hi~ 
detractors; but like Buddha he too did not harbour 
any ill-will toward his persecutors: and returned 
only good for evil. 

f't.f~ ~ w:rr ~ fq:;;r Q_TRf II 

'To the pure-hearted, even enemies become 
friends.' Rameshvar Bhat not merely became a dis­
ciple, but also a channel to carry forward the mes­
sage and mission of Tukaram. He too composed 
abhangas in one of which he proclaims that in 'de­
votion, knowledge and renunciation, the eye has 
not seen another like Tukoba.' 

~,~'A antvr ~ ~~ 
i!m ~ ~)wt ~II 

Tukaram's domestic life too was not calcula­
ted to make him happy in the worldly way. His 
wife, Jizai, though very faithful and devoted to him 
did not like his saintly ways which virtually neglec-
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ted the family. But for all her cantankerous criti­
cism and loud protests, Tukaram did not deviate 
even a hair's breadth from the path he had chosen 
for himself: 

f~ €f ~ ~~ Rorrl 
~ ;r;:r ~~II 

'Real well-being lies in contemplating God to the 
exclusion of all else' was his motto. So he was 
never upset or irritated by her irascible conduct. 
He affectionately expostulated with her and tolera­
ted all her idiosyncrasies uttering "Panduranga, 
Panduranga!" 

As with his wife, so with the rest of the world: 
~al ~tt 'God in all creatures'-not in words 
only, but also in action. Once he was warned by 
the villagers against a rabid dog of which every 
one was afraid. But Tukaram ignored their warn­
ing and went his way singing the name of God. The 
ferocious dog, no sooner than it saw the saint, 
fawned at his feet like a pet! A similar incident is 
narrated about St. Francis of Assissi whom Tuka­
ram very much resembled: only it was a wild wolf 
instead of a rabid dog. 

Another typical anecdote is about how Tuka­
ram behaved with the birds he was asked to "take 
care of" in a harvest field. Tukaram literally took 
'care of the birds' by allowing them to freely 
quench their appetite, instead of driving them 
away! 

On yet another occasion, Tukaram found a 
drove of pigeons flying away at his approach, scar­
ed by his presence, though he intended no harm 
to them. He at once stopped and prayed for their 
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return; and the birds came back and perched on his 
head and shoulders, as on a tree. 

Tukaram was friendly towards all: man, bird, 
or beast. He served every one who needed his help, 
though some took undue advantage of his good­
ness and often used him as a beast of burden. But 
Tukaram did not demur as he considered serving 
men was serving God Himself. 

Such, in brief, was Tukaram-the saint of 
Dehu. His story is crammed with miracles. Once 
while he was performing Kirtan, Shivaji was also 
among the listeners. The Muslim Subadar having 
got scent of his presence, sent his soldiers to cap­
ture Shivaji. It was a critical moment, and Tuka­
ram desperately beseeched his Panduranga to res­
cue Shivaji-the champion of M aharashtra 
Dharma. God worked a miracle!-to the pursuers 
every one in the audience looked like Shivaji. To­
tally baffled and bewildered by the spectacle, the 
minions of the Subadar gave up the chase in des­
pair. 

The mysterious denouement of Tukaram's life 
is an enigma too intriguing for facile explanation. 
It is popularly believed that the saint left for Vai­
kuntha in a celestial vehicle in the early hours of 
the morning ever since celebrated as Tukaram 
Beeja. Mahipati dramatically portrays the situa­
tion; and some abhangas from the Gatha are cited 
as corroborating the legendary details. But it is 
more reasonable to assume that Tukaram, as 
Mahipati himself says, had 'transcended his cor­
poreal entity even while he was in his body': 

~if fer~ lflcftf.:l1ri I ~ ifi1ln qr~~ II 
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The factual description of the situation, as describ­
ed by Mahipati, is quite realistic. 

Tukaram was performing Kirtan until the late 
hours of the night. At the peak of his ecstasy there 
was a blinding blaze of light which made the liste­
ners shut their eyes. When they reopened their eyes, 
Tukaram was nowhere visible! 

Higher still and higher 
From the earth thou springest, 
Like a cloud of fire 
lnto the blue deep thou wingest! 



2. ASPIRATIONS AND STRUGGLES 

The practical utility of Tukaram's example and 
precept for us lies in its inspiring incentives. 
Tukaram began his life with no prophecy of his 
potential fulfilment as a spiritual guide par ex­
cellance, as he has been to millions ever since. He 
had a very normal career up to his 'conversion' in 
the mystical sense. Apart from Mahipati's account 
of his early life, the Gatha affords ample testimony 
to this. He had his full share of joys and sorrows 
like any of us. He married more than once, had 
children, carried on the ordinary business of life 
like others; in short, Tukaram was very human in 
all things he did. What he ultimately became was 
the outcome of his own aspirations and struggles. 
Herein lies his importance for all earnest seekers 
who aspire to reach the goal all saints point to. 
Divested of all mythological allusions, we have in 
Tukaram's life and precepts an inexhaustible store 
of actual experience to encourage ordinary mortals 
to make "our lives sublime". But it is well to re­
member that 

The heights by Tukaram reached and kept 
Were not attained by sudden flight: 
He, while his companions slept, 
Was toiling upward in the night. 

The calamity of the famine and the consequent 
domestic tragedies were suffered by all; but Tuka­
ram alone survived the catastrophe as an Im­
mortal. This is significant and thought-provoking. 
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The Gatha contains abhangas revealing Tuka­
ram in all phases and aspects. His acquaintance 
with the rural games be played in his boyhood, his 
meticulous conduct in the transactions of shop­
keeping, as well as his study of the traditional lore, 
are all mirrored in his compositions. But through 
all the common preoccupations of ordinary people, 
Tukaram had a vision which was uncommon. So 
he pleaded: 

arnri a'U ~ ~ ~~ I ;:r<fiT ~ ;:mr 01tq6i.:U'iill II 
fl~caj,qr·qprt 'fl'i ~~o 1 ~ f<f"' ~ !fm 11 

"The world is too much with us", Wordsworth 
wrote, "getting and spending we lay, waste our 
powers". 'Vanity of vanities', says the Psalmist, 'all 
is vanity, except to love God'. So too did Tukaram: 

'Do not fritter away your life in frivolities. 
Purify your mind.' 

By "purification" he meant more than conventional 
abstinences: he goes beyond the Ten Command­
ments. His self-discipline went to the root of the 
matter and tackled the mind at its very source. 

Outwardly, Tukaram followed all the reli­
gious and ethical rules inculcated by tradition and 
contemporary society. But inwardly, he went 
deeper: from the letter 'which killeth' to the spirit 
which alone 'giveth life'. This meant re-forming 
oneself in the 'Great Task Master's eye'. Eternal 
vigilance is the price of real freedom. Hence 
Tukaram urges: 

~on tnf~ at~ I m ~ R"« lill•!ttl'iill II 

'The mind requires a goad, alert vigilance day-in 
and day-out without remission'. 
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This is no easy task: to tread the 'razor-edged 
path'. Tukaram found it so to his own cost-for 
our edification. Years of affliction preceded his 
awakening: "The Dark Night of the Soul" as the 
Western mystics call it. Some of these sufferings 
have been sampled before in the brief characterisa­
tion of Tukaram's life. Here too we can do no more 
than indicate the nature of the ordeals the saint 
had to pass through before his enlightenment. 
These were physical, social, domestic, as well as 
mental. But relief ultimately came to him through 
his unshakable faith in Vitthala. 

Physical suffering came in the shape of actual 
belabouring by some ruffians "in defence of ortho­
doxy". Sometimes when sorely tried, he cried 
out-

~ mm fl:fo OfrnT I :;;rrt:; il<tiT ~ II 
m ~ ~T I amY ... lfiltl' ONU~ ? II 

These lines of Chokhamela are true of 
Tukaram also as of Jesus Christ: "Father, why 
hast thou forsaken me?" But soon, coming to him­
self, even like Christ, he seemed to echo: "Father, 
forgive them, for they know not what they do!" 
Nay, he went further and lovingly chafed the hands 
of his persecutors, asking them whether they were 
not injured or pained while beating him! 

While sitting on the Bhandara hill, desperate­
ly praying and meditating, he was molested by 
'serpents, scorpions and tigers'. "~ ~ ctmr ~T 1" 
he says in his abhanga on the experience. But 
he did not flinch: ~ if ~ 1 

When Rameshvar Bhat ordered him to throw 
his precious manuscripts into the Indrayani, he 
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promptly obeyed (like Socrates condemned to 
drink the deadly hemloc) ; but, at the same time, 
went on a hungerstrike which lasted for thirteen 
days when God rescued him from his ordeal by 
working a miracle: the manuscripts floated on the 
surface without being drenched or damaged. Yet, 
it is obvious, that it was at once a physical and 
mental ordeal for Tukaram. 

At home he had to endure the tragic death 
from starvation of his first wife and son during the 
famine when he was found praying- q)~ ~ 
~ 1 ~"t ~ ~ ftraft 11" "Give us this day our 
daily bread". 

His second wife Jizabai (or Avali) has been 
referred to before. She was a strange mixture of 
opposites. She had an explosive temper and was 
scorpion-tongued in her vituperations, though she 
served Tukaram with a rare devotion. In several 
respects she was a study in contrast to her husband. 
Above all, she hated Tukaram's pious companions 
like Santu Teli to whom we owe the original copy 
of the Gatha, which he devoutly wrote out as the 
immortal abhangas issued from the lips of the God­
intoxicated saint. Jizai did not spare even Vitthala 
whom she called "Kalya the Black One," Further 
details of the domestic milieu are superfluous. 
Suffice it to say that Tukaram endured her with 
more than the patient good humour of a Socrates 
who appears to have had a similar partner in life. 

"lfm-~hn'f" is an allegory of spiritual struggle by 
Sheikh Muhammad who was a contemporary of 
Tukaram. The tomb of this Muslim saint is at 
Ahmednagar. Tukaram, too, has a satire on the 
warrior who rides a heavily accoutred horse, and 
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is fully armed cap-a-pie, but complains that he 
cannot fight because, unfortunately, his feet are 
fettered in the stirrup, his hands are handicapped 
by the shield and arms he is obliged to carry, and 
the body is entrapped in chain armour! 

We quoted before two lines from Tukaram, 
wherein he speaks of the 'war we wage within and 
without-night and day'. This symbolises his early 
struggles in life which appeared to him a veritable 
'Field of Mars'. Both society and the conditions 
at home seemed to conspire against him. At times 
he was in such despair that he desperately challeng­
ed Vithoba to save him or kill him outright. The 
world was to him arid as a desert, his body itself a 
solitary prison cell- lfi~~ fern ~on- and his 
term of imprisonment unending. When he crossed 
over one mountain of difficulties, another appeared 
before him. Tidal waves of sorrow threatened to 
engulf him. He felt like grain fried in fire. He was 
tempted to drown himself in the flood of the Chan­
drabhaga (at Pandharpur) charging Vithoba with 
murder! But his inflexible determination to carry 
on somehow, and his faith in his God, saved him. 

Tukaram, the picture of patience we admire, 
was hard-boiled in suffering. He was not a 'jelly­
fish'. He could be hard as flint when confronted 
by a crisis. 

~' N6UJCliQ ~ ~ I 
he says, but at the same time ~) ~ too: 
'We the slaves of Vishnu are soft as wax and, para­
doxically, harder than diamond.' He further says, 
'We are more affectionate than a mother, yet more 
ferocious than any enemy. If we are generous we 
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will give away everything to the last fragment of 
cloth on our bodies'. Such flexibility or elasticity 
of mood and temper were attained after going 
through the fire-ordeal of long suffering. He tells 
us that sainthood cannot be bought in the bazaar. 
Bhakti is like a cake fixed on the tip of a pike: 
'@.SIEi~..(\ q)a.sr t He that would take it is a hero rare 
to find: f.:rwrr :q-.: I gem~ af:;ft ~a' t ffim ~ otTEml' It 
Tuka says, 'He is verily a saint who endures the 
buffets of the world'. The stone assumes a godly 
form only after sustaining the strokes of hammer 
and chisel-i.e. at the sculptor's hand. He also says, 
~ ~ t ~ o:rm 1 qiT ~ criVm 11 'The seed is 
sacrificed in order to reap a rich harvest'. Though 
he found his mind intractable to begin wth ~ <ri 
~ ~ ~ 1 -he ultimately, through persistent 
effort, gained complete mastery over it. Even poison 
could be assimilated, he says, by accustoming 
ourselves to it in small doses: 

ot+4iil"'i g ~~ q(iiQUI 'if ~ I 

says the Gita; and Tukaram knew his Geeta too 
well. He had rendered it into Marathi verse in the 
"*'-'fun" referred to by Bahinabai in her reported 
dream-vision. His attitude towards everything was 
that of the ffi'ld'Siiif described in the second chapter 
of the Geeta. He said to himself 

ot'i<i+ti41f4"'ir ~: aT ~ m~ II 
gem~~~.~~~~ ~tnt .. 
;:rmcia' ~ ~ • ~ ~ ~ ~ ll 

He cultivated the habit of being a detached witness 
tO Whatever transpired: ID~ffi' ~ ~ f"1<!Uifi::r.t lt 
He lived like the lotus leaf in water- 'NI' 4"5f '5lm 
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~ 1 He became restless-not about any worldly 
matters-but only when prevented by illness from 
keeping his vows as a Varkari, going to Pandhar­
pur as a pilgrim on the sacred days. Then he felt 
like a fish out of water: 

a01Cf"''IE4ii(l"'' ~II 
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3. PANDHARI AND BEYOND 

'lf&mft oN ;; wit en~ 1 
iffu" azuqm1 ~ ~ 11 
d'Nifu ~ lrn?T d')f.q l 

~ ~ ~~~~ 

'To attain Moksha it is not necessary to go to 
Varanasi: He has become a Tirtha in himself, and 
all people go to him on pilgrimage. To behold him 
is enough'. 

Tukaram started as a V arkari in the family 
tradition. But, stage by stage, he went far beyond. 
At first Pandharpur was his Vaikuntha (the abode 
of Vishnu). Later he realised that places of pil­
grimage were in no way different from others: 

~ ~ trrvft 1 ~ ~"'Ai~ m, ~1 u 

'There is but water there and stone: God is verily 
immanent in the Sadhus and sages'. 

~ qffi 'ERT ffi"f,t ~erteift ~ ll 

'The day saints come to the house is indeed like 
Divali and Dasara'. tRT ani ~to 11 'Vaikun­
tha is come home to me!' 

Tukaram was "born in a· church", but he did 
not "die in it". He was no bird for any cage. He 
was free like the wind which bloweth where it 
listeth. Without flouting tradition, he transcended 
it. He was not sophisticated and cared little for 
conventional codes of speech and conduct. His 
Gatha contains expressions which may be deleted 
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in any expurgated edition intended for "decent" 
readers. 

~ iff~ tRif I ~ ~eft ~q II .. 
'The waves of the intellect are numerous: they 
change complexion from moment to moment', he 
confesses. Yet there was a "method in his mad­
ness". Though the river of his spiritual life follow­
ed a zig-zag course, its destination was oceanic 
experience: 

~ ~if'{ *rJ amff ~I 
atNUiTi\ 6 attqouftt II 

'The Ganges merging in the ocean sports in that 
commingling all with itself'. 

~ 411!1'441 1ft ~ I 
~~~m11 

'I went to see God: there I stood transfigured into 
God Himself!' 

This consummatiqn, however, was not reach­
ed by 'sudden flight'. Tukaram, to begin with was 
not unlike other common believers: finding solace 
in frequently going to Pandharpur, bathing in the 
Chandrabhaga, keeping the Ekadashi fast, and 
feasting his eyes on the image of Vitthala-stand­
ing there for '28 temporal cycles' (~ au~ot"'e) 
since Pundalika threw Him a brick to stand on­
arms akimbo-showing His readiness to save His 
devotees (including sinners like Ajamela). There 
also thronged the saints of all ages and castes­
Kabir, Mirabai, Rohidas, etc.-the very dust from 
whose feet Tukaram would reverently place on his 
head, and the leavings from whose meals he would 
eat with gusto and consider himself sanctified 
thereby. He would feel exceedingly happy if he 
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could be a mere dog guarding their doors. These 
were not mere poetic sentiments but the genuine 
outpourings of a fervent soul, literally meant to be 
factually translated into action. Tukaram was the 
sincerest, humblest, and purest of all pilgrims to 
that spiritual capital of Maharashtra. His Vitthala 
was to him more real than the people he lived 
amongst. He would talk to Him, pray to Him, 
plead and argue with Him, and even throw out 
challenges and threats to Him-calling Him names 
as though Vitthala were a fellow rustic of Dehu. 
By thus humanising his Idol, Tukaram divinised 
himself. We feel the ring of his voice-his very in­
tonations-in his abhangas even today after over 
three centuries. 

'God is ours, yea, ours is He, 
Soul of all the souls that be. 
God is nigh without a doubt, 
Nigh to all, within, without. 
God is gracious, gracious still; 
Every longing He'll fulfil. 

(Macnicol's tr.) 

Vitthala was Tukaram's AU-in-All: He was 
omnipresent, He filled his entire being, governed 
his every action-thought, word, and deed-; there 
was no existence besides or beyond, or apart from 
Vitthala. 

"Vitthala is my kinsman and 
companion, Vitthala is seated 
in my heart. Vitthala fills my 
body and limbs. Vitthala is for 
me a shadow of myself (!) Vitthala 
sits on the tip of my tongue: 
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I speak of nothing else but 
Vitthala .... Tuka says, I can 
no longer separate myself from 
Vitthala." 

* * * 
"When I meditate on the Lord of Pandhari, 

the body gets transfigured together with the mind. 
Where then is any room left for speech? My very 
'I-ness' is become Hari. The mind merged in divine 
consciousness, the entire creation is divinised. 
Tuka says, How shall I express it? All at once, I 
am lost in God-intoxication." 

* * * ~ \ifffit ~ ti ~ ~~ 
~'"'~~'' 
'Wherever I go, there you are with me; 
you lead me holding my hand.' 

This "practice of the presence of God" came 
to Tukaram through intense longing, utter self­
abnegation. But he was no body-crucifying ascetic. 
He lived a normal family life. He neither pampered 
nor punished his body. ~~~ ~ m" he sang, 
"~ ~" -'The ·body is the temple of God, 
pure within him and without'. He further adds: 'the 
body is the home of happiness and misery; but 
it is also the instrument of God-realisation. The 
body is neither good nor bad in itself, but thinking 
makes it so'-like Milton (his English contempo­
rary, born in 1608) , Tukaram considered: 

"The mind is its own place, 
And in itself can make 
A heaven of hell and 
A hell of heaven." 

18 



His manner of tackling the mind was a cheerful 
and self-reliant optimism: 

l;.f ~ smw I :aqf'Et'l'il~ ~ I 
~m ~ $R I W!f 'Etlftqr.f ~ 1 •••• 
'A' ~ tt'tlctSi::cilll 

'Give the mind some taste of God', he says 
'and it will not deviate from His pursuit'. 

When we see Tukaram almost raving in his 
infatuation with the image of Vitthala, as he does 
in several abhangas, modern "Protestants" are 
provoked into dubbing him an incorrigible idola­
ter. But we also find him declaring: 

~ ~ P•UN(")l I ~ ~ ~ m II 

'The idol is installed within the mind, and the mind 
worships itself therein.' 

His freedom of thought is further illustrated 
by his occasional obiter dicta regarding popularly 
held beliefs, sentiments, and orthodox conceptions. 
11'2"Fft h I I ,....,;.,. ,,..., ~ ~~ ~ <t~I<4NT, e says, 0\1€411<1'4' .......... 
~" : 'Rama, the son of Dasaratha, is but of 
yesterday; while Atmarama (the soul) is Eternal'. 

Similarly Guru-apotheosis was (and is still) 
very much in vogue. But Tukaram (who had only 
a dream-Guru) declares: 

11q;:r_ Ti anf1rr ~' 'li'U ~ ~ I 
smw arrq- ~ 1 ;Tfi:r 3flfefl ~ 1'' 

'The mind is itself Guru and disciple: it smiles 
on itself, and is the cause of its own wellbeing or 
ruin'. He has even the courage and frankness to 
pronounce the verdict: 

II fti ~~ II ~~1114401 I ~ ~ 1 3N'f ~ II 
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"Guru disciple relationship is a sign of immaturity'. 
For he saw God in all with an equal eye: 

u~ ''IT~I~Vf ~I arA cfmR ~II" 
Nay, he had the temerity to confess to an outright 
denial of God. 

"'flilf m itef iR:st I amT tlfiWT \if~w 11'' 

'In my view God is dead; let others have Him as 
they like.' This was not stark atheism, but a mo­
mentary explosion of an exasperating experience: 
like Christ's "Father, why hast thou forsaken me?" 
Again, he declares: 

"~itef~ ~~I~ ~W( wiT~ 11" 

'God's ·existence must be admitted in speech; but 
its opposite should be experienced within the 
mind". . 

This is an enigmatic assertion likely to be mis­
understood by superficial listeners. I have attempt­
ed a fuller explanation of it in my Focus on Tuka­
ram · from a Fresh Angle (Popular Book Depot, 
Bombay, 1962). Briefly, it is an honest and cor­
rect statement. It is cautious as against being dog­
matic about Divine Reality. "A God defined", said 
Swami Rama Tirtha, "is a God confined." Tuka­
ram's emphasis is not on the existence or other­
wise of God, but on attempts to define Him as 
being ~'thus and thus"-~ ~-

In another abhanga Tukaram says: "How 
should I, an ignoramus, know Your limits, 0 Pan­
duranga? ..... I became at first very impatient, 
being of poor understanding . . . . . You are the 
God of Gods. Of the entire Universe You are the 
very Life." He made no difference between the 
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various Pauranic representations of Him as Hara 
and Hari, or Rama and Uma. 

t!f<t!<iitc'i ~1 ~ I ~T ;m- I 
t:f'i' ~wia.1f.q an~ 11 

'Beyond the variation of half a letter(~-~) there 
is no difference between the two.' He likewise in­
stitutes a close comparison between Pandhari and 
Varanasi-with relevant details-and emphasises 
the identity of both in point of sanctity: the former 
being popularly regarded as sacred to Vishnu, and 
the latter to Siva. It is also significant that on the 
head of the image of Panduranga or Vitthala at 
Pandharpur is the symbol (fwlr or tim) of Maha­
deva. According to the Padma Purana the word 
"~' is derived from fim WTfu' tfff ~: 1 
'He who draws unto Himself his devotees, through 
right knowledge or understanding, is Vitthala.' 

Like a well cut diamond, Tukaram's life had 
many facets through which the Light of Heaven 
sparkled. 
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4. EVOLUTION OF SAINTHOOD 

Tukaram's evolution into a paragon of saints 
is one of the most inspiring stories in the hagiology 
·of the world. Bahinabai in a beautiful song de­
dares: 
~ ~ li11fr I ••••• ¥f mm« 'li'Cim' II 

'Dnyanadeva laid the foundation .... and Tukaram 
became the pinnacle.' 

This is the alpha and omega of the Bhagavata 
tradition in Maharashtra. Tukaram attained this 
status just as a lotus rises to the surface of the 
water-with its roots deep down in the lake. The 
legacy of Dnyanadeva, reaching down to Tuka­
ram, was the long stalk through which the nourish­
ing sap of spiritual inspiration flowed. Bahinabai 
uses another metaphor: The edifice of Bhagavata 
Dharma, whose foundation was laid by Dnyana­
deva at the close of the 13th century, was raised 
by Namadeva in the 14th century, and perfected 
by Eka-Janardan in the generation preceding the 
birth of Tukaram. This continuity was maintained 
through the centuries without any change in the 
essential teaching. Its cardinal message was con­
veyed to the people at large by the varkari move­
ment. Its pivot was the image of Vitthala at Pan­
dharpur-standing with 'even feet' (~..:;:rorr) 
on a brick, and arms akimbo. To all appearances 
this is a static pose; but the position of the arms 
is potentially dynamic. This is truly symbolic of 
the lives of all the saints of Maharashtra. A brief 
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epitome of their works will serve to clarify the in­
spirations of Tukaram, who does homage to 
Dnyanadeva in no uncertain terms. With charac­
teristic humility, Tukaram lays his devout head at 
the feet of Dnyaneshvara and says that the right 

· place for sandals is under the feet! At the same 
time, he describes the Dnyaneshvari as a tidal wave 
of Divinity's essence: "t:% aftciT t~u 31'~ t" 
'at least a line from it should be experienced'. How 
Tukaram imbibed this teaching is well indicated 
by Mahipati in the following excerpt from the 
Bhakta-Leelamri ta: 

'He began by committing to memory 
verses from the ancient poet-saints: Nama­
deva's, Kabir's, Dnyanadeva's and Ekanath's. 
He studied them in the solitude of the Bhan­
dara hill. By attentive study, the words stuck 
to his tongue. He did not have to make an 
effort to memorise. 

'Ekanatha's inspiring composition was the 
Bhavartha Ramayana-with feelings of love. 
Tukaram committed the whole to memory. 
The stories from the Bhagavata he familiarised 
himself with. Also the Y ogavasishtha and Anu­
bhavamrita of Sri Dnyaneshvara. He studied 
and searched for their meaning. If the heart 
is not pure, though one sits alone worshipping 
God, the mind begins to recollect its desires, 
and they make his mind wander far afield from 
the book. But it was not so with Tuka. He 
first made his heart pure, and then, going to 
some secluded spot, he would search for the 
true meaning of the book.' 
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It is tempting to go on with Mahipati's match­
less characterisation of Tukaram. His portrayal is 
very vivid and true to life. But it is impossible to 
feel its aroma in any translation. He speaks of 
Tukaram's meticulous care for truthfulness-in 
thought, word, and deed: 

+lt4iq{di ~T qli I mlf €ffi:f ~ II 

'There is no Dharma (untranslatable word) other 
than truth; Truth is itself Para-Brahma (Supreme 
Reality).' Sympathy for all creatures dwelt in his 
heart. Particularly had he a soft corner for the 
"poorest, the lowliest, and lost". His abhanga 

iif ..rt ~ ~ 1 ~ ~ \itT • II 
~ ~ oilra~S r•n 11 

reveals his compassion and is thus rendered into 
English by Rev. Macnicol:-

'Is there a man who says of all, 
Whether upon them sorrow fall, 
Or whether joy,-· "These are mine"? 
That is the saint: mark well the sign. 
God dwells in him. The good man's breast 
Is of all men the tenderest. 
Is any helpless, or undone? 
Be he a slave, be he a son: 
On all alike he mercy shows, 
On all an equal love bestows. 
How oft must I this tale repeat? 
That man is God's own counterfeit.' 

Tukaram, popularly regarded as ~n ~va!ar, 
most resembled his prototype Namadeva m hts stm­
ple childlike faith in Vithoba. Like the tailor-saint 
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he attained to a higher spiritual consummation, but 
by his own ratiocination and experience-not 
through initiation by another. 

Namadeva was invited by Dnyanadeva to join 
him in a wide pilgrimage, but Namadeva was so 
enamoured of his Idol in Pandharpur, that he was 
very reluctant to leave the place in search of God 
elsewhere-in spite of Dnyanadeva telling him that 
God was not confined to the image of Vitthala at 
Pandharpur. The precocious girl saint Muktabai 
had, therefore, recourse to proving Namadeva's 
immaturity by exposing him to the potter-saint 
Gora's quaint test. Finally, he was directed by 
Vitthala Himself to go to Visoba Khechar for en­
lightenment. He was consequently convinced that, 
after all, his bhakti, however genuine or ardent, was 
too narrow. He thus came to realise: ~~~ ;:nm, 
;mmft ~ 1" 'Nama and Keshava are the same.' 
Tukaram, Mahipati tells us, 'regarded the whole 
universe as himself: he saw no duality even in his 
dreams . . . . In worshipping Panduranga with his 
enthusiastic love, he himself became Panduranga. If 
God alone exists, who is to worship whom?' Bahina­
bai also says the same thing. 'Tukaram and Pandu­
ranga no longer remained different. In thought, 
word, and deed, the two become one. 9'liT mwr ~-

Ekanath lived only a generation before Tuka­
ram's birth-( 1533-99). Balhoba (Tukaram's 
father) had listened to Ekanath's inspired and ecs­
tatic Kirtans. Though Ekanath was poetically more 
gifted, learned, and versatile in his compositions, 
Tukaram was greatly influenced by Ekanath's com­
mentary on the Bhagavata, and inspired by his ex­
emplary and unconventional conduct. Ekanath per-
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sonally served lepers and other "untouchables", he 
fed a dying donkey with the holy water intended for 
ritualistic use, and above all showed admirable pa­
tience and forbearance toward a Muslim miscreant 
who repeatedly spat on Ekanath while returning 
from his bath in the sacred Godavari. Ekanath 
only smiled and thanked the miscreant, saying: 
"Instead of a single bath, he gave me the oppor­
tunity to bathe thrice, augmenting merit threefold!" 

Such were the models Tukaram had before 
him. He combined in himself the best he received 
from his forebears: Dnyanadeva, Namadeva, and 
Ekanath. He smelted this in the crucible of his own 
direct experience, and presented to the world the 
rich amalgam compounded of the best of the rest. 
He proclaimed the result crying from the house­
tops: 

liR liT(, ~ ~ 1 ;n'U aniVr OR 11-

'Eureka! Come one, Come all: both men and 
women-young and old!' 

fifi ~ ~ I <tifcis ~~ ~ II-
" 

'Beat the big drum of Bhakti: very terrifying to this 
Iron Age!' 

Tukaram, the humblest of mortals, had become 
Immortal-

~~li~il~•~~~~ 
¥f ~ '!,~ I ~ ~ ~II 

'Tuka says, My death is dead. I have been made 
Immortal. The foundation is thus truly brought to 
light.' 
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5. THE PATH OF ENLIGHTENMENT 

The Gatha, as it has come down to us, contains 
well nigh 5,000 abhangas. "Abhanga" literally 
means "unbroken or indivisible". They are of all 
sizes and deal with all sorts of myths, legends, con­
texts, ideas, concepts, sentiments, and miscellaneous 
topics-personal, domestic, philosophical and reli­
gious. The original manuscript is not yet traced. But 
the available texts are from copies found in various 
places. There is no doubt, however that most of 
these are authentic and reliable, though a few of the 
songs appear to be of doubtful authorship. The 
edition published by the Government of Maharash-­
tra may be regarded as the most dependable for our 
purpose here. There are various others with some 
attempt at classification according to the prevailing. 
tone or topic. But Tukaram did not write like a 
modern composer. The abhangas were uttered ra-­
ther than deliberately written out as 'printers' copy'. 
Hence we are left to ourselves to rearrange them edi­
torially. The order must be essentially logical not 
chrmwlogical. "From the words of poets", Tagore· 
observes, "readers deduce what meanings they find 
pleasing to themselves." This dictum is applicable 
to the present interpretation as well. 

The Path of Enlightenment cannot be the same 
for all,-'all roads lead to Rome.' 

oilctilfiild qfffii alri Q'1fT ~ mtt~ 1 

ri ~ ~("Cfi•< ~ smr ~ u • 
We have before referred to Tukaram's non-secta-
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rian attitude to God as represented in the Puranas. 
He saw no difference between ~'{ and ~· Vara­
nasi and Pandhari were equally sacred to him. His 
stress was not on outward things, but inward reali­
ties. 'The musk-deer frantically roams over the 
whole forest in search of the musk which is within 
itself', he says. But, before proceeding to any a priori 
conclusions, let us take the Gatha ( Govt. ed.) itself 
for our guide. Though its abhangas are numbered 
serially up to 4607 (with 37 added from othersour­
ces) without classification according to objectives, 
it is helpful in our present context. 

The very first abhanga reads:-
""'~{qrr::q,.,.(""U(q:d:.,ft.e.p,. ~ ~ I avi '~'11ft ~ qfff ~ II 
~ if wif ~ qqrq I ~ 'fill ami .,..ft ~ II 
it'~ qi ~=~ fu<Tvft • ~ ~ iRuft Qfif ~ ll 

~T ~~ 'ti~ on~~ 1 ;if ;if~~~~ 

No. 4069 goes on to state:-
~ ar.=kf ~ 1 ~ iid'titR ~ II 
mftana1 moT ~ I ~1501' "'f'l'1f qR II 
fl'tiiiStill~i:ql ~ I aitff iid'titf:q ~ II 
ato<I:3<1Uff fqfa' I 9"if ~ ~ ~ II 

In No. 4503 he declares:-
~ ae<af.tfd ~ flR I ~ flFT'{ ~ II 
~:~ ~ ~ ~eta' I 51~~~ ~'I" I 
~~ ~T3af.t ~ I ~ €f ~ ~ i:~ I 

These three abhangas afford u~ a clue to Tuka­
ram's trends in his emancipation. In the first, he 
prays ~ith his gaze on the feet of Vitthala's image 
which ravished his eyes. He wants nothing else that 
is but a passing show. Even godly states are a source 
of great affliction. 'Tuka says, I have learnt the 
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secret of all this: whatever is considered as pres­
criptive du~y is ephemeral.' 

In the second he says: 'The Vedas tell us many 
things, but their import is only surrender to Vithoba. 
This, too, is the sum and substance of all the Sastras 
and the 18 Puranas.' 

In the third, he concludes: 'The essence of the 
cryptic formula Om Tat Sat, the upper and lower 
stresses and intonations, and the adoration of 
Iswara, together with the well being of Brahmanas 
and cows,-this and beyond all this is Panduranga.' 

It is clear from the above citations that Tuka­
ram's vision was far higher than what commonly 
passes for piety. To know his spiritual plenitude we 
have to read his Gatha as a whole-not piecemeal 
in isolated abhangas-in the spirit of his own ad­
vice: ~ ~ m't ~if 1 ~ ~" ~ 11 'Tuka says, 
imbibe the essence and mentally merge into God.' 
This is, obviously, not easy to achieve. 

THE NATURE OF BHAKTI 

Bhakti or devotion is popularly ·regarded as 
th~ easiest way to attain God. This view is so often 
dinned into our ears that we are hypnotised into 
missing its real character altogether. The way this 
is practised is too familiar to need elaboration. To 
get engrossed in formal ritualistic worship, to in­
dulge in singing devotional songs, to be particular 
in the observance of prescribed fasts, and to go on 
frequent pilgrimages to holy places these seem 
to exhaust the code of piety without reference to 
the rest of one's life and conduct. Relevant texts in 
support of these activities and the 1ike are quoted 
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to divert our attention from true Blzakti as taught 
by the saints through example and precepts. In this 
matter Tukaram did more than we imagine-mis­
led by legendary accounts and a superficial reading 
of the Gatha. For a proper understanding it is 
necessary to go deeper into both. 

The first desideratum is to recognise that, as 
Tukani.m warns us, Bhakti is not so easy as popu­
larly believed. What the other saints also thought 
about it may be gathered from the following 
abhanga of Janabai, the maid-servant of Nama­
deva:-
~a-~~~~~~ttrrit~~am 1 
lff.ffi' ff ~tvr fcr~ qur I \Rm' q.· ~tvr ;ri\if ~ II 
~ a- mur ~ a-~ 1 <.<4&•n:q1 ~, cnvr "' whna4t n 
~ a- ~ ~ q~ 1 ~ tWi eae+tt•t¥ft ecif~f& u 

'Bhakti is hard, very hard', says, Jani, 'it is like eating 
live embers; it is dangerous like plunging into .a 
flood; like swallowing poison; it makes one desl?atr 

, of his life; it is sharp as the edge of a sword. Thmk 
of this well; but every thing is possible in the com­
pany of saints.' 

Tukaram, and all earnest seekers, have found 
it so. To earn the Grace of God one must pay the 
price; and God's tests are not easy. 

~ ff ~ am:5T ~ 'Rl I 
~ qi f,:m ~qvry II 

~~~~~~ 
anqvry ~ ~ ;n(f II 

~1 ~ ~ tiat ;ro amTT I 
¥4¥\t\ ... qc .. tmn fuciT ;r.n 11 

~ ~ ~ tittt ;ro ~ I 
wttff ~T +tG15 ;r.ft' II 
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~ a- ~ mit ~ffllto I · 

anfVr ~~~~II 
q~ ifct €ff,;f Ci4ii5..,1fit~ ~ I 
~ ~ ~ ~Tffll 

·The sign of God's favour or touch', says 
T ukaram from his own personal experience, 'is 
that ·He shatters your house of human existence. 
He deprives you of all your possessions, as though 
beside Himself there is nothing valuable; He allows 
no room for desires, or contamination of mineness; 
He controls your speech to save it from untruth; 
He brushes away the cobwebs of illusion and delu.:. 
sion, making you realise that the whole world is 
nothing but God. He fills all, including Tuka. This 
verily is the sign of His Grace.' 

It is important to dwell on this aspect of 
Bhakti. For those who claim to be paragons of 
piety do not generally go deep enough into . ~hese 
implications. It is easy to observe all the outer signs 
of devotion, or wear all the symbols of piety, with,. 
out suffering the rigors of inward spiritual discip,. 
line. Several of Tukaram's abhangas draw pointed 
attention to this contrast between the inner and 
outer marks of the devotees-real and false: 

~·~ ~ ~~~ ~ ~ mqu 
aF1T wl'!f"141 ~ 1 ~ ~ Cflf<a1e "'qrq u 
~ hl•41'ql Cfl05T ' ~ ~~ ~ " 
9Cfll~mm~' ~r~Wim 11 (v~~o) 

~ ;srrettiECfl({ ~ ~ I Ofi~T \ifmT ~ ~ II 
~ ~ ~ ~ ~ I q;mft ~ fl¥U>qi( II 
Slfi'iO' ii'T{U ~1 ~ ~ I ~ CflU ~ ~ II 
¥T ~ m(Ctt•itl Cf<r 1 ~ *' em- amt" ffif 11 ( ~~~> 
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'How shall we count these sadhus, without 
action to match? They daub their bodies with ash, 
but commit sins closing their eyes; flaunting indi­
cations of renunciation, they continue to indulge 
in sensuality. Why should I reiterate all this? Fie 
on their companionship!' 

'By force the outer pretensions have been 
achieved; but there is no inner detachment or re­
nunciation. This is my daily experience. I know 
this too well. . . The mind has not come out of 
worldliness-doing works by mechanical habit. 
Tuka wishes there were concordance between the 
inner and outer qualities.' 

Tukaram acted what he preached. if~ ~m ~I 
~ ciml ~ 'Worship the feet of him who 
acts as he speaks', he said. There are nine forms 
of Bhakti traditionally inculcated. ·~EfT ~<Rf I 
Tukaram practised all these. 

Even Sri Sankaracharya, the greatest protag~­
nist of .Advaita, sang in praise of the popular del­
ties with ardent devotion in his Stotras. Of all 
sadhanas, he said, Bhakti is pre-eminent. But he 
defined Bhakti as e<c'E'<I€''110Hif.W'T- ultimate Com­
munion with one's own true Self. Narada Bhakti 
Sutra states the philosophy of Bhakti in an epi­
gramm·atic form. Samartha Ramadas, in his 'Das­
Bodh' dwells on all aspects of Bhakti more elabo­
rately. Tukaram was his contemporary. Ekanath, 
a little before him, described it briefly and vividly 
thus: 

~'f\IT ~€(q' ~q-q. ~ t f.fq);:r ~ ~ffi II 
~lfif ~ ~ I ~ Cfiw"4wHI ~ '3'o1' I I 
~ ;riq til ~ ~~ t ~ \ifiUT fo1f.! ... Jf 11 
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IE .,ubstance, this means: 'My Bhakti is verily like 
the tumultuous longing of a loving wife for her vir­
tuous, charming, strong and healthy husband 
who is absent'. Tukaram uses the simile of a fish 
out of water struggling for very life: 

\ifi"o{otaEiiit)"fi" qnftw) 11 

The stages by which Tukaram attained to this 
consummation as a devotee are well indicated in 
the Gatha. They followed the course succinctly 
epitomised by Ekanath in the following lines:-

~ mi f.ffti ~"Cffl'f I ~ +im ifl+i'tlldil I 
~ +i"IR ~liiRl ~~II 
f1'lr.ff ~ +tfct~illot I :;:roJff ~ fi1Vf I 
m ~ aW Sl'l'ilA' I~~~ ~~II 
~~Sirlif q~ ~ I 3fT~ ~ anf~ I 
m ¥iliR' ~ I f~ a{qlffOT \ill~ ~) II 

'In the heart, my perpetual meditation; the lips 
always lisping my name; ears ever listening to my 
story; the hands engaged in my worship, and the 
eyes beholding my image, and the feet on the path 
to my temple; the tongue tasting my tirtha, andre­
ceiving my prasad with utmost reverence; pros­
trating before me with the whole body, and em­
bracing my devotees with great joy: in short, not 
allowing a single moment to pass without loving 
service of me.' It is Sri Krishna speaking in the first 
person singular, to Uddhava. The passage con­
cludes: 

~ ~T ~ffi ~ ~T I ri ~a-1 ~~ ~~o:fl<IT I 
~ ri q;fi ~ 00 I ~ aNru <tm l'f ftii II 
ri ~ qri ~ilf'1' I ~ ~ cmti ~ I 
~ ~ ~ ~ ltflifl~@~ll 
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mn~ ~ ~ I ~ ~ \ilfl:;;liT 'AT I 
~ lfO't'fq ~ ~ I f"fffiir \ifl"UTT tlrT ;:riq II 

( ~"fi'~T ~rn~) 

'Serving me thus, the devotee sees only myself 
in all creatures. This is the highest Dharma, and 
there is no danger in it whatsoever. When one sees 
me ·thus, omnipresent, true renunciation results, 
and pure knowledge is the outcome. Body-con­
sciousness is destroyed, all creation appears illu­
sory. He who understands this truly transcends the 
ordinary mind. This is verily the highest know­
ledge.' 

Every word of the above excerpts from Eka­
nath is literally true of Tukaram's Bhakti. It is 
very tempting to go on with Ekanath whose prolific 
writings anticipated practically all that Tukaram 
was in life and song. The only difference is that 
Ekanath was more erudite, more versatile, and a 
consummate artist in literary expression. He sum­
med up in himself all the traits and teaching of 
all his predecessors. Tukaram's Gatha may be re­
garded as an epitomised popular version of Eka­
nath's writings in the simple idiom of a rustic. Yet 
there is in it copious evidence of Tukaram's direct 
inspiration and personal experience. In short, there 
is nothing in the Gatha to suggest borrowing or 
emulation, though certain abhangas or ovis are 
found to be almost verbatim reproductions from 
Namadeva, particularly. 

Tukaram started with repairing a shrine in his 
neighbourhood, working as a mason and artisan 
doing manual labour as an act of service to God: 
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laborare est orare: 'to labour is to pray'. As Samar­
tha Ramadas puts it: 

~ ~~1 'fiT~ I m WT'ffit lfl~ II 
~ aU batii41 Tif I ~ Sffti II 
~ ~ iWfT ~ I ~ ~ 2\itl~C\='!ietiii-{ II 

"""" ~ """" ~ 1 ar-ia" ~z 11 ••••• 
f~ r.r)if WfiCi3 S(l{flF I 'fil:lo G1"fcf II 

'To see God it is necessary to go to temples. 
For by so doing, somehow, God will reveal Him­
self. By temples I mean various bodies wherein 
God dwells in the form of individuals. In a variety 
of forms the Infinite is to be realised. . . Through 
discriminating practices we must go on progres­
sively.' 

This is what Tukaram did actually. He regard­
ed the body as a temple-pure within and without. 
Then he went on to see God in all creatures O{ffi 
fl11Cffi. Finally, he attained to unity with all 
existence: f~ ~ 1 31'EN ~ 11 
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6. TUKARAM'S RELIG£0N 

We now come to the core of our subject. But 
it is not easy to tackle it. Tukaram appears to be, 
like God Himself, all things to all men. His life and 
Gatha are equally enigmatic to those who try to 
squeeze them into a single, simple, doctrinaire 
formula. 

Was Tukaram idolatrous? Was he a sagwza 
or nirgwza worshipper? Was he a dualist? Non­
dualist? Or a paradoxical compound of both? 
Does he teach a world-shunning anti-social philo­
sophy? Was he mystic? None of these queries could 
be ansvvered in categorical terms. The best thing 
for us to do is to read the Gatha itself in the light 
of his actual life and vice versa: look at his life in 
the light of his Gatha. 

There is no doubt that Vitthala was his be-ali 
and end-all; he lived only for Him; he thought only 
of Him; he wanted to speak only of Him; his mind 
and heart were full of Vitthala or Panduranga. He 
was enamoured of the image at Pandharpur. He 
gloated over it and was never tired of going into 
ecstasies over his fascination for it. There are hun­
dreds of abhangas descriptive of every feature of 
its form. These undoubtedly appear idolatrous. He 
did this not only in the initial stages, but through­
out his life-to its very close. Nevertheless it is 
diflicult to reconcile all this with what he says-not 
condemning, but explaining the significance of 
image-worship in spiritual life. His first vision of 
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Yiuhala was as a formless presence. His reference 
to this revelation is a significant anticipation of his 
ultimate realisation. 
tit:ro RC4ei+tNtr etlffi"c<lil( 'ifl~r 1 fCIOTin ~ f.:m~'{ 11 
~)q;f.f ~'{ m a) f.:man I a-ttT ~ \if(W1 9ilil ~ II (¥~'-\¥) 

'In fifteen days, Vithoba revealed Himself as a 
formless presence .... Tuka says, The body be­
came indistinguishable from Him, even like cam­
phor and flame in ignition.' 

The next verse in the Gatha is also re­
vealing:-

arnt~ ~ ~ f<I~T ~T t ri Citm<rm ~ II 
mi'ff~f~!i\" elll"".S f~ I afaU q'l~ ~)eft il 
TfiT ~ f.ct~~~T ~~I ~ f<:f«fi;{~ g!fll14icft II (¥~'-\'-\) 

This body of ignorance got dissolved in the 
Seli : all was liquidated in the shedding of body 
consciousness. Linked up with the knowledge of 
Self: I saw within myself the revealing flame. Tuka 
says, the mind became rooted in the Self, and the 
body found its resting place at your feet.' 

Was this experience dualistic or unitary? If it 
was unitary, why did Tukaram, after this consum­
mation, continue to act like an ordinary dualistic 
devotee? The nature of the popular manifestation 
of Blzakti is too familiar to need description or 
comment. We have hundreds of abhangas illustrat­
ing it in detaiL We have also Tukaram's own ex­
planation of the raison d'etre of his practice. 

ql{ ~moi I ~~ am:) ~m II 
Cf1Tfl' ~ iR ;ftar 1 ~ ~a-1 ~ ff n 
;r il'f1JI'ffi ftlzffu' oitff I ~ ~ ~ at II ( ~' o ) 
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~ q1Jo<mit I am:5T lf!f.:i Cf;T~ID 11 

ofiR:ffi ;if ~ I ~ mi{ ef~T 11 •.• • • • 
3l~ ~ ~ I ;:rrn' ~ tliQ~#II;!i II 

fCIO:C4<nC+ft ;r.:t' I mcf.t ~~ II 
f~ ~~C ~)u I <tifw'fitr.imit ~T II 
gctiT ~ 'fi<:T I "1 4 ~Wtil ~ 3l'l"iit II ( t., ~ " ) 

'For the protection of Dharma, we have to do all 
this. In speech we repeat the inculcations of the 
Vedas; and act as did the saints. Without attaining 
direct experience, to renounce action is sheer im­
potence.' .... 

'We are residents of Vaikuntha, come hither 
for this very reason: to render in action what the 
sages recommended in words. The Puranas have 
lost their significance: verbosity has done great 
harm. Sensual concupiscence has eclipsed spiritual 
endeavours. We come to proclaim the message of 
Bhakti which is so very terrifying to this dark age. 
Tuka says, Victory, Victory! Sing this in tri 1Jm­
phant Joy!' 

Tukaram's adoration or glorification of 
Vithoba was more meaningful than the formal 
routines of the ritualists. He knew that icons made 
of metal, clay, and stone had their proper part to 
play in the religious life; but the true nature of de­
votion was the heart's genuine surrender to the 1Nill 
of God in all things. 

f<t50J: ~ 'lT~ I fer611]; ~T fctrso!~T I 
qyt{TOT ~ ~~ qJtiiiOJ f.q II 

·we make a stone image of Vishnu. The adoration 
goes to Vishnu, and the stone remains a stone'. It 
is like the radio-transmitter: the message goes 
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through, while the contraption remains a merC? 
mechanism. There is in the following abhanga a 
very lucid exposition of the real thought behind 
the customary forms of worship:-

arc~~ ~ ~Qt ml;ffi) I ~ ~~ ~~ II 
~ i§:<:lif:qi" ~ 1 ~ ~onf-14i n"' 
~ anfVT qjW ~ omi I"'~ ~04' ~w ~ II 
~ ~ ~ ~lf.:rqJU ~~~II 
~ iiftffif ~ ifliiJlq I 'fiftffi ~ ~ q"T« II 
~ ~ w1gam mr ~~m11 
~ffi aim ct~ffi w~ 1 arnu N ~ 01Vf 11 
311qvrf,;r olfl~ TrOT I ~Qt ~Qt fii l:ffif~ II 
if wif IDGT<n ~ii' I ~ ~ ~;i II 
3llf~ if ctmi{ l!.Tii' I ~ it ifrii' fcro)Gn'i!f II 

~~ '11(14011 q~ ·~ W4' II 
~ amiiT ~I ~ ~ WjoT +ffia't~T 311~ II 

(~)(~) 

'All states are thus attainable. The chief wor­
ship is of God with attributes. Bhakti reveals the 
image within the heart knowing the purity of atti­
tude. Seed and fruit are both the names of Hari. 
They constitute all that is meant by meritorious 
deeds and Dharma. This is the secret of all accom­
plishments. It affords restfulness in all strenuous 
activity. Where they sing the praises of God, for­
getful of shame, there is real bliss; and all bondage 
of worldliness is broken. When you are God-pos­
sessed, all divine virtues flock to you, whereby the 
cycle of rebirths comes to an end. This does not de­
mand of you rejection of family-duties or personal 
status: nor does it involve strenuous labour. Sing­
ing the Name of Vitthala alone suffices. Narayana 
is the name sanctified by the Veda; the Brahrna of 
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the yogis amounts to a cypher. The liberated Soul 
is perfect. Tuka says, God with attributes is good 
for simple folk like us.' 

Elsewhere he says: 

~ at mt~ am) ~ I ~q-r ~qor,:R ~T ~ II ('H){~) 
~ f.:r11Jf ~ ~1 a#f I a)fq atl~ltitl ~ ~T II (~'\'-\) 
~ ~ ~I ~f<;{ ~:qj:q1f~ ~II (~~o~) 
~T ~ ~ ~1Jf I~ <til ferm:);:{ ~~T II (~'\){~) 

Regarding all discussion about the ~ and f.:rT1r 
(God with attributes and God without attributes) 
Tukaram asks, 'Why this wrangling over differ­
ences? Remain firm in the bliss of Unity'. 'He who 
is both at once is verily sporting with us.' 'Tuka 
says, the attitude of loving devotion is the God of 
gods.' 'Our own attitude has conferred godhood 
upon You (i.e. Vitthala); why do You forget this?' 

The above citations could not come from an 
idolatrous worshipper. met is not easy to render 
into English. It connotes not only belief but also 
being its opposite being at"-'+I'Te:r or non-existence. 
Everything we say about God depends upon our 
attitude: '+l'l<fi'IT is ~~;;r God is what we think 
of Him: 'By Faith and Faith alone embrace, Be­
lieving where we cannot prove! Proof is a matter 
of the intellect. But God is beyond the reach of 
our reasoning faculty.' 

<re) en:q) ~ t au:!lt'tf ;r.rm ~ II 

Tukaram's religion was, therefore, more than 
what is commonly understood by that term. He 
categorically states: 

¥f~~~~ I ~f~~~~~fPfi~ II(~~'\~) 
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'Tuka declares, the word itself is God. We shall 
glorify and worship Him with words.' 

'In the beginning was the Word, 
The Word was with God, 
The Word was God.'-St. John. 

Tukaram further says, 

aicfU~ ~<nif 11!~ lfl ~~II (~~~G) 

The nature of this kind of worship is well described 
by Ekanath in the following abhanga:-

~ ~~ mci\' I a) ~q R l!m"ST ~ II 
3tTffi ~ ~ itqJ I ~ ~ ~)ffi\' ~ II 
~*'~Uq~~~~~~"" 
~T~1~~~~~~lf~~~ll 

That Tukaram, too, attained to this very atti­
tude cannot be gainsaid. Parallel expressions are 
scattered through The Gatlza. I have quoted from 
Ekanath only for the sake of brevity. 

'When I go to worship God', says Ekanath, 'I 
become myself God. How then shall I worship 
You, God? It reduces itself to worshipping myself! 
All the paraphernalia of worship is my own self. 
For Eka-Janardana, the worshipful and worship­
per are identical, not different.' 

To cite one parallel from Tukaram: 

~1 "t.<:nffi q~tn I ;rort~f~ q"JWZ ~~T II 
~ Gllwr ~ ~fl 'f!'i ~ \illm ~~ II 
~~1 tmrt mr 1 mr ~" ~ ~~ 11 
¥I ~ mtR ~ I ~ifll~ifit ~ ~ "11 ('lro\9\9) 

'When I meditate on the Lord of Pandhari, 
body and mind get transfigured; where there is 
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then room for words? My my-ness is become Hari. 
In my union with, or merger in (supra-mental) 
awareness, entire creation assumes the form of 
Hari. Tuka says, what more shall I add? All at once 
my consciousness became one with Hari's'. 
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7. TUKARAM'S MYSTICISl\11 

Ivlysticism is a modern English word. Its im­
implications are fully conveyed by the word ~ 
as suggested above, very briefly. A Bhakta, there­
fore, was a mystic like Tukaram to understand 
whom is not easy ~~T ~~ ~~l \iflVT 1 says 
Tukaram himself. To understand a saint, one 
must become a saint oneself. This Sri Aurobindo 
calls "knowledge by identity". Tukaram under­
~t<;>od God by experiencing complete identity with 
Htm. The nature of this realisation is conveyed to 
us-so far as it is communicable in speech-in 
several of his abhangas. It is well to remember here 
t~at ~ literally means "indivisible". The mys­
tical experience, too, is unitary. 

In a sense all religions are mystical in ultimate 
experience. In their popular forms they may ap­
pear even crude in outward expression. Mysticism 
is to religion what fragrance is to a flower, or light 
is to a flame. Tukaram shared this with all other 
saints. He started with tending the wick and oil 
that fed the flame. The outcome was the light 
which could not have been, but for its tangible ac­
cessories in the lamp. Pandhari was the lamp, the 
image of Vitthala was the wick, the spirit of devo­
tion was the oil, and the company of the saints 
was the oxygen that kept the flame burning. The 
saints were awake when the common people were 
either dosing or fast asleep. The visions they saw 
were not mere dreams or hallucinations. Their ecs-

43 



tatic declarations had a core of truth which is miss­
ed by the unbelievers. Mysticism is not obscuran­
tism. To confine ourselves to one important fea­
ture, we might refer to the stress laid by all saints 
upon the potency of the N arne of God- 'i'ft~-~ 

Ekanath declares: 

~ ~ ~I f'CI'~ ~ aMmo 11 •. • • 
~ ~ '!~ ~ ~ ......... . 
~ >iR~$:rr f.fd'Cffi a-vr \ifli u 

'Remembrance is liberation, forgetfulness is regres­
sion. Utterance of the Name is essential Bhakti: 
Revulsion from worldliness is attained thereby'. 

Tukaram goes into ecstasies over it: 

~ ~ iitE+tiii•Uf{! ~ 11 
~ t!f<'i'fi+U'ifl' ffi~ I ~ Wl11'~ q;·~r~r II 

(~H~) 

~ aAo ~ I aN ~f.q ~ II 
f.:to"\auer ~ ~ 1 f.1G~fotts6 ;m:r "IR 11 

(){o~~) 

if ~a CfiCif ~~I iflq: lfl N66wl~~r II 

if f.ffi a fufl ~ ~ 1 •uq ~ mo~~ '' 
if ~ a ~ ~ ~ I •n~ ~T ~Tfot~ II 
if ~ a ~ ~fw ~I "f'nf lf1 fCI'Oo~mt II 
~ ol {'5)~ ~ 3t1m: I ifA f.ffir'{ ~ II 
9'fi1 ~ amffif iiftq ~I (R~ t'f1if fqo)aU,l4111 

(~o){1.9) 

6'1tif'q •eTf.:r ~ ~ ~ I an~ ar.ftw ~T II 
~l~ .!iiSVT ~ ~~ ~ I if;;r ~ ~ ecictitro II 
ltlfi:{Uf amtn anfVAi 'Etlqrf' I ~ anvJ m"'timft II 
9'fi1 ~ m ~ ~T 1 ~ffi qvft~ ~11 

(~){~~) 
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'There is a tide which rises higher than God­
ecstasy: it is the life-boat of the Name of Hari 
w~ose sails are fluttering. The Vedas tell of many 
thmgs, but their essential import is only this: Sur­
render to Vithoba and sing His Name with unde­
viating zeal. Then you will come to know what is 
not known; you will see what is not seen; you will 
utter what is not utterable; you will meet with what 
you missed before; your gain will be beyond mea­
sure. Tuka says, the life of attachment and bond­
age will be transcended by uttering the Name of 
Vithoba. . . . Sit still where you are with the mind 
made single. All the time sing: Rama-Krishna 
Hari-Vitthala-Keshava! If there is any other 
means more efficacious, I swear by the Name of 
Vithoba (there is none). Tuka says, this is easiest 
of all. The wise ones find contentment in this.' 

The mystical view conveyed in the above is 
obvious. It is a forthright avowal of the Faith of 
all saints in the efficacy of the Name. It is clear 
that no sanctity is attached to any name in parti­
cular: Rama, Krishna, Hari, Vitthala, Keshava, or 
any other. 

~~ ~n: ~ srfu ~I 

The modern mind does not easily catch the signi­
ficance of all this. That is because it relies on what 
it calls "reason", but does not go deep enough. 
Reason to be consistent must go beyond itself into 
Experience. 

T.T ---4 

~ ~ mfCf urrffi I 4<<i1@:+1f"' ~ ~ffi II (~~~o) 
3Ft'~ an~ aifiT I ~ lf1 \itm ~ II 

.., 'fC.iS am-s at~r 11 

• • . • . • • 9'fiT ~ ~ ;;r~ II ( ~ ~'l!~) 
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. Tuka says~ constant and continuous medita­
tion brings Para-Brahman into our hands. This is 
my personal experience, and I proclaim it to the 
world. Tuka says, the moisture is deep within, no­
where else.' 

Chokhamela, the sweeper-saint. declared: 

~ ~ ~~ ~ <=n~1 Ofrf{ II 

and N amadeva said: 
"'"' tif.q ~~ ~ ~ ;;ff{ I Ofrf{ ~q"J f~~ ~ Off~ II 
3Tiifii<Hr ~ "'m~ an~ 1 ~f.:f ~T~ ~ ~Til 
omn q'(ffi *'r ~ ~ an~ 1 ~T ~ q mo:f ~f;:r I I 

~ ~ ;;r;r ~~ ~05 I \ifT"GffiT ~ffW ~~ ~ II 

'God has no form. God has no name', says 
Chok.ha. 'Name itself is form, form itself is name: 
the two are not different. God assumed form and 
thus became cognisable, wherefore the Vedas esta­
blished the Name. Beyond Name there is no sacred 
formula. Only the ignorant think otherwise. Nama­
deva says, the Name itself is Keshava: loving de­
votees understand this well.' 

The saints delighted in singing the Name in 
chorus. But they also sat alone in silence and men­
tally repeated the Name. Dnyanadeva says: 
~T i~R, ~TF2S aiffi:Tll- 'Dnyanadeva is silent. the 
rosary is within himself'. 

"The short prayer reacheth Heaven quickesC, 
say the Christian mystics. They "practised the pre­
sence of God", and were used to the "prayer of 
quiet." 'Be still,' says the Gospel of St. John, 'and 
know that I am God'. Loud prayers may help to 
attune the mind to prepare itself for the prayer in 
the silence of God where one communes with one-
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self. Dr. Alexis Carrel writes: "Prayer is the most 
pm' crful of energy one can generate. It is a force 
as real as terrestrial gravity. As a physician, I have 
seen men, after all their therapy had failed, lifted 
out of a disease and melancholy by the serene 
effort of prayer .... Prayer like radium is a source 
of luminous, self -generating energy. . . . In prayer 
human beings seek to augment their finite energy 
by addressing themselves to the Infinite source of ail 
energy. When we pray, we link ourselves with the 
inexhaustible motive power that spins the universe, 
we ask that a part of this power be apportioned to 
our needs. Even in asking, our human deficiencies 
are filled, and we arise strengthened and repair­
ed. . . . Whenever we address God in fervent 
prayer, we change both soul and body for the bet­
ter. It could not happen that any man or woman 
could pray for a single moment without some good 
result'. 

ln the face of this impressive statement by a 
Nobel Laureate of our Faithless and sordid age, we 
have no difficulty in understanding the mystical 
esoteric experiences of Tukaram. He says: 

aiCR:r ~~ OT'Ff 1 ~ !fiTlfr w<.~wfuta 11 

·when nectar fills it, the body shines with glowing 
lustre~. This is the ambrosia of the experience of 
Union with Divinity. Several abhangas are bub­
bling with the joy of this communion. Only a few 
samples could be cited here. 

3r.f~ 3r.f~er atermfq m~wr 1 •••• 
~ ~ !fiTlfr em;n 'Vfr I ar.i~ +reron~'itl ~ I 
~ ~ Oll~T ~l ~~T~I~ ~~~II 

(n~~> 
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'I gained the acme of experiences: Only the one 
remained in body, mind and speech. This was Bliss 
in all the three worlds! Tuka says, we have con­
quered this transitory existence by becoming slaves 
of Vithoba'. 

~ fHtsf<4dl ~ I 'fill!' ~ ~ II 
~hn ~ \ill'WT I g"ii+t I ~ill ~wl II 
atf1'1'flci<~ ifciff I iflllf ~ iflT\ircift II 
9'flT ~ ~I gm +t1lft ~ ~II (~¥~¥) 

'When salt is dissolved in water, what remains dif­
ferent? So am I merged in Thee: I am lost in Thee. 
When fire and camphor meet what is left except 
soot? Tuka says, we two were but one flame.~ 

~ ;;:q)fu Siifli!il\'?1 ~)fta' I ~ ;;1- ~)ffi att.,0if~Jl'l 
~~ arr.i~ ~ '1" mtr I ~ iflllj' G ~ II 
~ llf~ f.pfVT ~ I €f ~ \N ~ f~ II 
9'flT ~ dTI~ ~ tiro 1 ~~ ;;t ~r-u mo<fiiT " 

<~~¥13) 

'The inner light shone forth-that which was at 
first eclipsed. The ecstasy of this realisation could 
not be contained by the universe: the attributeless 
essence of the mental state was made to stand on a 
brick. Tuka says, for us the entire universe is Pan­
dhari-a reminder of the glory of love'. 

~iilifllwact=g+R' ~~c 1 ant+tT f.,<4'itowl fcfiiacT<tlt't 11 

'1" \illBt ~ ~ ~ I ~ ~ ott~ II 
d'€f.C+cftt" lifm.~o:i<l ~ I €f fq lR"mt afii gifi1 amrf II 

('~~n> 

'Space, time, things-all distinctions are transcend­
ed. Atman has taken the universal form. The world 
never was, only Para-Brahman is. I AM THAT I 
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AIVI is now realised. The awareness of That Thou 
Art instils Brahmananda. Tuka has verily become 
identical in person with all this'. 
~i ~1 ~ 'ER: I f"1<1ifll'(.1 ~ ·~1~ arr~TII 
f.:romm ~ \iffi'ff ~~ I ~ ~lflmf ttl<fwl am:@ II 

gctiT ~ amrT ~ ~ I ~ tr<n"ifll"( R~ ~ il 
c~~~~> 

'I have built my house in the stainless. I am merged 
in the formless. I am one with the illusionless. I 
have attained to unbreakable unity. Tuka says, 
now there is no room for egoism. I am identified 
with the Eternally Pure.' 

Gf"'n=ff 3R"'mVr ~Ufirlrt ~ I amTf.i ~ ;;rR an~ II 
~1trT ~rr Gnwt ~T "" at~rr 1 o~ ~ :Jflrr ~);~T 11 

gif11 ~ ~ m«if 'iT ~hn I ~ a ~ ~ I 
(~~IS} 

'Speaking, I am silent; and being dead, am I alive. 
Being among the people, I am not. My renuncia­
tion is in enjoyment; in attachment is non-attach­
ment. I have broken all bonds either way. Tuka 
says, I am not what I appear. Ask Panduranga for 
an explanation of this enigma.' 

an;{~ ctifa"T i ~T an~ q)a-1 II 

~~ 'ilflWWT ~~ i onlfaiTq ~~) II 
at~ ~ion ~ 1 "<T'f ~ on~vr 11 
~~Tan~~ I ~~~~of< II (~\IS~} 

'Infinite Bliss fills my being. Love's stream is flow­
ing ebulliently singing the Name. Life will not give 
up its unity with Rama, Krishna, Narayana. Tuka 
says, this side and that are the same to me.' 
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8. TUKARAM'S SADHANA 

Sadhana is spiritual endeavour, striving on the 
pathway to God. The Bhagavad Geeta is generally 
considered as a guide in the triple aspects of 
"+rRtr, :nr.r and ~ the three strands of Sadhana 
~hich constitutes, according to Shri Aurobindo, 
.. the synthesis of Integral Yoga". This Yoga per­
tains to the body, mind, and soul. Hata-yoga con­
centrates on bodily functions and their control: 
fif~ for«~ The mind being at({:~ the inner 
instrument-holds the key to all varieties of 
sadhana. Its regulation and discipline are of car­
dinal importance. When these elements-body and 
mind-are thoroughly subordinated to the de­
mands of the Soul, all is well with sadhana. Tuka­
ram's sadhana comprehended all this. 

a-q:~~"'lfrlf ~~ f~)q: I 

declares Patanjali. Tukaram led a normal life of 
conventional piety up to the crisis of the disastrous 
famine which resulted in his total conversion. His 
only refuge and anchor then became Vitthala-_ the 
family deity. Complete surrender to Him seemed 
the only way. But this was not easy. So Tukaram 
began his tapas in the wilderness of Bhamgiri for 
fifteen days, eschewing food and drink, and chal­
lenging God to reveal Himself-with the results we 
have already noted. The only occasion when Tuka­
r~m had rec~urse to a similar penance was whe.n 
hts manuscnpts were thrown into the Indrayant: 
this time for thirteen days. Beyond this he does not 
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seem to have undergone bodily tapas, except fast­
ing on Ekadashi. 

His ~~ has been referred to before. 
He retired to a secluded place, and there imbibed 
the contents of books like the Geeta, Blzagavata, 
Yoga-Vasishtha, and Anubhavamrita. He also at­
tended Kirtans and memorised the sayings of the 
saints. He prayed for association with those who 
studied the Geeta and the Bhagavata, and never 
craved .for any other company. He repeatedly em­
phasises the value of spending time "alone in com­
munion with God"; but discourages excesses of a11 
sorts: ~f<i lfflf ~ci was his ideal. 

Considering the body as the Temple of God, 
he strove to keep it pure within and without. This 
did not demand ascetic self-denials with a harden­
ed will and clenched teeth. Enjoyment in modera­
tion and rational self-restraint are all that we need. 

~efr.f" ~' f<Nlf~ ~'fA" 
~ ~ itq f.;;ffif ' anR a:rqm.,- a:kff '' 
clg at~ ~)~ l triff ~loT qg !Cftet 11 

~ ~ ~R l 'FfT ~imf ~ ll ("Hq 
'Regulated enjoyment is equal to renouncing sen­
suality. The important thing is to have God in 
mind always. All excess is vain. Discussing this 
leads us astray. Tuka says, pray earnestly for God's 
Grace.' 

Tukaram's elder brother Savji left home, wife 
and child, out of revulsion. But Tukaram himself 
married twice, had children-the youngest, Nara­
yana, being posthumously born, after Tukaram 
bodily left this earth. Tukaram was in his early 
forties then. He took his family responsibilities 
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easy, and bore the irritations of Jizabai with cheer­
ful forbearance. The family and the unsympathetic 
world around him were for Tukaram not obstacles 
to spiritual life, but aids rather. 

~N~ ar.:i€1 ~~ ~~ 1 mft 31'~ ~rei~~ II 
'Be content with how God has placed you: let 

there be serene satisfaction in your mind'. This 
was his panacea for all ills. He said: 

~ 'tlf ~ ~ ~~ I Cf\U ~:qr «rt~ II 

q1f tf 'U~ ~~ oTlff I i!AT ~1 ~W II 
a)it \iiiPI~:q) ~ I ~ Cffif«f WrwT II 

gem~ ;n:rr 1 ~ ~ ~i' mm 11 ("~~'\~) 
'Take sannyasa thus: i.e. relinquishing desire. 
Then you can stay wherever you like: among the 
people or in a forest, etc. Eschew your wiseacre 
vanity and be detached from the vagaries of the 
mind. Tuka says, Let me be like the pure sky-un­
affected by possing clouds'- q<Qq'Sf ;;l~ ~'Like 
the lotus-leaf in water'. 

To all appearances, Tukaram was a simpleton, 
pious, and too otherworldly. But he possessed a 
hard core of conviction and a dedicated will sur­
rendered to Vitthala. His advice to all sadhakas 
was-

mq'fi'Rfr ~m \RT~ amtc~r 1 ~.w ;mT'i(f at"1Ati!111 
'The state of the seeker ought to be one of list­
lessness: inside and out'. 

But this was no indiscriminate stipulation. 
What he meant thereby was what Aldous Huxley 
meant by "holy indifference"-i.e. attention direc­
ted to, and absorbed only in, matters conducive to 
spiritual advancement. Like all others, Tukaram 
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too was outwardly a man of the world: he was a 
trader (errutr) and carried on the 'ordinary busi­
ness of Life'. Even in his dealings with Vitthala he 
warns Him that he is a V ani and no ordinary 
Bhakta to be easily pleased or placated by the offer 
of a tempting reward like ~cffi or ~)~. In the 
words of Rabindranath Tagore, his prayer was: 
"That I want Thee, only Thee, Let my heart repeat 
without end. Let only that little be left of me 
Whereby I may name Thee my All." 

~ ft:r ~Of ~T ~ I gRT fl:fm:: Of ~qr II 
~vr ~ an~61 1 ~ f;;r ~1 ~ ~111 
Of ~ ~ anfUT Wm I ~ffiitf ~ ~ II 
9'fiT ~ ;Ncmff I wi qn;srif ~) II ( ~ ~ o ~) 

•o God give me but this gift: I should never 
be forgetful of Thee. I shall sing Thy glory lovingly. 
This is all the fruit of service I crave for. I do not 
need liberation and prosperity. Grant me ever the 
company of the saints. Tuka says, Send me into 
this life again and again-just as you please.' This 
does not bespeak of "other-worldliness" as is gene­
rally supposed. 

This world was for Tukaram ~'*cjo -Paradise 
on earth-and, what is more, a school of discipline. 
His service of God did not take the form of ritua­
listic observances. In fact, he thanked God for 
making him a Kunbi (farmer) rather than Brah­
mana-thus saving him from getting engrossed in 
formal worship. A typical abhanga declares: 
iflift1ztl;{ ~ ~ itmrmrr I t!T fq ~~ ~lm m arnri II 
~it\' ~ tRT ~ ff glR I ~ Cfil4' mri' ~ ~T II 
~ WfEf ~ qfurw I ~ ~) ~G{w CfiT4' ~ II 
'll664Hll <'[~ ffi~ at~ I tRT CfiT4' mcri ~ g:st' II 
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~ ilf~HVtt ~f ~ 'iT'UliVT I ~~ ~ f:q 3m" ~ ~li II 
<TlCIT tf aifct;r~ CffiiSf ~ I ~T<{lfl ~1~ ~ q:;)5 II 

~r ~ ;r\il a:rqq ~ ;;n:r 1 "r' ~Tif ~;rfi6Uit!f< 11 ( N ~ ~) 

It is comon knowledge that most religious 
minded people are content with the kind of wor­
ship alluded to in the above: but their inner signi­
ficance is lost to them. Puja for them consists of 
bathing the image, smearing it with sandal-wood 
paste, or burning incense before it, waving lights, 
offering fruit and betel leaf, sprinking saffron rice. 
chanting mantras, clapping hands, and dancing 
before the image of God. Tukaram is at a loss to 
know how he is to go through all these minutiae of 
worship when he feels that every item of it is God 
in so many forms: 'water is in essence only God: 
then how shall I bathe God'? You are the fragrance 
in flowers, the aroma of incense; you are the giver 
of fruits, betel and rice; you are the metal in the 
coins; and the very sound ( Onz); for dancing 
there is no room left, as you are omnipresent. So. 
for me, all is comprised in the Name of Rama­
Krishna-Hari, says Tuka,-incense and light are 
He alone.' 

~ ii('e{Fift otERT 1 m:r ;n~ ~r ,, 
said Samartha Ramadas. To worship God exter­
nally is easy. But to do this internally is difficult. 
Hence temples and images, music and dance, illu­
minations and band-playings. Tukaram is bewil­
dered and asks 

m ~ ~ ~ l ~i ~fitni;r ;;it iter£ II 

<rnr anvt ~ 1 ~ Ol<{T mm ~·~·· 
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~'71Sa" ;rl'i ;r;; I otvr \i[q' a-q 3RIIOR II 

"fllT ~firlrtm ~ I ~ ;r;; ~ II 
;lij ll"ffitm an~ I ;lij ~ ~'qf"( II 
~ ;:rr@ ~ffi'<fT an~ I ifr@ ~ ~ limf ll 
if W;' +1il41\illco I if!Q:T ct (itl4i'i1f iffi II 
if Miflqffl ~ii'W I ifll'Jf 'lfill:f m.TU II 
amrT "(Ref ~ aft I Jfiif ~q~ ~1 II 
gift fiR '<f-mRl I ffif1 m;:r ifi~T g<fiT ~ II ( IS' IS'~ IS' ) 

'0 God, tell me how I should worship Thee? 
Experience Thee? How shall I attain to Thy know­
ledge? My mind is derelict from duty. I know not 
japa, tapa and other regular ways of adoration. I 
have not controlled my senses. I cannot make my 
mind one-pointed. I am not aware of caste-regula­
lations, nor do I know the nature of Bhakti. I lack 
the support of the saints. My understanding is un­
steady. The snares of delusion do not snap. There is 
no dispassion or renunciation in me: Lust and 
anger have their stronghold in my body. Now 
protect me somehow, Hari-do not neglect me. Be 
true to_your reputation among the moving and the 
unmovmg. 

Tukaram was in deadly earnest and \Vent to 
the heretic extreme of saying: 

~ \ifli a ~ ~ 1 ~ a ifl~ on~ n 

'If God could be thereby realised, do even unscrip­
tural acts otherwise ignore even scriptural in­
junctions!' His main focus was within himself. The 
body is the citadel of the ego. To subdue it is the 
crux of the spiritual problem. It was to achieve this 
fundamental victory over himself that Tukaram 
concentrated all his sadhana. Only a few citations 
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from the abhangas should suffice to illustrate this. 
His ideal came from the Bhaktas. 

0{~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 'RT~ I~ o:U:i1J41lll f.:rcn~ II 
f~ nT ~T \ifre1 ~ 1 ;:nqi q;; \iA' ;rnn NaT II 
f.rcriuff 'l'TN~ am ~ I Cfii~1 ;:r ~jq;,S q-g"'f ;{~) II 
gq;l' ~ ~ q;~f ~ ~I f:tidfwtll ~ ;:rq;f mVf II 

'True Bhaktas are those who are indifferent 
to the body and have transcended the bondage of 
desires. Narayana is all their interest. For His 
sake they have no attachment to wealth, world, 
mother or father. Ultimately, Govinda is before 
and behind them: They permit no other bondage 
to hold them. Tuka says, one's meritorious deeds 
~hould help in this. If fear stands in the way, hell 
ts the end.' Hence Tukaram's constant prayer was: 

~ amri ~ ~T ~~~~ ~ 4T~T ~II 
d'U :q ~ ~ W!f 4f.t 'fmT I ri ~fflf q;aif ~ II 
o'ICf ~ mt ~ 41l4i4tllff I ~q;as cffif~T ~II 
3Tt~ ~ f~T W'l'if <mt:( 'lti)q I nmcn" ~ tmn ~tm ll 
~a .. ~~ f,t ~ amr!_ I ;:rrq ~T ~~II 
Tfit ~ ;:rq;l ~ ~ I oijf ~mt ~ ~~ II 

'0 God, now do me but this favour: make 
me oblivious of the body. Then only shall my life 
feel happy. Shelter me at Thy feet-with all my 
inclinations stabilised. Cut off my relations with 
desire, fear, anxiety, shame, lust and anger. . . . 
Tuka says, enough of pretensions: let my service 
be sincere and pure.' 

God heard this fervent appeal and Tukaram 
attained total emancipation. He says he witnessed 
the death of his own body. He was no longer tied 
down by it, but became UniversaL He achieved 
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this state by wanting to be-not great-but smaller 
than the smallest. 

31Ul(Ufl4i ~Aisl I ~ 31T<tif'!lll~<tfAT II 

According to him the essence of all sadhanas is no 
more than shedding body-consciousness and 
looking at all else as mere vanity: 

3Nt4l ~ ~'R' I ;:r ~ qm:: ~TctN I 

~ ~ ~ qy~lm-il ~~II 

The token of this is serenity of mind and heart, to 
be ever sustained through discrimination and living 
in the awareness of Atman: 

........ m ~~ ~ ~'Tu 
~ ~fq <ti~ fcrm I flif~T ~ arr~ II 
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9. TUKARAivl'S Il\IIPORTANCE 

qf.Jr~ if ~ tn<Ff tiT ~~ I ;i~ ~Ft ~Hf \il;;f ~ffi II 

~sacred the family, and pure the Jand, where 
are born the devotees of God'. This was said by 
Tukaram himself with reference to the saints of 
all times and places. After more than three cen­
turies his memory is lovingly cherished by millions 
of people beyond the cradle of his nativity. His 
abhangas are recited in bhajans and kirtans, and 
t~day broadcast on the ubiquitous radio: they con­
tmue to inspire and instruct all those whose aspi­
rations are not confined to things that are merely 
a "passing show". 

Christian missionaries like Rev. Abbott and 
1\tiacnicol have bestowed on Tukaram encomiums 
that bespeak their sincere appreciation and admi­
ration of the rustic saint of Dehu who was as prac­
tical as he was idealistic. Justin E. Abbott (who 
translated Mahipati's life of Tukaram into 
English) wrote: "The life of Tukaram is full of 
human interest, full of food for the moralist, full of 
suggestions for the idealist, and to every one an 
inspiration for a better and nobler life." 

Nelson Fraser wrote: "Tukaram teaches his 
fellowmen not chiefly by what he says, but by what 
we realise him to have felt and experienced of aspi­
ration, conflict and communion." 

We said in the Introduction that the saints of 
Maharashtra were a source of inspiration to the 
rise of the Maratha power and the Maratha fight 
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for fr.:edom. But for this inspiration the Maratha 
struggle for independen~~ would ~e m~anin~les.~ 
and shorn of all the nobthty persomfied m Sh1va]1 
the Great. The Dnyaneshvari, Ekanathi Bhagavata 
and Tukaram's Gatlza have long outlived the poli­
tical achievements and military adventures of the 
Chhatrapatis and the Peshvas :-

¥1' •t?o1 ~~ ~ ~i'i5 1 ano~ iftlfri'iS €ff:q ~ u 

'The glories of our blood and state 
Are shadows, not substantial things' 

has been proved true. l\.1an cannot live by bread 
alone. 

CfiTl1' Cf1ij, ~ ~~ ~'t I ~ 'f.:Ra"t \111•1qlfd II 

·How shall we praise the good that the saints 
have done for us? They perpetually keep us awake 
and alert', says Tukaram. 

William James, in his Varieties of Religious 
Experience, concludes his lecture on "the value of 
Saintliness" with these remarks:-

"In a general way, then, 'on the whole' .... 
our testing of religion by practical common sense 
and the empirical method, leave it in possession of 
its towering place in history. Economically, the 
saintly group of qualities is indispensable to the 
world's welfare. The great saints are immediate 
successes; the smaller ones are at least heralds and 
harbingers, and they may be leavens also, of a bet­
ter mundane order. Let us be saints, then, if we 
can, whether or not we succeed visibly or tempo­
rally. But in our Father's house there are many 
mansions, and each of us must discover for him­
self the kind of religion and the amount of saint-

59 



ship which best comports with what he believes to 
be his powers and feels to be his mission and 
vocation." 

Hence Tukaram declared: a:rfit<n~ Rm ~ \3'~ 11 
'To each according to his needs and capacity'. He 
did not preach any single doctrine, or tender the 
same advice to all. His Gatha, consequently, ap­
pears to speak with many voices. His life too had 
many facets: but only One Light shines through 
all his sayings and doings. We may express this in 
only five words: 

Faith, Fearlessness, Freedom, Fortitude and 
Forbearance. 
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