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Preface

“Bhakti” is one of the most crucial untranslatable, interconnecting
and dynamic cultural-spiritual coordinates of the Indic world-
view that characterises Bharat/India as a living civilization, as our
“punyabhoomi” (sacred place) as well as “matri-pitra-bhoomi” (father/
mother-land). Its ubiquitous presence in the very heart of Bharatiya
samaj and sanskriti (Indian society and culture), in perhaps every
aspect of our national life—material, intellectual and spiritual—
gives a distinct “rasa” or flavour to the meaning of Bharat/India.
Bhakti provides one of the most important clues to the amazing
unity (ekata or ekatmakata) of Indian civilization. Amidst all its
equally amazing, and perhaps only seemingly so, religious, linguistic
and ethnic diversity, “Bhakti” lies at the centre of the meaning of
Bharat/India. The people of Bharat relished “Bhakti” so much that
they envisioned and popularised whatis known as “Bhakti-Yoga” in the
Indian Spiritual Tradition, and as “Bhakti-Rasa/Aesthetic Emotion
of Devotion” in the realm of Aesthetics! In Indian tradition, “Bhakti”
has always been a multivalent term and experience that signifies,
inter alia, the process of “becoming integrated” with the whole,
“being a part of or a division, devotion, fondness, trust, homage,
worship, piety, love as a means of salvation, together with karman
(works) and jnana (knowledge) a row, a series, that which belongs
to, or contained in anything else”. Contrary to the semitic faiths, it
is only in Hindu and other Indian faiths—Buddhism, Jainism and
Sikhism—that the advaitik or non-dualistic identification between
the Bhakta and Bhagawan (the devotee and the Lord) is considered
a salient feature of the process of attaining mukti or true freedom.
The term “Watershed” has been used in conjunction with the term
“Social Reform” in the title of the Conference to refer to bhakti.
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It is employed as a geographical metaphor that implies a crucially
important or decisive factor, time or event that has always had a
massive impact on the Indian people and their collective socio-
cultural consciousness — empowering them to protest against
injustice of all sorts, whether caused by internal socio-cultural evils
or by waves of invasions. Needless to say, whenever the people of
India were subjugated or subjected to exploitation and injustice, it
is through the intervention of Bhakti that some important socio-
cultural-political movement emerged and infused the Indian people
with much-needed courage and hope.

In a remarkable sense, the continuous journey and undeniable
significance of “Bhakti” in Bharat/India, from the ancient times—
from the days of Rigveda, the Upanishadas, The Ramayana, the
Mahabharata, the Buddhist Therigathas, the Bhagavata, the Sangam
Age, the Nayanars and the Alvars, Adi Shankaracharya, such Saint-
Acharya-Bhaktas as Ramanuja, Ramanand, Nimbarka, Basava, Andal,
Akka Mahadevi, Lal Ded, (as well as many other women-bhaketas),
Vallabhacharya, the Lingayats, the Veershaivas, Tukaram, Eknath,
Shankara Dev, Chaitanya Mahaprabhu, Kabir, Tulsi, Sur Das, Sufis
like Shah Hussain, Mirabai, Guru Nanak, Guru Tegh Bahadur,
Guru Arjun Dev, Guru Gobind Singh, Ramkrishna Paramahamsa,
Swami Vivekananda, Swami Dayananda, Rabindranath Tagore,
Balganadhar Tilak, and Mahatma Gandhi—to this very day, clearly
and emphatically suggests that the topography or spatiality of
“Bhakti” has always been pan-Indian, and its capacity to give rise
to social reform watersheds (‘watershed’-a geographical metaphor
and concept-implying a crucially important or decisive factor, time
or event, turning point or historic moment) has remained one of
the most important factors of our national life or culture. It is in
this sense that this Conference is an attempt to map the contours
and flows of “Bhakti” in India’s intellectual history. Hence the term
“topography” has been used. To this very day throughout the mazes
of known or unknown, recorded or unrecorded history, continues
the journey of Bharat as a civilization. It is to suggest this sense of
“movement” of Bhakti from one place to another in the context
of Indian history, from the Rigveda to the present day that the
compound term Bhakti-Movement was constructed. But the crucial
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pointabout “Bhakti”, which has generally been ignored in the cultural
historiography of India, is that “Bhakti” per se, in consonance with
Indian epistemological tradition, is always in movement ! It is time
to discuss “Bhakti-in-movement” now, as Bhakti Movement is a
natural extension of Bhakti-in-Movement! It is through “Bhakti”
that the people of India have tried to correct themselves socially as
well as politically and follow the path of righteousness or dharma
and swaraj! That is why, “Bhakti” and its different forms have
given rise to so many “social reform watersheds” or to the crucially
important factors—social, political, cultural or spiritual—that not
only saved but also enabled Indians to offer a brave resistance against
the repeated and continuous military and cultural invasions and
genocides for almost a thousand years in history. The Sikh Gurus,
to prove the point, were great “Bhaktas” and “Saints” who had
tremendous “Shaastrabal” (power of knowledge), and more over, also
understood and emphasised the value of “Shastrabal (the military
power)”. It was their unalloyed, selfless “Bhakti or devotion” to the
Timeless Absolute that enabled them to create an important “social
reform watershed” in Indian history.

However, what pains a modern Indian is the almost uncritically
accepted cultural historiography of India, and its validation through
an ideologically loaded pedagogy at school as well as university levels
that more or less has restricted or confined “Bhakti” to metaphysical/
transcendental/religious spaces in order to represent it as a typical
“orientalist” trait that shows the allegedly irrational, unscientific,
unintellectual and backward-looking or unprogressive nature of the
Indian people and their collective cultural consciousness in order to
validate a perception of India that Marx best defined as a territorial
space sans history, culture and progress, and therefore, only fit to be
colonised by the scientifically, rationally superior West/Europe!

Relevance/Significance of “Bhakti” in Indian Civilisational
Context:-

It is obvious from the above that the continuing relevance of “Bhakti”
in Indian historical and civilisational context cannot be undermined.
The justly famous moksha-oriented triad-Jnana-Karma-Bhakti-
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conjointly forms a “mukti-path” or path of true freedom. But is
one’s devotion or “bhakti” to “Jnana” or “ karma” (selfless ethical
action) or “ahaituk or desire-less “Bhakti” itself that serves as
the most important clue to the attainment to mukti or liberation
from ignorance as well as sorrow. Though the space of Bhakti has
been marked by the seeming differences like “Saguna” as well as
“Nirguna” or sectarian differences like Vaishnavas, Shaivas, Shaktas,
Veershaivas, Lingayatas, Nathapanthis and others, its essence of
“integral oneness of all or ekatmak chetana”, through which “one”
gets divided into “others and all”—creating an advaitik position, can
never be doubted. Even in contemporary contexts of internet and
techno-cultural modernity, the discourses of “Bhakti”, constructed
in people’s own languages, are disseminated and liked by most of
the people of India. In India, the Hindus, the Sikhs, The Jainas, the
Buddhists and even people belonging to other faiths follow the path
of “Bhakti or devotion” to their world-views that shows them the
path of salvation or mukti or nirvana. On the other hand “Bhakti”
also leads the people of India, as it has always led them, to “Desh-
bhakti” (patriotism) or “Rashtra-bhakti” (nationalism)-a spiritual-
cultural position that characterises Bharat as a “Rashtra”.  Hence,
the importance of “ Bhakti” in India’s intellectual history cannot be
underestimated.

This seminar was organised with the objectives to discuss the
epistemology and philosophy of “Bhakti” and its innately dynamic
nature and how the spiritual or the sacred and the secular are
inseparable in the domain of Bhakti. Further to understand how
“Bhakti” functions as a “social-cultural reform watershed” in the
course of Indian Intellectual history and to consider how “Bhakti”
helped the Indian people disseminate and strengthen political
consciousness in Indian history. For these very objectives various
themes were suggested for discussion such as—

a. Philosophy of/in Bhakti : Continuity and Change

b. Location of Bhakti in Indian Intellectual Tradition: Then and
Now

c. Bhakti: Diversity in Unity in Indic Contexts

d. Bhakti and National Integration
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e. Bhakti as the cause of social reforms watershed

f. Bhakti and the Social Consciousness: The Epics, and The
Bhagavata Purana

g. Bhakti as a dynamic principle of dharma-centric life

h. The Cross-Currents of Bhakti: The Sufi Poetry of Shah Hussain

i. Women-Bhaktas and their contribution to the meaning of India

j. New Readings of Advaita, Dvaita, Vishishtadvaita, Dvaitadvaita,
and Premabhakti

Professor Gurpal Singh in his opening remarks said that the
seminar is designed to interpret the bhakti movement from a
different perspective. The Bhakti movement is a classical tradition
of interpretation spreading over hundreds of years, and it is still
effective as a continuous and consistent movement. Indian tradition
re-contextualises and re-appropriates its earlier traditions. Rigveda
is one of the earliest examples of this intellectual practice. This is
the quality of our Gyan-Bhakti movement. We cannot analyse this
tradition in the same manner as we study the Greek tradition, as
in our tradition we cannot separate epistemology, theology and
sociology. There are three fundamental constituents of Bhakti, Gyan
and Karma. Bhakti manifests itself in terms of epistemology and
sociology as well.

Professor Sudhir Kumar, while delivering the keynote address,
commented on the usage of topography and topology and the term
watershed in its spatiotemporal terms. Topography is the description
of the place and its mapping and watershed relates to climatology,
geography, etc. He elaborated on these two terms which featured in
the title of the seminar. In Indian tradition, topo refers to “Sthala”,
“Sthana”, “Sthiti”, whereas western concepts will not take us that far.
In Indian tradition, sanskrit is about “Samsthiti”, which depicts time,
space and place (¥F-#@-aw1) and in this way, topography is the place
and positionality of Bhakti. These cannot be whipped off from the
coordinates of time. “Kaal” Bhakti is “Kaal Chetna” and “Rashtra” is
an inseparable part of “Rashtra Chetna”. Rashtra is “Desh”™—“Desh”
is territory and territory is culture, culture refers to people and
people inhabit places. So, topography is a very important term in
this context, but it has to be redefined through Indian epistemology
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and not through western epistemology alone. The watershed creates,
in the flow of history, some kinds of very important changes. The
watershed is important when a society needs some transformational
changes. So the metaphor of a watershed has been used here. The
Bhakti movement was a turning point in Indian history. Another
important point that comes out is how Bhakti becomes the template
where Gyan and Karma both collate. The spiritual and moral glue of
bhakti binds Gyan-Karma. Bhakti in Vedic tradition indicates that
Swaraj is possible through bhakti only. Bhakti contextualises this view
that whenever there is loss of freedom, whenever there is bondage
and injustice, Bhakti reconstructs the social order. Whenever there is
loss of Dharma, Bhagwat Dharma comes into light. Bhakti has been
personified in the Bhagwat Puran. Bhakti in its personified form tells
you about its own topography.

Palani Ramaswamy in his plenary lecture said that when we speak
about Bhakti generally, the question of the existence of God arises
and ideas of paradise and hell come into debate. At an early stage,
Bhakti came into existence due to fear of the natural forces. From the
3rd to 11th century is usually referred to as the Bhakti movement
period in Tamil literature, when Vaishnavism and Shaivism were
both opposing Buddhism and Jainism. He said Lord Krishna is an
important figure in the Bhakti and Andal praised Krishna. He cited
some examples of Geet-Govindam of Jaidev and Krishna Bhakti of
Mira Bai. Commenting on the contemporary situation, he said that
South and North is not a political divide but a geographical one and
Hinduism is the most tolerant religion in the world.

Prof. Kailash Baral in his plenary lecture states that Bhakti is not
only an aesthetic experience, a bhakti rasa. It is also a kind of linguistic
revolution that happened in the common man’s language and
presented very intense kinds of metaphorical ideas in a very simple
language. Bhakti is primarily a language/rhetorical commitment to
the creator through bhajan and songs. The tonality of commitment
is amazing in bhakti. He focused his presentation on the Utakaliya
Bhakii tradition which flourished during the 16th century. He talked
about the five sakha or friends of Utakaliya Vaishnavism. He said the
Bhakti is a South Asian phenomenon and has its origin in an Indian
spiritual tradition related to Gyan/Knowledge, having pedagogical
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implications in Guru-Shishya parampara. Prof. Baral said that
Jagannath-Puri is a “Poonya Bhoomi,” a major center of pilgrimage.
Most of the Bhakti exponents including saint Kabir and Guru Nanak
also visited this place. He also discussed the impact of Chaitanya on
Bhakti. He also refered to the Shunya Sambita of Achyutananda Das
to explain the idea of the divine as Shunya Purusha, and Brahma Gyan
as the source of Bhakti. He differentiated between the meanings of
Brahm Gyan and Gyan. The Pancha Sakha were against rituals and
caste system. There are differences among human beings but such
differences cannot be categorised as caste. In Bhakti-Marg there is
no discrimination. A Guru can only give you knowledge. The bond
between devotee and divine is so intimate that the devotee has every
right to complain before his God. He cited examples where Bhaktas
lodge their complaints to Jagannath. Along with that, the devotee
must have the quality of humility. As Chaitanya said, he must be as
humble as a mere blade of grass.

Prof. Ashok Modak delivered his lecture on the topic “Lokmanya
Tilak’s Geeta Rahasya and articulation of Desh Bhakti”. He said that
Shankaracharya never meant Sanyas and Bhakti to be a state of sitting
idle or only taking the name of Hari-Hari. It is a misinterpretation.
Janak attains Moksha with his Karma, wandering in the forests.
Likewise, every person engaged in public service should find time for
some studies, and should initiate action keeping universal welfare in
the mind. Indian philosophy is still relevant, and it has the capacity
to guide us even in the present era. Tilak and Vivekananda asked
Indians to start worshiping Bharat Mata. In particular, they shaped
minds. Tilak said that we Indians should rely on our own ethos,
should not depend on Euro-centric knowledge.

Chairman of the Institute, Prof. Kapil Kapoor in his plenary
lecture said that we have the habit of thinking in western categories,
and we think that every Bhakt poet was a social reformer. Actually,
this was not the main motivation. Great devotional poets promote
some form of justice through wisdom. Therefore, textual study
is more important in this regard. He said our civilization is the
most tolerant one. Interfaith dialogue is not possible between the
powerful and the weak. He elaborated his ideas with the example
of the Hebraic tradition, which is a monistic one, and believes in
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totalitarian systems. It believes in a formless God, and monotheism.
But, this formless God is not “Nirguna’. According to Spinoza,
Hebraic God is an angry God. All the three systems that emerged out
of this tradition are fighting with each other. In comparison to this
system, our reality is like an ocean. So there is no need to understand
ourselves in their terms. Prof. Vijay Bahadur Singh said that we
must keep our values and heritage in mind. Dharma has nothing
to do with worshiping rituals. To counter injustice and establish
justice is the goal of our religion. Dr. Rajkumar Hans spoke about
the plural character of our civilization, and said that this land is the
cradle of one of the most ancient civilisations where multilingualism
and multiculturalism coexisted. Bhakti is a way of working towards
unity among differences. There was a general acceptance of Bhagats
irrespective of their caste and class. They also coined a utopian idea
of Beghampura, where humanity lives freely without bondages of
caste and class.

Prof. Jagbir Singh, highlighting the role of Guru Granth Sahib,
said, “Guru Arjan Deyv, the compiler and editor of this Granth, was
a man of prophetic vision and humanitarian concerns. He imbibed
the spirit of the renaissance heralded by the Bhakti and the Suf
movements during the middle ages in India. In fact, the emergence
of these two movements (the Bhakti and the Sufi movements)
symbolises a moment of great cultural awakening and the resurgence
of humanitarian spirit during the medieval times in India. In the then
prevalent atmosphere of religious intolerance and oppression, these
Saints and Sufis sought to generate an environment of dialogue and
understanding. Guru Arjan Dev was inwardly aware of the ideological
importance of these two movements. Therefore, he collected the
poetic compositions, Bani, of those prominent Saint-poets and Sufis
of India, whose mystico-ethical vision reflected humanitarian and
radical social ideology. As a result, a voluminous scripture, in the
form of an anthology, came into existence.” Prof. Shrawan Kumar in
his valedictory address said that there was a dialogue between Sufism
and Bhakti. Ramananda brought the bhakti of Ramanujan from
south to north. It tried to remove the social inequalities prevalent in
the name of caste and class. The Bhakti movement took inspiration
from Mahabharata and advocated keeping Shastra along with
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Shaastra. He also explained the process of moving from Abhaav to
Bhaav and then to Mahabhaav, which is basically a journey towards
Brahm with Bhakti. He said the realisation of Sehej-Anand is the
situation of Bhakti.

This three-day National Seminar successfully created an immensely
enriching dialogue among eminent scholars and academicians from
various parts of the country. This book is an anthology of articles
consisting of all the presentations made during the seminar. I wish to
thank all the contributors for their articles, Prof. Sudhir Kumar for
his invaluable Keynote address, eminent resource persons, my fellow
convenor of the seminar, Prof. Gurpal Sandhu and special thanks
to the Indian Institute of Advanced Study, Shimla, for providing a
prestigious platform for holding this seminar. This seminar, and the
spirit of academic endeavour behind it, would not have been possible
without the Grace of Gurudev, torch bearer of the Indian Knowledge
Tradition, Prof. Kapil Kapoor Ji and Prof. Jagbir Singh Ji. Both of
these modern Rishis graced the occasion with their energetic and
illuminating presence.

Fft SR A TTeAT- ki 2! 3]

Delhi Pror. RAVINDER SINGH






CHAPTER 1

From Peace to Pieces:

The Topography of Bhakti

Pror. RAVINDER SINGH™ AND DR. ANJU JAGPAL™

Bhakti movement is the longest surviving social and cultural reform
movement and along with that it has an impressive literary tradition
creating deep impact on the intellectual history of India. The various
manifestations of socio-cultural reforms based on dharma tradition
can still be felt through the unconscious of the present human
generation. It has given us strong ideas of cultural compositeness
built on liberal, humanitarian and spiritual ideals of religion. Two
main religions were face to face during the medieval period and
Bhakti Movement was emerging as a reformist endeavour to remove
the superficial and empty ritualistic practices undermining the
essence of dharma. Both the Bhakti and Sufi Movements emerged,
and merged to create a social renaissance. Its influence was so strong
that it had a great impact on the psyche of common man. But, with
major incidences of violence and killings happening at the time of
Partition appeared as Independence and then in 1984, the composite
culture appeared fragmented. The pressure of dividing communities
led to some of the worst incidents of violence in the century.

Bhakti movement has been responding to all kinds of social,
cultural, economic and political challenges, the same way it has also

* Professor of Punjabi, Dyal Singh College, New Delhi-03,
ravinder707@gmail.com

** Associate Prof of English, Govt. PG College, Ambala Cantt Haryana,
g.anjujagpal@gmail.com
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recorded several reasons confronting the idea of compositeness of
social order. This research paper is an attempt to articulate some
representative piece of literary works of Bhakti Movement that are
addressing masses to be aware of divisive political tactics.

Punjab in the Medieval period has seen great disturbances and
turmoil on the geo-political front which further affected socio-
cultural environment of this region. Situated at the entry point of
India, Punjab has gone through several ups and downs through the
history. It was the time when invaders from the West began to attack
India, attempting to conquer and rule it. Very soon they successfully
invaded Punjab and other western parts of India and established their
administration alongside the spread of their socio-cultural practices,
religion, language and other ways of life. Punjab initially resisted the
socio-cultural front but later they accepted the change. During this
turbulent period of invasions on political, social and cultural fronts,
Bhakti movement was also coming to the north from the south.
The Bhakti movement spread throughout the country disapproving
religious prejudices, superstitions and practise of formal rituals. The
Bhakti saints and Gurus condemned caste inequalities and laid stress
on fraternity. At the same time Sufi saints also preached the message
of love and human brotherhood. These two movements played a
leading role in bringing the people of all communities together.

Ramananda was one of the earliest saints and a pioneering figure
of the Bhakti movement and Bhakti movement rapidly grew in north
India, sometime between the 14th century and mid-15th century. It
is believed that Ramananda developed his philosophy and devotional
themes inspired by the south Indian Vedanta philosopher Ramanuja
along with the influence of Nathpanthi ascetics of the Yoga school
of Hindu philosophy' An early social reformer, Ramananda accepted
disciples without discriminating anyone by gender, class, caste or
religion.” Traditional scholarship holds that his disciples included
later Bhakti movement poet-saints such as Kabir, Ravidas, Bhagat
Pipa and others,’ His ideas also influenced the founding of Sikhism
in the 15th century, and his verse and he are mentioned in the Sikh
scripture Adi Granth.*

In a way, Sikhism emerged as a new religion based on the
teachings of Guru Nanak and other saints. Guru Nanak spread
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the message of universal brotherhood and religious tolerance. He
exhorted the Hindus and the Muslims to forget their differences,
because he believed in the common qualities of humanity among all
the religions and faiths.

When Babur was all set to invade India after conquering Khorasan,
Guru Nanak was the first to alert and caution Hindostan about the
inevitable reign of violence and terror. For Guru Nanak, an avid
traveller, Hindostan was a geo-spatial unity with certain civilizational
identity. He wrote few couplets in Gurbani depicting the critical
situation in the aftermath of Babur’s attack. It says:

Aasaa, First Mehl:

Having conquered Khorasan, (Babur) terrified Hindustan.

The Creator takes not the blame on Himself, but has sent the Mughal
as the messenger of death.

There was so much slaughter that the people screamed. Didn’t You feel
compassion, Lord? [|1]|

You are the creator and You are the caretaker of all.

If some powerful person strikes another powerful person, then the
mind doesn’t feel anger. ||1||Pause]|

But if a powerful lion (like person) falling over herd (like weak people),
kill them, then its master must answer for it.

The (Jihadist invaders) dogs destroyed and ruined the jewel (like
society/country), and no one pays any attention to the dead.

You Yourself unite, and You Yourself separate; look at Your Greatness.
2l

One who gives himself a great name, and revel in whatever pleases the
mind,

In the eyes of the Lord, he is just a worm, for all the corn that he pecks.
One who lives with dead ego, then he gets something, by chanting the
Name, O Nanak. ||3]|5]|39||

Gurbani has its own unique poetic style and idiom of expression
like Bhakti poetry addressing the reality with the Ultimate reality
Another Shabad of Guru Nanak:

Tilang, First Mehla:

As the speech of the Lord comes to me, so do I express it, O Lalo.
Bringing the marriage party of sin, Babar has invaded from Kabul,
demanding our land as his wedding gift, O Lalo.
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Modesty and Dharma both have vanished, and falsehood moves about
like a leader, O Lalo.

Qazis and the Brahmins roles are over, and Satan now conducts the
marriage rites, O Lalo.

The Muslim women read the Koran, and in their misery, they call
upon God, O Lalo.

Women of high caste and other Hindu women, are also put into the
same misery, O Lalo.

The wedding songs of murder are sung, O Nanak, and blood is
sprinkled instead of saffron, O Lalo. ||1||

Nanak sings the Glorious Praises of the Lord, and voices this account
in the city of corpses.

The One who created, and attached the mortals to pleasures, sits alone
indifferently and watches.

He, the Lord is true, and true is His justice and He will do the true
justice according to His judgment.

When body-fabric will be torn apart into shreds, then Hindustan will
remember my word.

Coming in seventy-eight [vikram samvat] (-20-21 A.D) , departing in
ninety-seven [vikram samvat] (-39-40 A.D), and then another disciple
of man will rise up.

Nanak speaks the speech of Truth; and he proclaims the Truth at this,
the right time. ||2||3]|5]

Guru Nanak in these shabads very meticulously depicted the
situation and the reasons, responses of folks. It was the golden
period of renaissance under Bhakti movement and Guru Nanak
tries to resolve this conflicting situation through ancient intellectual
traditions of knowledge and wisdom. He prepared the ground for
dialogue amongst the religious practices of different faiths. Since
Bhakti movement at that time was endeavouring to address social ills
like caste and empty ritualistic practices, Guru Nanak created Sikh
Panth to relinquish all the empty ritualistic practices and identities
based on castes. It was acceptable to all the Hindus and Muslims, so
Guru Nanak was equally respected both by Hindus and Muslims as
their Guru and Pir respectively. Such was the contribution of Great
Gurus and this sense of compositeness matured further in intellectual
tradition. Maharaja Ranjit Singh ruled over greater Punjab on these
lines. The kind of socio-cultural environment existed during Bhakti
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period and flourished till the end of Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s era.
With the onset of British rule in Punjab, and the policies adopted
by them to rule India resulted in the defragmentation of socio-
cultural compositeness. As it is very well known to world that for
pursuing divide and rule policy, British administration followed
the impressions and judgements of Macaulay about Indian people.
This is very much evident from the literary writings available of that
time which gives close account of socio-political atmosphere of post
Khalsa Raj.

Shah Muhammad wrote Jungnama, an account of the first battle
between Sikhs and British army, therein he vouched for the idea of
co-existence and communal unity evolved during Bhakti period and
existed till that time. Shah Muhammad while giving references of
this compositeness, also warned the Indians against the nefarious
designs of the British, a ‘teesri zaat’. Shah Muhammad’s couplets in
Jungnama, state:

Razi babhut rehnde musalman hindu
Sir dohan de utte afaat aahbi
Shaah mohammda vich panjab de ji
Koi nahi si doosri zaat aahi

Prof. Amrik Singh, while commenting on PK. Nljhawan’s book,
The First Punjab War: Shah Mohammed’s Jangnamah, also supports

the existence of such compositeness in Punjab, as he says:

Perhaps nothing illustrates the character of Ranjit Singh’s regime more
tellingly than the fact that his decision to outlaw the killing of cows
which was offensive to the non-Muslim population was accepted
without any resistance. Even the ruler of Afghanistan sent him his
word to the effect that the killing of cows had been discontinued in
his own country. This was done presumably to court favour with him.
It was this atmosphere of tolerance and mutual respect which he was
able to generate and which earned him the undying loyalty of people
like Shah Mohammed and others. Nijhawan has called attention to
this fact pointedly in his introduction and no more needs to be said
about it. (15)
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It was the same time when British was formulating the New
Education Policy for India on the lines of Macaulay’s suggestions.
Lord Macaulay played a major role in the introduction of English
and Western concepts into the education in India, and published
his argument on the subject in the “Macaulay Minute” in 1835.
He supported the replacement of Persian by English as the official
language, the use of English as the medium of instruction in all
schools, and the training of English-speaking Indians as teachers.’
On the flip side, this led to Macaulayism in India, and the systematic
wiping out of traditional and ancient Indian education and
vocational systems and sciences.® Macaulay divided the world into
civilized nations and barbarism, with Britain representing the high
point of civilization. In his Minute on Indian Education of February
1835, he asserted, “It is, I believe, no exaggeration to say that all the
historical information which has been collected from all the books
written in the Sanskrit language is less valuable than what may be
found in the most paltry abridgement used at preparatory schools
in England”. He was wedded to the idea of progress, especially in
terms of the liberal freedoms. He opposed radicalism while idealizing
historic British culture and traditions.”

With such attitude towards the native Indian society and culture,
British empire formulated a new education policy to make them
unlearn their own history and tradition and to adopt the so-called
superior English way of life based on scientific outlook. In this
process they tend to crush the social thread of commonness amongst
the diverse religions, faiths, races, caste etc., It's a historical fact
that under the impact of the British rule, prevailing co-existence
amongst the various communities in small towns and countryside
began to erode. At the same time, it was a matter of high policy
for the British to create divisions amongst the various communities.
The introduction of the separate electoral system in the beginning
of the 20th century further poisoned the cordial atmosphere. What
the British did was to promote a sense of separate identity in each
community. Hindus and Muslims were encouraged to look upon
themselves in their exclusive way. The Sikhs also got unavoidably
involved in this. Meanwhile the Sikhs had been energized by the
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Singh Sabha Movement and the confrontation between the Sikhs
and the Arya Samajis became a prominent feature of the political
reality. Till the end of the 19th century, it was a different situation.
As Prof. Amrik Singh acknowledge it by saying:

What is of real relevance however is how there was absolute peace
amongst the various communities under Ranjit Singh and before
the British appeared on the scene. Once the British set about the
task of consolidating their empire, and many things flowed from the
manner in which the British went about this job, the situation began
to change. (Nijhawan Page 16)

Its repercussions could be felt at the time of India’s Independence
and Partition. When India got Independence, Punjab was divided
into two parts leaving lakhs of people dead and more than 1.5
crore homeless. A renowned Punjabi poetess, Amrita Pritam, very
well depicted the critical situation threatening this very essence of
compositeness, arises during the time of Partition of Punjab. Amrita
Pritam wrote:

T o> FraTa-U-39%F a7 FI T T4 BT
= e |1 ot vt &t q fore-forg s A
T AT AT AT I AT A1 T
I TRHET AT T2AT I3 qF; AT IS

1 Aot arert fafeat @ g &t 93 =

Further during the separatist movement in Punjab, Punjabi
writers raised voice in favour of this age old idea of compositeness
and coexistence, as it is evident from Surjit Patar’s poem:

Kal Waris Shah nu wandea si, Ajj Shiv Kumar di waari hai
Oh zakham tuhanu bhull vi gaye, Je navean di hore tiari hai’

“Yesterday we divided Waris Shah, today it is the turn of Shiv Kumar
Batalavi,

have you forgotten the old wounds that you are looking for more
anew?’

P. K. Nijhawan himself tries to resolve this situation with the
similar sentiments that of Shah Mohammed with his remarks:



8 Tue ToPOGRAPHY OF BHAKTI

A better Hindu and a better Muslim is any day a more secular person
than one who is atheistic or irreligious. Similarly, a better Punjabi and
a better Bengali makes for a better Indian than one who calls himself
an Indian first and last.” Shah Mohammed can, therefore, be seen as a
symbol of the true integration of all Punjabis into one society, all over

again. (Nijhawan Page 21)

It was in the era of Bhakti movement where intellectual tradition
of creating harmony amongst the diverse faiths, religions, sections
and castes evolved through the message of Oneness of supreme
existence. Prominent proponents of Bhakti movement resolved the
tensions and divides of society with dialogue and created a structure
of socio-cultural compositeness by cornering religious and sectional
differences. It is high time to review those fundamental approaches
that succeeded to bring culture of compositeness in society. In
today’s world we are facing more severe attacks of sectional divisive
forces that are blindly following the Western theories and ideologies
to undermine the Indian intellectual caliber of resolving crisis. In
the name of post-modernism and other post theories, sociologists
and polity are interrogating and studying society only to further
find the divide and sectionalize it. They do not have the answer or
mechanism to create any kind of compositeness in society. Bhakti
period saw the creation of bonding between Hindus and Muslims
as well as sincere efforts for eradication and upliftment of lower
classes and castes. Most of the Bhakti poets or saints themselves were
from the deprived sections of society and they were vocal enough to
make their message pass through the masses. These Saints and Gurus
enjoyed acceptability across the religions, classes and castes. Since
the colonization to Independence, British power willfully attacked
this very essence of compositeness to rule the country and further
after the Independence, this process continued with the support
of new intellectual class having allegiance to Western masters and
minds. Post-independence polity followed the same modus operandi
of divide and rule which resulted into the severe sectional divisions
of Indian mind. Colonially trained intellectual class willfully ignored
to create national self-respect and contrary to that they even go to
the level of deploring the glorious historical past of India in the garb
of so called ‘secularism’. Branding the tradition as evil and Western
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modernity as the only option to survive the present, they created a
class of mother (land) haters and distorted the long ancient history
of Indian civilization by citing it as mere stories, myths and epics.
This is exactly the same policy and polity that was initiated by British
colonizers to rule. Such intellectual endeavour can never address the
core issues of socio-cultural order except further dividing it. We have
some time-tested efforts of medieval Bhakti era that can be adopted
and used without any big predicament as our society has never gone
far away from the sentiments of Bhakti intellectual tradition.
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CHAPTER 4

Karma, Bhakti and Jnana-Breaking
Bounds: Ruminations of an

English Student

CHITRA SREEDHARAN

“I am large. I contain multitudes.” (Fisher 353)

So wrote Walt Whitman in Section 51 of his long poem, “Song of
Myself”. As a person who has grown up on the largesse offered by the
tradition and the bounty offered by English language and literature,
I feel the same way.

The present paper does not purport to be a scholarly treatise on the
three main margas or paths to salvation, suggested by our tradition,
so much as the informal ramblings of one who wishes to share some
of the insights assimilated during the journey of life, not of one who
set out consciously on a quest of any kind, but to whom certain
things happened along the way to make the journey fulfilling and
meaningful. Although I had originally planned to analyse aspects of
Bhakti poetry by women from South India or from Maharashtra, I
felt a compulsive inner urge for self-expression and hence, transferred
my focus to ‘Bhakti-in-movement,’ rather than talking about the
Bhakti movement in India. Bhakti for me has always held greater
appeal as a mode of personal transformation, rather than as a social
factor, though it may have its beginnings in social conditioning.

* Assistant Professor, Department of English, Fergusson College
(Autonomous), Pune
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My tryst with Bhakti began from the moment I came into the
world — I grew up loving the Divine Mother as naturally as I learnt
to breathe and walk and talk... But as I grew up, she taught me the
value of karma, and to realize that any karma fulfilled with bhakti
automatically yields jnana, in fact, is the only ‘bhakti’ needed... As
my karma kshetra fortunately happens to be one concerned with
jnana, and as Dr C. Rajagopalachari says, “Jnana and Bhakti are one
and the same- knowledge without devotion is useless tinsel” (Audio
Prologue to M.S. Subbulakshmi’s rendition of “Bhaja Govindam”),
for me karma, bhakti and jnana have always been inseparable. The
inextricable unity of the three is contained in the line from the
Lalita Sahasranama, “s@8T oifda—s= ofda—fhar ofda—wasuoh” (77)
When we desire/will something deeply enough, we spontaneously
receive the knowledge needed to bring it to fruition. As Melchizidek
puts it in Paulo Coelho’s novel, The Alchemist, “... when you want
something, all the universe conspires in helping you achieve it.”
(Coelho, 23)

The union of the three automatically produces an “esemplastic”
(to borrow Coleridge’s term) vision that Coleridge attributes to the
‘Secondary Imagination’, where one begins to perceive the ‘oneness’ of
everything in the universe, rather than seeing the differences. Where
Reason compartmentalizes, Imagination unifies. All knowledge then
becomes ‘one’” knowledge. I am not talking of a reductionist formula
here, so much as talking of the power of the mind to observe,
assimilate and absorb everything that comes its way, by perceiving
the quintessential one in the many, without losing sight of individual
differences. That for me constitutes true ‘jnana’. And this may well
explain why the word “Yoga’ meaning ‘union’ is attached to all three:
Bhakti Yoga, Jnana Yoga and Karma Yoga, as a confluence of all three
is needed to understand the meaning of life.

When one is able to attain this union, even the most mundane
activities take on a spiritual dimension as one is able to move beyond
the surface level and ‘se¢’ right into the heart of things. I vividly
remember a talk given by a well-known neurosurgeon from Pune, Dr
Deepak Ranade, at a conference that sought to get rid of the artificial
dichotomy created between science and religion. He remarked that
as a neuroscientist, he was immensely fascinated by the appearance
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of the brain with its rounded contours and synapses and it always
made him connect it with the basic language of computers, the
binary language consisting of ‘zero’ and ‘one’. He went on to
elaborate that he found this pattern replicated in everything around,
extending back to the origin of the universe, to the primal female
energy, represented by the ‘yoni’ and its male corollary symbolised by
the ‘linga’. I instantly realized how true this was when I observed the
functioning of multiple objects around me! This is what I understand
by an ‘esemplastic’ vision.

My primary field of study, viz. English literature has contributed
in a big way to continually sharpen this vision. Though people say
that language is closely bound up with culture, I have never found my
love for the English language or Western thought-processes clouding
my understanding of my own culture, rather it has enhanced my
understanding of myriad elements in the Indian tradition and ethos,
to use Emily Dickinson’s words, made “internal difference/Where
the Meanings, are-” (Johnson 118). For instance, Forster’s brief
essay, “Hymn before Action” gave me the gist of the magnum opus,
Bhagvad Gita. The journey was led forward by those sudden epiphanic
moments in understanding the essence of religion provided by the
Sanskrit shlokas or the songs of the Bhakti poets, particularly the
songs in Marathi/Tamil I had heard or even recited from childhood,
but had never completely understood or reflected on...

Let us look for instance at this well-known shloka, dedicated to

Lord Ganesh:

IHAUS FEIHT GADIC FHIH |

fAffer™ goicg wdarRy wda| |

Vakratunda Mahakaya Suryakoti Samaprabha|
Nirvighanam kuru me dev sarva karyeshu sarvadal|

It was Girish Karnad’s play Hayavadana that gave me an insight
into understanding the profound meaning embedded in this tiny
shloka. The play based on Thomas Mann’s play, The Transposed
Heads (which in turn is based on Kathasaritsagara, a 11* century
Sanskrit collection of Indian legends and folk tales by Somadeva)
basically talks about how completeness can only come through an
acceptance of ‘incompleteness’ and ‘imperfection’.
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As the Bhagavata (narrator/Chorus) suggests at the beginning of
the play:

... An elephant’s head on human body, a broken tusk and a cracked
belly- whichever way you look at him, he seems the embodiment of
imperfection, of incompleteness. How indeed can one fathom the
mystery that this very Vakratunda-Mahakaya, with his crooked face and
distorted body, is the Lord and Master of Success and Perfection? Could
it be that this image of Purity and Holiness, this Mangalamoorthy,
intends to signify by his very appearance that the completeness of God is
something no poor mortal can comprehend? (Karnad 73)

Even more ironical is the notion of the huge elephant god seated on
a puny mouse! Absurd at one level it may seem and yet, paradoxical
rather than absurd. The transliteration of the Ganesh shloka at the
beginning of Hayavadana addresses the “Elephant-headed Heramba”
(the Protector of the weak’) as one who “shines like a thousand suns”.
(Karnad 73)

What we realize here is that we must make a distinction between
the sthula rupa (gross physical body/matter) and the sukshma rupa
(subtle body/essence). The gross body may appear ugly, ridiculous or
imperfect. Yet, when one is able to see through or look beyond this
seeming imperfection brought about by the limitations of our sensory
powers, what shines through is the subtle body that is extremely tiny,
even imperceptible to the senses, yet contains the essence of life and
perfection. One may describe it as Shakti (Cosmic energy), Chetana
or Chaitanya, which gives life and vitality to everything in the
Universe, encompassing both the living and the non-living world.
As a study of the human energy/auric field reveals through modern
sophisticated technical devices such as Kirlian photography, the
physical body that is perceptible to the senses is approximately only
1/10 of the actual size of the body. The inner effulgence contained in
the subtle body can only be aroused through some form of ‘sadhana,
though no single method is prescribed as the only one.

When we come to the ultimate paradox of the huge elephant
seated on a tiny mouse, what it symbolizes is the principle of
interdependence, the symbiotic nature of everything in the
universe. It shows that the tiny mouse is as capable and complete
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as the mighty elephant, and could well assist it when it needs help.
Each is WHOLE, yet only a PART of the WHOLE. Iz, therefore,
symbolizes the need to conquer the ego, which though invisible, is
the biggest cause of problems in all our relationships. Acceptance
of imperfection is the first step in any search for perfection- this
again gets reflected through the physical form of Ganapati. Once we
learn to conquer the ego and allow humility to flow through, bowing
down before all the forces in the universe that are useful to us, one
experiences a feeling of supreme harmony from within. This sense of
harmony within helps the individual to expand, reach out and merge
with the external world of matter and other human beings without
any inhibitions, rancour or ill-will. As one expands the network, one
begins to feel a genuine sense of cosmic brotherhood. What comes
through powerfully is the completeness of the SELE minus the EGO.

It is precisely this dimension that is symbolized by the sound
‘®’(Om). It consists of three syllables (31, g, 7). Aham means the
“I” or the ego-consciousness; its compressed form, Om symbolizes
the self, devoid of the ego. When we look at the shape of ‘¥’, it
resembles Ganapati with his crooked trunk, and he is very frequently
depicted in that form. The shape of the symbol can also be connected
with the way the Kundalini Shakti lies coiled at the base of the
spine, resembling a serpent. In the first part of the Shiva trilogy,
The Immortals of Meluha, Amish Tripathi connects the symbol
with Ganesh, with the Kundalini and also looks upon it as a holistic
representation of the union of the Suryavanshi way of life with the
Chandravanshi one. One can see in the symbol the fusion of the
‘Logos’/Rationality (symbolised by the Sun), with the ‘Pathos’/
Feelings (symbolised by the Moon). When the dormant kundalini is
awakened from its state of slumber, it has the capacity to catapult the
individual to the highest level and pave the way for self-realization
by bringing about a communion of the Individual consciousness
with the Cosmic consciousness, often described as the marriage of
Shakti and Shiva. From the perspective of modern Science, this can
be seen as a fusion of the two hemispheres of the brain, the left is
frequently overworked as we spend the major chunk of our energy in
seeking the rational, but an individual is able to optimise his creative
potential, when the right side becomes functional. It is this supreme
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‘secret’ about the subtle, immutable essence contained within the
gross body of the universe that lies couched within many of our
shlokas, be it the tiny Ganesh shloka or the long stotras, such as
the Lalitasahastranama or the Saundaryalahari, to name a few. It is,
therefore, easy to understand why Ganesh is seen as the Adyadaivata,
symbolizing both the beginning and the end of our quest, be it
in material form or spiritual form. He is both the initiator of the
journey and its final goal.

I have used the above sample as an illustration of what I mean
by an ‘esemplastic vision’- one simple statement on Ganesh and the
overall meaning contained in the play led me on to explore deeper
and as way leads on to way, I discovered how science, philosophy,
psychology, ecology and spirituality were all contained within a
simple prayer dedicated to one of the simplest of gods. One may well
ask if all texts offer themselves to this form of exploration. My answer
to that is in the affirmative- there may be a difference in the depth
contained, but any effort to become one with the text definitely
yields more than seems possible on the surface. As a teacher, I
often find youngsters relating better to a text when we are able to
establish different correlations, without leading them away from the
text totally. For instance, let us look at these lines from Song 6 of
Whitman’s magnum opus, “Song of Myself”:

The smallest sprout shows there is really no death,

And if there was it led forward life, and does not wait at the end to
arrest it,

And ceasd the moment life appeard.

All goes onward and outward, nothing collapses,
And to die is different from what anyone supposed, and luckier. (Fisher,
p. 310)

Indian students can immediately connect to the idea of rebirth
contained in the lines, but the moment they are able to place it in
a scientific framework by relating it to Einstein’s formula, E=mc?,
that energy and mass are interchangeable, that things only change
form, but never get destroyed in that sense, the whole concept
of ‘rebirth’ acquires a much more rational dimension. English
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literature, particularly the works of the British Romantics or the
American Transcendental writers has often helped me to understand
our tradition in a better way.

Exploring English literature similarly is impossible for me without
alluding to multiple elements from the Indian tradition. Our
understanding of the story of the Fall of Man or Milton’s Paradise
Lost definitely gets enhanced when one understands the ‘subtlety’ of
the serpent through the concept of “Kundalini” contained in Indian
mysticism. Though the main difference lies in the fact that the serpent
very frequently has a positive connotation in Hindu mythology-
Shiva wears the serpent around his neck, Vishnu is shown as sleeping
on the serpent, and other Gods and Goddesses too are shown as
holding the serpent in hand, in Christian mythology, the serpent
is always considered as evil and connected with the Devil. Satan
chooses the form of the serpent to camouflage himself as he perceives
the serpent to be the “suttlest Beast of all the Field” (Lewalski 219).
As per Indian mysticism, arousal of the serpent has the power to yield
knowledge of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, whereas in the Bible, Adam and Eve
have been expressly forbidden from savouring the fruit of the Tree
of Knowledge, that has the capacity to provide knowledge of good
and evil. The serpent though is successful in tempting them into
savouring the fruit that eventually gets them expelled from Paradise.
One way of reading the story as depicted in Milton is that the fruit
in itself contains nothing — it is the sense of guilt associated with the
whole act of ‘disobedience’ that triggers the negative elements in the
psyche and that is how ‘Paradise’ gets lost — it may not be a literal
loss, but loss of the sense of bliss and harmony they enjoyed from
within. But Indian mysticism and particularly, the tantric tradition
also makes us aware of how the power unleashed by arousing the
Kundalini can also be misused, or even proves self-destructive, unless
the individual has the knowledge to control it and harness it for
the right purposes. This is one of the prime reasons why knowledge
related to it has often been considered very esoteric and passed down
through secret cults. Semitic faiths on the other hand may have gone
to the other extreme in forbidding ‘knowledge’ about it altogether.
There are, however, veiled references to it in the Bible too in the form
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of the reference to the Tree of Life. For instance, in Chapter 7 of the
Book of Matthew, one comes across these lines:

13 Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the
way,

that leadeth to destruction, and many there be which go in thereat

14 Because strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto

life, and few there be that find it (The Holy Bible New Testament 6)

The narrow way or gate referred to could be the ‘Sushumna nadf’,
that opens the way to the upper chakras, from which point the
energy acquires a divine, spiritual dimension that is not present in
the three lower chakras, which help the individual connect to the
material world. We know that the Kundalini shakti in its dormant
state resides at the base of the spine in the Muladhara chakra, which
is seen as the seat of sexuality. One of the meanings of the word,
‘knowledge’ in the Bible is that of sexuality, awareness of which
is said to have resulted in the Original Sin. This may explain the
distinction made between the Tree of Knowledge and the Tree of Life
in the Bible. While some describe them as different trees that were
placed side by side in the Garden of Eden, others see it as the same
tree. But Chapter 3 that contains the narrative of Man’s Fall in the
Book of Genesis in the Old Testament tells us that Man was expelled
from Eden, as God wanted to prevent him from savouring of the
Tree of Life after savouring of the Tree of Knowledge:

22. And the Lord God said, Behold, the man is become as one of us, to
know good and evil: and now, lest he put forth his hand, and take also
of the tree of life, and eat, and live for ever:

23. Therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to
till the ground from whence he was taken

24. So he drove out the man; and he placed at the east of the garden of
Eden

Cher-u-bims, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to keep the

way of the tree of life. (The Holy Bible, Old Testament 3)

Both the serpent and the Tree of Knowledge have hence acquired
a negative connotation in Christianity, though the divinity contained
in the Tree of Life is evident in the Book of Genesis, as also in the
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Book of Matthew. The overt denial of access on the theological plane
probably accounts for the lop-sided development in the western
world, where anything belonging to the realm of the non-rational
was relegated to the realm of the ‘Devil’ and condemned as ‘black
magic’. This also explains why Freud considered ‘civilization™ as
born both out of repression and a sublimation of the libido/Eros
into more ‘acceptable’ channels. Amongst several from the western
world who've tried to redress the balance and forge a more inclusive
and holistic approach is the popular children’s author, ].K. Rowling
who has tried to restore the respectability of the non-rational/ the
‘magical’ world by distinguishing between the ‘good” wizards and
the ‘bad’ wizards. Harry Potter contains elements of the serpent,
‘Slytherin’ within him and is capable of speaking and understanding
their language, Parseltongue’, though he has chosen to stay within
the realm of the Gryfhindors consisting of the good and wise wizards.

The examples of the ‘esemplastic’ vision that I have given so
far relate to the world of letters and books as that happens to be
my prime ‘karma kshetra’. Let me now take up a more practical
example now, drawing upon my experiences when I was taking
driving lessons a few years ago. I was fortunate enough to find an
excellent driving teacher, who exposed me to several nuances of the
art of driving. Moreover, he too was spiritually inclined and like me
a Devi-bhakta. But those excellent lessons seemed to be wasted on
me as | kept making mistakes — I remarked to him jocularly to
him on one occasion that teaching me to drive was akin to Sant
Dnyaneshwar getting the buffalo to recite the Vedas. In a more
serious vein, I remarked that I was always able to perform to my
optimum level whenever I became one with the object or task I
undertook, as in the classroom for instance. But I was unable to do
this with driving, as the car for me was only a machine! From the very
next day, the Divine Mother started showing her ‘leela’ (divine play)
to me, turning the whole journey that had been hitherto mundane
into a magical one. Each moment spent in the car and after it too
became exciting as it brought forth a new ‘revelation’. It was almost
as though she had taken on the onus of becoming my teacher in my
new quest, showing me the pitfalls, how to avoid them, how some
tiny ‘negligence’ such as a change in footwear or the seat not being
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in the right position could cause problems, how one had to draw on
several lessons learnt from life, such as patience and humility in order
to master the skill. Moreover, she made me aware of the ‘divinity’
residing in the car- I looked at the clutch, the accelerator and the
brake and remarked to my teacher that I had the Divine Trinity of
Brahma, Vishnu and Maheshwar sitting at my feet to assist me and
the Sudarshan chakra (steering wheel) in my hand to manoeuvre my
way and protect myself! For wasn’t that what they were supposed
to do? - help start the car, give it the push to keep it in motion and
whenever needed, stop... The car taught me how to let go and drift
with the tide while going down a slope, with just one foot on the
brake to control and stop the machine if needed. But going up the
slope naturally demanded greater effort, one just had to know how
much to hold on to, how much to let go and when to push... People
who've made a difference to the world have always mastered both
skills- living for the day and drifting with the tide, and going against
the tide when there was need to move out of one’s comfort zone
and bring about change. I could instantly see the validation of Dr
Deepak Ranade’s observation about the primacy of the zeros’ and
the ‘ones’ when I observed the design and functioning of the car, in
the clutch, the accelerator, the brake, the steering wheel, the gears,
the ignition key itself...

My search for ‘oneness’ with the car reached its culmination on
the day my driving teacher took me to the ghats for training... I
still vividly recall the day- it was January 1, 2012- that was the day
I became completely one with the machine and it began to ‘talk’ to
me and [ responded instinctually by doing all the right things. The
teacher had very little to do- he just told me to keep following the
white line drawn on the left side of the road while going up and
follow the white line drawn in the middle of the road, while coming
down. All the Newtonian Physics I had learnt in school came alive
on that day. With some verses from the Mahishasura Mardini Stotra
buzzing in my head and Physics lessons from school buzzing on the
other side, the uphill task virtually became a cakewalk! The moment
the car started going uphill, I could feel the strong gravitational pull
that was imparting a counter-force and the way it affected even the
‘sound’ of the car. I next observed the movement of the steering
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wheel- I would turn it to the left side just to propel it in the direction
of the white line- instantly it triggered a ‘reaction’ in the wheel that
would instantly push itself back to its original position- I couldn’t
have asked for a better illustration of Newton’s Third Law of Motion.
And what better way to imbibe the policy of ‘Live and Let live’ than
by driving in the ghats? Either its mutual cooperation or mutual
disaster! I drove for exactly five and a half hours on that day, with
just a brief five-minute break in between. I too was surprised by
my stamina and hidden potential! But it was no wonder when I had
two powerful ‘Gurus’ to train me? The human expert right next to
me, and the divine expert guiding me silently, imperceptibly, but
unfailingly...

I have given this much personalised narrative here (that is an
absolutely faithful account of all that I experienced), just to provide a
sample of what I understand by Bhakti-in-movement. After continual
experiences that have provided direct and indirect evidence of the
presence of the divine in all my undertakings, I can fully understand
what Walt Whitman means by these lines in Song 48 of “Song of
Myself”:

For I who am curious about each am not curious about God,

I hear and behold God in every object, yet understand God not in the
least,

I see something of God each hour of the twenty-four, and each moment
then,

In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in the
glass,

I find letters from God dropt in the street, and every one is sign'd

by God’s name,

And I leave them where they are, for I know that wheresoc’er 1 go,
Others will punctually come for ever and ever. (Fisher 351)

In conclusion, I would like to say that when there is Bhakti in the
heart and curiosity in the mind while undertaking any karma, jnana
automatically follows to help in fulfilling the task. My perspective
on how an integration of the three is absolute essential in life is well
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illustrated by these lines from Robert Frost’s poem, “Two Tramps in
Mudtime”:

My object in living is to unite

My avocation and my vocation

As my two eyes make one in sight.

Only where love and need are one,

And the work is play for mortal stakes,

Is the deed ever really done

For Heaven and the future’s sakes. (Untermeyer 113-114)

However, no discussion on Karma, Bhakti and Jnana can be
complete without a reference to this well-known shloka from the
Srimad Bhagavatam that beautifully captures the commingling of
the three:

ST qraT qeRifegdar |

JEEITHT a1 U iRa™Tard |
PRI TJTThe IR |

ARTURIT qEaITd | |

Kaayena Vaacaa Manasea-Indriyairvaa
Buddhyi-Aatmanaa Vaa Prakrteh Svabhaavaat |
Karomi Yad-Yat-Sakalam Parasmai
Naaraayannayeti Samarpayaami ||

Whatever I do with the Body, Speech, Mind or the Sense Organs,
Either by discrimination of the Intellect, or by the deeper feelings of the
Heart, or by the existing Tendencies of the Mind,
I Do them All (i.e. Whatever work is to be done) without Ownership,
And I Surrender them at the feet of Sri Narayana.

(Srimad Bhagavatam 11.2.36)
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CHAPTER 6

T T Wiea-g9iq

Sl IR Ut I8 Irea

HHBIAT Al & T<d H g el Terd -8l 8N 6 i qrifre
T & 3R A1 &1 I=M RIS 8F 1 a1 [ &, Hifes 59 &4
S9d gRT T P Yed & 99 VAT Uaild eIl & b S areard,
g¥, g2 Jor e @1 oy & div U SR SmuR ®, S
el BT U [IaR U R H TSI & PR & | SAD] Ie
TR e fagel @ ke B Srife Ragia &1 afdures
BRAT TEN AT | {B A AU Yd S B IR A R &1, S A
SAER, YT 371 1 TEYI SR |d BaR | HARMETS 7 AH A9
& S S qAT TRATHT & FHET AID! FHAH HAADBR TH—URHATCH]
@ vhdr Rig v & forg & aifafs @) 8| U9 wRd gY 99 |a
AR DI AT DY 91T B ©, T9 81 Ad AR & Ugel I M HD
T TR URERT BT <@ BN qifh Hd el 4 5 g2ar @l
qd BT 2, IABI WHY I8, Iuve, Jor fiar anfe H Frefud gam
2| & TMEERT B AFAR, 89 O ST H R&d & AR 59 o &
[T EART e & D! FHIbA JFIROM & T 2 |

IR URA H HRMES, HEREN, &, Adard, qgedrd, df
HERTE H 9d SR, AMQd, AR, JHRM, SHEs, dRomErs,
HA IRT HUR, ATadl Alell, @l JaT Al Uold 3 S AMd, qie
H AR, TG & Bfd IA1, ToRId & A9l Jegar Mfe o wigdr
JFI=aTAl BT AR B AT =TT BT I Gord (T |

* HERId JATard, <1 v qemcAd e a9, AATelfE . el |
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TSR B Hafd=A] HR1ETE Fad (15673—1603) BT Geer fHdT dw
T R 9 Tl 8T | R fl 9@ R | S9er A wu 8 wE
T A I | WRT A T B AR S Y AADRT —

qfe ARy URT THST T AS—AR AT 07 AR AL B AFT 99fE F9
e

PO 9 I UIRATRG AWPR H 1 ofl | J[agal, dRAT S
e gRAR® Fe IRFGWT Hwh o | ART 9 U Sidd & b
S PWT 9ih @1 eith 9 R ($Y | AwREry, Fearan], Frarsran,
JoeTamd, Iq= HETHY 3M1fS STamrl 1 HEMRA & $OT Bl 9 FAdR
WA & 9d A RIS, dAldhRold, dAlherd & gaT| g ave
ARTETE 7 ¥ HOT BT F@n, ufd, @, ITRed < @ wY H AT | 34
BRU R & ged H dQ19d, AT, Hdl, Whi B oI TR B |

"FERT A FIRER 7IITel §oRY 1 Bl |
S R AR gage W1 Ui @ |7 A
T wUse H Aol R @ B Ay fyerm g 1w

H B B ST PR AT T wRIEEl 9 e 8 gifory e
A THR AWEE DI DT H d Gih & | Aw A9 @ 9ie H
T 2| 9% el iR & 9o9 Wer 78 8| R gord 91 avE
I H IYIE T AR IRATBR HT 99 fITEHE 7, S IR S
AT @81 M1 2 | {B 7 I faxfEel ff w1 ofd W= H 9 gfn
@Y ariaelt ofi—

2 H A o ar, AR RS T W B

e @ I ' o 6 {59 arga gr o

HRT &7 Y9 B3 AT 8! Jrar, a8 a=xF J8 9ol 8—
'St dord fad & 93 99 a1 e oe 1

TE UIel AETedl H S AP UM I&T & WU H IHRAR He
Tedl B | Ad »faal 7 e & fdw, SR ygerd Ud 3 @R
fe & -1 S, ®H, AT & 19 g8 @ 91 3 8, D
ufqures & forw S=i= foxit <reifie Rigia &1 e J8 &1
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Al 71 ALATH BT FERT IR 3MA b B I1d B Al oI AR
H A gfh B faRIY #Ee faar WA U eRd gU Sl s
TRV AT AR T Bl AAH Aeed QAT | HeAd: I8 AHINTD
STIRT & T AR TBR el AT | §HD dewr H STEITH, AT, I,
fth, ST T & onfe & Aeayul fig & | 7.l wfh &1 fagees
WY ST DI A & | $9D U 3R IARAT, 1G], Wi & dl g AR
9% & 96 W o9 B Fg A § | T HARETE, Fd SR, |
JPRM, Hd S1aTs, G GAf M NfE |l & e H 59 fddd
WR g f&ar AT § | WIS g BEl BT A P AT gd [qad Bl
VAT T © S Afh Bl MfeAd ST @Y 3R of ST & | 5Tl 350
@ 9T erge oM B 8 waR fagie W 21 <29 | wer T ' b
FE1 3R ST # H SR 7Bl € | W H9R 1 98T 2| 3R Fa
w0 H g b T8l Rwar 2 ? 98 o 8 /i W s uedl
212 AR BT Sfae 2 MRA A1 I BT IS w9 © | S T8t
S B IR R A & FIRBR 3R ol & W & | Al
@I TIfth WIE BT T 8 ARETS |

AR §RT AR $5aR & URT TP ISR HI T 3Cc Hag RIfud
FRAT B G B § U by gdT Qe forad dd R v |
deeid 2| S99 g™l @& 9T g9 F8 99 2| 98—BIC & 9 8l
AR T | MH VR DI AWARG & | I8 PR & [ AUD Held
R 9fth BT TER A R H BIAT © | A4ikh 4 gl NifSd o wovr
AR gad & | sifory wRkh W, st €1 el afed ags @ s
ST BT A I | AR e YFA o W Bl © b 9k sG]
3R UH & ANT T A & |7

2d e & sfoerd # 91 v aRT & ST BT Wb HeT Tl
g 3R el wch Sfadl @I A Hel T 2 | Safd AT § Ha AR
T 9 & wU H <@ B Aed g1 Wil # 9 Ha R s
Th € I &1 A | © | SIafd IS BT Ah AR §d Q1§ /AT
ST AHhdT B | S WY BhEl 2

Hae & Ife—3fs e ot @ |

gl IR Y9 & 4RES & B B <AMH IR & ifed
# 9P AN, FEANT Ud HEANT BT VAT GEHET B, Sl AR Pl
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3ITH HIETHR FRIAT T 3R 3ffdl W U oM & ud &l gerd 2 |
Iufeg qAT AT BT AR od & ABRTar, IHAGSTR, Heardr,
g JearEr MG ARl F U FAR AIERAY & FERgS a2
M anfe R 9 ford 8 &R SRIfFe Rigidl & A 3 gels
@ IRURT H U1 ARTEH AT 7 |

HAPIAT FAST U SR A T[OR 8T o o1 89 WA Pred Al
BT Ihd & WP 5T THI ATGHNT & A1eF ARG gRad+ T s
ST 8 A | RN wedrdl ARG TR STER &R 89 & JHEA
WHU BT IAHR A BIaAl 7 GTHE ATSRRI BT YRTHIRT HIAT I
FR AT o | U bR W 98 d=iRe Hifd &1 99y o1 | s9fe
wifed 7 R \rfoe, FiRgpiae WuRiel gd Ad Jedl & 9d
BT & I8 M W BH URT IR ¢ |

SR 89 WA T ALGHI PEd & TR I8 AlDSIIRYT BT G
ol | UB § YR TN H AU wY H AT B gwerd sl 2
3O I el | Fdl 7 & BT AT Jih & AEH & w9 H |
Sferor WA # ¥ 3R WG HYSHT T 96 BT TAR BRD AN Bl
&I 3EATH Bl AR TS IMMATHT BT A1G SId fhar | gad
THEI-UIST A9 BT 307 §W G PR BT b AMNID R A
TAT| 59 Al H F RO T [ Siad Bl AN fBA1 a1 | F AT
b T[ERT Sila O &R @l | [ AT |

HRIST A STETE, ARMEE B A8 & AMHIMSD wia WIS gd
STSIIAT & JfER H AW 8 8 FAST Bl Aredl YHrRT Q@ g
IS & 3R B W I & oIy TG BT JHRA gY Faal 2
& "aIfden & SlgdR H ATH TS T, o Mide, AMET & WRAFS gl
et A Freprell 6 R Aifed # sffden o1 w&f ff sre @ el

ifaerea ar X | el SEN ||

YT Perd MdeT | JACAT URAMET | |

o1 Af~edr arefl | ord "l sfaed | ¢

ART BT HIF Afh & AgH A fAwple B d1 2, AR @ 9Re
RTeY BT ATATERY] Goiv T8l BRI & dfed A8 3R PR Pl da
UST BRI & | S 3a} TP AT © Sl Jouare] diyaar o
ERAT BT AN B AT «dll R Aedl b oI I/ JwE |ifad
PR BT BRR-IR U BT & | v QAT Afamsii & fo ve e
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BIYH B I FAS H FEeld A ARl 8 | AT Bl ggerl argd]
g1 g % georag e gov @ Aregw | & T8 S & Aemm o i
B WA © | {RT 9§ Ugel T Al dRell Ud a9vd % goy $
ARTATET AT BT B Tl 37T 8T AT | {RT 7 I8 URART ArSl IR & &
TOIRY | T BT T B BIRRET B | 59 BRI § I=Ti =1,
TR, YT T HHOIAT B AH R UH BT A a1 | UH & a8
qrpa ot STel 4 WRT wfkh urchl off | S=8i R #aiel Ud diedi |
TIel AT X8 govaral famel &1 ugell IR fawhle & s @ikl &1 78l
o afeds R ArcAld=aTd & 1T U J18 W1 Q@rg | 9 99 W el
B el SISt M| I e TR s # 9ga et e e 2
I &9 B8 Fahd © b oI 9 9fasd:

T & I& O A B heqT B TS B g8 O A Bl
gfssr &1 At 1 s ardld | 9ol o W8 Suferd 3R e
YIRS T I IRPAHI~ 91T AT & | I8 db 89 P8 Ahd &
fh ggell IR IR AN § A SMfYPHR Ud FHE daed d ard
R el & T8 TS 9fch STDT 8h ofdx ¥l Said fe@mm | 319+
JMTSTET =i BRI BT 3R @ 9N diFa 1 gaTs |

Fa f&T Jo—95 9RT AP A @S |

19 &l @1 7ATQT BT g9 B JeH e & R b d
HAiG[E 21 S9®! Uh 3ed # & ART dIe <l €| Uh—Ydh W STal
JoRT WA PR dold © g8l WRT U U § I HIGT Bl AN &
FATel BRI 8 | B (U A B wRaATE HH TR DL T BT B
&3 H, 7 FRHI Siad ¥ | I FeFBIA H MU JAAIGr DI AT Pl
RGP o Fad © | AT BT G aReqT {RT & AT I IR H
SHel g8 Hed s | I8 HATET JoN WHNl @1 918 g3 o, fora!
ART 5 AFF ¥ 9% $7hR AR QAT | I=BI 37U 18 A |

"I Il W A U 9o 9 |7

e P A ol M & S 9 & [ J U IR o
PRI TS | HRT BT Silad &9 Th HifddNl Sild- <99 8, Forad b,
ey 3R fa9e & MR ) iy & ara & Sl 2 | QT HET SIrdn
2 7 VAT PET ST & AT W IRERT BT NS 9rdl &7 i uRdTg
&l BT |
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NI SN ECASECE I

SR S1Sdl @ N ga-l g1 WIebRIfh vih At § HdR B
BISHR 3R BBl 6! el & | AT H SRR BT FUAT Sl ART o SH
I <@ T 98 WRd BT Ugell Albdid $Hed o | I8 WIBRIRh
AI® & dle IR Uga & Ugel HeH d AN A I 31 BT fRIa
o, foR A% A1 @1 YT B Y Ugell aR SBI SOMT o |
THIAT FOT I TR & |

AR ARG A H HRT & T8l MYFhdT & a8 F9 dHFC
Al § el @il 9gd 919 H YW Ml o dfed 3R S99
T H ATBOIIRY & AEH I B o | {RT S TaSIFRET S Ugel]
IRA ATt off | I8 AIHOIFRYl U S & HAegq | 3771 o I8
TIH F91 IR Ag@yol a1d off | ¥RT & i SR H1 o Ugell R
<9 % sfoE H E @ o ufosT RenE 98 ome d% e B
AU T HIABRI Holl & dIas[e PAR H B & Ui 98 IIR AR
Arpde a8 99 UKl 8 S A & IJaf uTs Sl 2 | I &l
&1 AR YUl P ANI I §R V& B Fells < Y P § b Sl
goY AR B G H BT © IFD A9 0T 9ikh, Gk R G T
8 O 8—

IR Fara A a1 R ¥ BT |
i, gRe Bt e § R0 A was B

FHAR AT Bel—Hel S & dAHe H Jordard I 41 f¥d He ToR
AT B | 9E T BBk
BT BT I T S AT AR B G| AT

"Tell & HAdR T A-GTT | AT
AN RS BT S B |1 IS |

Sl AR WA TR D] URATE 7 PR gY TIRE Pl BI§ B ATEY
# Sig & oifcm g § 9y & forg = o €1 98 o &l & forg
TP BT YRATYT & | T8l gad 8, I8 AT & PR Dl | 3HD IR
# ART oW @) wafy ¥ | el wdR Y T8 ugg o o A fF gw
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[ A FeiRa 8l 21 gRe™ @ e Mt @1 g9 S famet &
fore \ew Sugd urd € S9a Il W emerdy Aol & forg & & =
o SIoIdl I, HaE, T HRA AT 37U M8 oA @ folq | T8 HRT
2 fb 4R &1 P e & SN famst & forv ua ofvs "e ® | 98f
UET AT ARG S @ oy onf ot wfed s 7| AT A 9ga
TSI AT T G <7 R | SHBT ) T BIs A8l UT BT § | WRA
S T g HEYRYl & T & &1 HRT H g9 O 9ad © | 98 9
@ fadere 8 e <ferd |8t e S gfossT & 78 e
B A7 T S W WRT A IR AT BT WU <@d o | AR bR
HeTadl Bl A1 3MYfTH HRT Bed © AT ART ALIHTA § Siidd SR
AYFH Heclls | IMYFD ARAR S (AR DI YU b
MY I iR 1 Jfth & I A MM fireldl, [t arsd oot
@l S famefard aRaerl @ ¥ S=i 9 @l 2R 3w
ST ¥ soTe by o | o et &7 oot ff N fameier Rie
® 2| fhd ®Is IRT 8T Adred T B € | 9afdh {RT 7 Us favwpie
% AT AT H R STE 8 Jel 9913 ot dfed weadTa & AR |
U S fawet & #79mer STerr <Y | R T &R A areT WY A
BT AT AR TDHIL Fodl BRI B & AR ST A BRIl e | D)
A9 Srcifbe off | 98 U AT ® Sl 314 B drell el § | 98
& B SR BT H gl dell gl | Fifes S R &1 siiver
ST oA fa%g ART 9 Ugell 9R Adl @ 9N d8dh) Seie gIRTe o
TS 98 BRI AT H DY GBS AATA PR J@ | A BT Al
ST Y 3FaRd ST ® | HRT BT B 3R Siiad <94 Afeal da dae
H ®Y AR AT P (S 8 (GG BT BRI HIAT 8T |

BRIk fordile & Ryaifeal & sfosry § 4RT &7 3ls Soold
2T fAerar ® | Arrer S f onfa 9 fera o | R ugell IR #k1
BT WTh el o— AT BT TRE GRT 7 BIRPT H T FT & Ui
HRE WG geferd @ |

GRAT HTHT <1 AU YT T PIANE] H qaqrm 8 o JRT RIeTReI
IR T[ORIT & SIS AR eI FHeH ST dTell Sifadl § &g
ME S § [ 9N 7 U= H e el gRaR # S WRT A A
TS @ vy fagre fdar o 9R1 ugell aamsr of P
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qchTele TMAGI T |Hdl 1 AR Bl 4R It &1 |t |49
foram o | W Aty & qdacd! weoraral, el 3R Hiermil At
S AR DI AEAT BT AT FAER gH B A ATRAr AR ATGDHAT DI
TR ) fear o | O v H AR 9 R wre w7 wifsaerd
BXIEY o o | Bferf e WRdg a8 A § E ST S, g,
oY B IRA-Td 9T WY W & Siad BT 3L Tl AT © | SHBT
TIHH URT BT [aT FD A T~ BAT &1 qHe TA1 2 | BN R
faetre @1 e |Hell SRl off | S¥aT gig &1 Bl SUART MG
1qgT ST | A 8 bl & DT AR AN BT ST Taf AT o |
oY Hs—ds Rl 3@ Fahd o, W S R Gl &1 §TaRF 8 &l
QIS o1 f&ar Smar o | ART U 8§ g # YT gs off | gerdiia™
TRERT 3R ATBIT D JJAR HATGT BT I HRdl g H WA
A R o Tud—

"HeT gfte Siel |fe fhand |
ot gaa w3 feRfE 7 |

TRATISN 5 AR Bl BIA-T T § /1T q9T 8—

“®TH, B, AMIE A, Tad A8 & ok |
famg #g oI <17 g@e W wfY AR

g famia SN JIRHaT &1 yga™ arell iR Sl 79 & @,
IHDT IMLARAT 3R 3Twieal BT AT HIG B A TS T4
T & AT SIRA arel R A1 3fda: RN g iR dAldbarrst @
WHR B 8, g1 MU BT qo, oot AR I&T @1 7T B a1
A3 e € ufd @ Blear o 31 Yo¥ # o 8F dTell AR &I
@A Hel TAT 5—

AHETS, H[ABI YT, T RH G DI |

Wifeb aeiRe wu # MUAT e, Arep, AT fBi A 9 T8 =l
off | 9 HRell B g7 FAd 1 31 =R A Fbel Tsdl 5—

el aTgRel ST WL, | Bl Aolle drq P ATAT 1 by el S |
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CHAPTER 7

Tfer-3m= e o fe<t wewr

Sfo S HFAR UUSY

R H difged WOt &1 38N 91 YR 8T 2| offdhd §AR I8
B! A ST H g, 3R o% A Ul A & fore faftag e fean
TAT| 59 A H A IEYT SMGTIAR & STRURNT ¥ AMAdR0T Hvd
E 2| wod: R RIaearmeit &7 faer gam S e a
URAT S o BT AT R AT AT | g STcHReT BT s A
faid e o <ifed a8 Ufear ame ofl, 9~ 59 a6 & UR
o7 | 39 Solc Uy ¥ fId=eIRsh & doiid & folfieg, =aRerd
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CHAPTER 8

Sri Ramakrishna’s Bhakti and Swami
Vivekananda’s Vedanta: Unification
through Personification’

KancuaN GOGATE

Introduction

Religious pluralism?, of late, seems playing a key role not only
in shaping modern spiritual thought but has also been kindling
scholastic interest. Ramakrishna-Vivekananda can be seen as one of
the greatest propagators of religious pluralism (Long: 2008: 1:22)
and reconcilers of “pairs of opposite™ (Complete works: 7:82).
Apparently uneducated and rustic, Sri Ramakrishna (1836-1886) is
a classical embodiment of an ideal Bhakta in Narada’s Bhakti Sutra®.
His foremost disciple Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902), a rational
and learned man is the best known for Vedanta teachings in the
West. Though Bhakti and Vedanta may apparently come across as
contradictory viewpoints and practices, Ramakrishna-Vivekananda
thought indeed acts as a great force of unification between the two.
This simple Guru, through his unique way of teaching the highest
truth, gradually moulded an agnostic, rational and educated Naren
to a matured Vivekananda, who became the Ramakishna’s messenger
and message to preach harmony of religions. Therefore, this paper

* Principal Correspondent and Copy Editor The Times of India, Pune
since November 2007 to present.
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primarily tries to connect the threads that act as the catalytic agents
in the unification of the apparent contradiction.

Though Ramakrishna was an unflinching bhakza of Kali, to whom
he fondly called as mother, his realization of the highest truth rather
stems from his direct experience. It was through practice, he realized
‘all paths lead to God’. (Bhajananada: 2008) He was also the living
example of “Here philosophy ends, here religion begins”. (Complete
Works: 6:132)

Though Ramakrishna was a simple man, profundity of his
teachings has been attracting many scholars, who have been
scrutinizing  these teachings through different viewpoints
(Tapasyananda 1993). Scholars have often compared his teachings
to Bhakti, Tantra, Vedanta, Shaiva, Vaishnava et al. Of late, some
scholars have coined new terms to Ramakrishna’s teachings like neo
Vedanta or ‘Vijnan Vedanta'. (Maharaj: 2017: 25-54) However, Sri
Ramakrishna himself showed little inclination for scholarship. In the
Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna by Mahendranath Gupta (M), one can
come across Ramakrishna’s refrain: “Can one know God through
reasoning?” (Gospel: 115)

Swami Vivekananda also emphasized many times on “all heart
than dry intellect” or “throwing intellect into the ganges”. (Burke:
12) Thus, this paper also highlights the limitations of intellectual
pursuits and reasoning in comprehending the very essence of bhakti
with special reference to Ramakrishna-Vivekananda.

This paper also tries to understand how the reversal of roles as a
bhakata and Vedtantin unified the bhakti and Vedanta with the guru-
disciple becoming its very personification. And yes, both cherished
uniqueness of their personalities as Sri Ramakrishna’s bhakti saw
God’s /ila in Vednata’s maya....

IT

Ramakrishna’s Prescription of Bhakti in Kaliyuga

While there has been a lot of critical analysis on Ramakrishna’s
universality of teachings and basis of Ramakrishna’s scriptural
knowledge (Sen 79-100) and also the defence of his religious plurality
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(Long: 2011:368-379), this essay dwells on the Ramakrishna’s
prescription of bhakti primarily based on the conversations into
Gospel.

What is the way? (Gospel: 96) This was the refrain that greeted
Ramakrishna from all quarters. Trapped between the ‘divine’ idealism
and the ‘worldly’ attachments, Ramakrishna’s devotees every, now
and then would ask him whether they shall renounce the world all
take the path of jnana to seek salvation. And Ramakrishna would
give a uniform prescription, bhakti for Kaliyuga:

The best path for this age is bhaktiyoga, the path of bhakti prescribed by
Narada : to sing the name and glories of God and pray to Him with a
longing heart, 'O God, give me knowledge, give me devotion. (Gospel:
452-53)

He explained all the paths yet he would advise that the path
of jnana or karma as ‘extremely difficult’ (Gosepl: 452-53, 188).
Ramakrishna could see that bhaks, with all its duality, was ‘easier’
for people because it was ‘difficult’ to get rid of ‘karma’ and also from
the ‘identification of the body’. He could convince the profundity of
bhakti with simple analogies like ‘better to eat sugar than becoming
a sugar candy’. Therefore he raised the possibility to develop eyes
to see God than the oneness of Brahman in Jnana. (Gospel: 189-
90) He enlightened masses about ‘bhakti’ and duality with a parable
policeman with a lantern at night. In the light of the lantern,
policeman can see all but if one has to see the face of policeman, we
need to request him to do the needful. Similarly, God can see it all
in his divine light and we should have ‘intense yearning’ to see him
and he will show himself.

To him, bhakti was everything and it was nothing but intense
longing for God. In one of the answers to the same question “What
is the way’ was “discrimination between the Real and the unreal.
One should always discriminate to the effect that God alone is real
and the world unreal. And one should pray with sincere longing.”

(Gospel 385)

Bhakti above Reasoning and Profundity in Simplicity
“Futility of reasoning” (Gospel 173) and scholarship is what

Ramakrishna would underline in his conversations again and again.
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“Too much reasoning throws mind into confusion.” (Gospel 205)
Ramakrishna alarmed his devotees on this. He maintained that one
stops reasoning after one’s attainment for God. That’s not all. He
also considered reasoning to be dry. “Why should I make myself dry
through mere reasoning? May I have unalloyed love for the Lotus
Feet of God as long as the consciousness of 'I' and 'you' remains with
me!” (Gospel 300)

To Ramakrishna, bhakti was not just a philosophy. He was literally
breathing “Kali’s name on his lips.” (Gospel 324) To him, Kali was the
“Bramhan, Shakti, one with the highest Bramhan”. Ramakrishna’s
prescription of bhakti comes from ‘ease’ and ‘practicability’ of the
path, which, to him, seemed more recommendable to the men and
women of his times and also in the times to come.

Are Ramakrishna’s teachings as simple as they appear to be? Perhaps,
its simplicity is something even a child can grasp, it would require
an insightful mind to understand the profundity of his teachings. Sri
Ramakrishna had the literal ‘God in everything approach’ attitude,
even towards evil. He called it as God’s /ila, a play. When it comes
to the matters of God realization, Sri Ramakrishna had experiential
approach. “Even beyond this kind of theological rationalization, Sri
Ramakrishna’s experiential approach invites others to pursue their
own direct experiences as well.” (Long: 2019: 16)

Ramakrishna didn’t have an iota of uncertainty when it came to
existence of God. “Wickedness' for him was also a manifestation of
God. To him, everything in the world happened according to the
‘will of God’. While classical Vedanta texts considered the world to
be the Maya, Ramakrishna called it as the God’s creation. “The very
nature of God's creation is that good and evil, righteousness and
unrighteousness, will always exist in the world.(....) Haven't you
noticed that even wicked men are needed?” (Gospel: 270) His faith
in God was unshaken and it was rather not cultivated but to him,
God was the experience and the existence and not belief.

In the modern age, Sri Ramakrishna annihilated different kinds of
wickedness, argue some scholars and mystics. Swami Chetananada
says, “Rather, he destroyed the greatest demon that plagues the
human mind: doubt regarding God’s existence. Ramakrishna’s
ecstasies, visions, and experiences of Samadhi proved to him that
God exists. In this way he removed all doubts about the existence
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of God from the minds of his devotees. Moreover, he demonstrated
how one can realize God, and he even imparted spiritual experiences
to many with a touch.” (Chetanananda: 1)

Though Sri Ramakrishna goes across as an apparently simple
man, scholars and thinkers agree that here is a lot of profundity in
his teachings. Though he is an unwavering Bhakta, his teachings
correspondent to the universal religion and do not confine themselves
to Bhakti. There have been many scholarly engagements in analysing
and scrutinizing Ramakrishna’s teachings through the Gospel. All
these scholarly engagements, barring critical ones, largely conclude
that universality and profundity of teachings set Ramakrishna apart.
“When compared with other Indian thinkers, it can man, but
his spiritual fame grew and spread its wings to the whole world.”
(Mouryacs: 91)

What do you think of (this)? This was the question Ramakrishna
would often ask M when they would meet any person. By this
question, he sought M’s opinion on particular persons including
Naren, even Goddess Kali and Ramakrishna’s state of mind. “What
do you think of me?” (Gospel 343) Ramakrishna asked M to which
he explicitly answered, “You are simple and at the same time deep. It
is extremely difficult to understand you." (Gospel 343). Like Swami
Bhajananada points out in one of his articles, who Ramakrishna is
remains mystery all the time as all literature that referring to him
are secondary sources of information. “Though who Ramakrishna is
unknown, he is not unknowable” (Bhajananada: 2003)

II
Vivekananda’s Preaching: Echoing Ramakrishna’s Teaching

In spite of Vivekananda’s preaching of Vedanta and Jnan Yoga,
the researcher argues that he was more of mystic than a scholar as
he is inclined more to adaptions and reinterpretation of classical
sources of text than blind adherence. Transformation from Naren
to Vivekananda, from rationalism, agnosticism to an unshaken
propagator and preacher of Vedanta is an outcome of Ramakrishna’s
unique way of teaching. Ramakrishna considered him “ever perfect”
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(Gospel 216) among the classes of devotees. That’s why he became
Ramakrishna’s message and messenger to preach the “harmony of
religious”. He had also clearly spelt out his mission in a letter to
Alasinga, “Then dry, abstract Advaita must become living — poetic
— in everyday life... all this — poetic — in everyday life... all this
must be put in a form so that a child may grasp. That’s my life’s
work.” (Complete Works: 5: 304)

While Vivekananda taught all four yogas, Vedanta and Indian
philosophy in the West, he revolutionized sanyasa equally emphasizing
on service. Of course, there was a sense of rebel in brother disciples
on Swamiji’s emphasis service on defied Ramakrishna and Swami
Vivekananda asserted:

Study, public preaching and humanitarian works, according to you are
Maya...you think you understand Maya...you think you understand
Ramatkrishna more than myself? You think Jnana is a dry knowledge to be
attained by a dessert path ...your bhakti is a sentimental nonsense which
makes one impotent...I am not a follower of Ramakrishna or anyone; I am
a follower of him who carries out my plans. (Virajananda: 158)

Many scholars have analysed Vivekananda’s Vedanta teachings
from different viewpoints. Some have attributed Vivekananda’s
adaptation of modern-day Vedanta as ‘Neo Vedanta, concept
attributed to Paul Hacker (1913-1979), some scholars have refused
the correlation. “Swami Vivekananda has made many original
contributions to the Vedanta,” says Swami Bhajananada in his article
‘Universal Vedanta of Vivekananda’. “This modernized Vedanta is
often referred to as ‘Neo Vedanta’ but the term is no longer valid as
essential principles have already become essential part of present day
Hinduism.” (Bhajananda: 2016: 356)

Swamiji’s preaching of Vedanta, with all its adaptations and
modernisations was intended to make it ‘poetic’ and not reduced it
to ‘intellectual gymnastics’. (Complete Works: 2: 238) Vivekananda’s
‘Neo Vedanta’ was not a passive project of assimilation but rather a
critical and interpretive work. “What is important to keep in mind,
however, is that Vivekananda’s “Neo-Vedanta” was not a passive
project of assimilation but rather a critical and constructive one.”

(Madaio: 9)



96 Tue ToPOGRAPHY OF BHAKTI

Swamiji’s Vedanta can be adaptive and may have its roots in
Western philosophy, yet some scholars rightly observe “the real
importance of him can be shown only in the future, because there
is no escape from Advaistic Vision”. (Singh: 521) After all Swami’s
Vedanta preaching can be summed up as “What Swami Vivekananda
achieved was nothing short of a complete re-testament and
reinterpretation of Hinduism in the light of modern conditions and
requirements’.(Friedrichs: 128)

Bhakti: Giving Heart to Religion and Vivekananda’s
Contribution

Elucidating on the point made in the PartI of this paper, the researcher
argues that Vivekananda’s greatest contribution in unification in
apparent contradictions of different paths is bringing heart to the
religions. Through his reinterpretation of Bhakti, he rather tried to
free religions from the clutches of scriptures, dogmas, rites, customs
and also dry reasoning. Right from the Parliaments of Religions
Swami Vivekananda was there expecting “The convention to be the
death knell of all fanaticism’. (Complete Works: 1: 5). In his Paper
of Hinduism, he was answering the question, “Where is the common
basis upon which all these seemingly hopeless contradictions rest?’
(Complete Works: 1:8). Therefore, right from the beginning, the sole
motto of his public preaching was to show how ‘through multiplicity
and duality, that the ultimate unity is reached’” (Complete Works:
1:8).

Scholars observe that Vivekananda employed intellectual rhetoric
and ‘argumentative tools’ to augment his doctrine of oneness.
‘Vivekananda could not be a pluralist “nor could he talk of other
“ wells,” if he did not have these argumentative tools of different
paths leading to one religious truth, or the conceptual accounting
that is provided by sorting out lower and higher levels of truth status
behind religious claims and practices.” (Scott: 247-270). Rather than
taking contradicting paths, he also called Buddhism as a “Fulfilment
of Hinduism”.

Swami Vivekananda, articulated teachings of Sri Ramakrishna.
His influence on science, psychology, philosophy and religion has
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been also referred to as the ‘Second Revolution’. (Malhotra: 559-
81).

Of course, did he teach anything new? Perhaps, all he did was
just to enable others see the ‘oneness” in what appeared as ‘different’
or ‘many’. As observes Sister Nivedita in the introduction to the
Complete Works,

“And yet this statement that his teaching holds nothing new is not absolutely
true. It must never be forgotten that it was the Swami Vivekananda
who, while proclaiming the sovereignty of the Advaita Philosophy, as
including that experience in which all is one, without a second, also added
to Hinduism the doctrine that Duvaita, Vishishtidvaita, and Advaita
are but three phases or stages in a single development, of which the last-
named constitutes the goal. This is part and parcel of the still greater and
more simple doctrine that the many and the One are the same Reality,
perceived by the mind at different times and in different attitudes; or as
Sri Ramakrishna expressed the same thing, "God is both with form and
without form. And He is that which includes both form and formlessness."
(Complete Works: 1: 4)

Vivekananda refused hierarchy in the paths of realization without
labelling Janna or Bhakti as higher or lower. As he himself observed
rightly, ‘Personal Gods will remain’ and ‘Prayers will also remain’
as ‘everything in the world that is relative’ will remain. (Complete
works: 1:305). He rather gave a new understanding of the Jnana,
that you are everything and everything is you. As he rightly said,
“religion is made to stand on a better foundation. Therefore it is
necessary, that we first know the Impersonal in order to know the
personal”. (Complete works: 1: 305) Thus, he showed, Bhaki,
dualism or personal God as a means to reach impersonal, particular
to general.

Again, he also saved Bhakti from becoming ‘sentimental nonsense’.
“By applying Sri Ramakrishna’s doctrine of Harmony (Samanvaya)
Swamiji brought about an overall unification of Hinduism on the
basis of the principle of unity in diversity”. (Pramanik Maitri Bera:
350)

With new scientific studies highlighting the importance of Bhakti
in improving emotional intelligence, Swami Vivekananda can be
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credited with bringing poetry and inspiration into religion. Surrender,
devotion and love were three important aspects he reintroduced in
modern times as he called Bhakti yoga “a genuine search after God
(...) ending in love.” (Complete Works: 3: 27) In addition, he also
called bhakti as a fulfilling means on its own:

"Bhakti is greater than karma, greater than Yoga, because these are
intended for an object in view, while Bhakti is its own fruition, its own
means and its own” (Complete Works: 3: 27)

By emphasizing on having heart, Vivekananda, talking of
‘potential divinity of man” and looking for men (and women) with
‘nerves of steel and muscles of iron,” never meant devotion to be
weakness. While he didn’t want reasoning to make religion a dry
knowledge, he equally made it a point not to make Bhakti irrational.
“He gave the rationale of transcending reason in God-realisation,
and proclaims religion to be the science of transcending the super-
conscious state, beyond reason; but asserts reason to be the guide to
get there.” (Chatterjee: 73). Thus, with bhakti, jnana or karma, all that
Vivekananda teaches is transcendence and a comprehensive view of
human development. “Vivekananda’s quest for human development
was not for human development per se, but to point to its potential
as a spiritual practice that makes human beings realize that they are,
in fact, not human being but divine beings.” (Tyagananda: 2014:
220-224). In his jnana yoga lectures also, Swami Vivekananda rather
talks about bhakti relating it to inspiration:

An intellectual, heartless man never becomes an inspired man. It is always
the heart that speaks in the man of love; it discovers a greater instrument
than intellect can give you, the instrument of inspiration. (Complete

Works: 1: 332)

While intellect has always been dominating the philosophical and
scientific spheres, Swami Vivekananda’s resurrection of bhakti yoga
widened the ambit of religion cherishing the diversity of paths. Thus,

Is Jnana greater or Jnana, to sum up in Swami’s words,

There is a little difference in opinion between the teachers of knowledge
and those of love, though both admit the power of Bhakti (...). To my
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mind this is a distinction without much difference. In fact, Bhakti, when
used as an instrument, really means a lower form of worship, and the
higher form becomes inseparable from the lower form of realisation at a
later stage. Each seems to lay a great stress upon his own peculiar method of
worship, forgetting that with perfect love true knowledge is bound to come
even unsought, and that from perfect knowledge true love is inseparable.
(Complete: 3:28)

11
Unification in Contradiction

The researcher also argues that Bhakti and Vedanta or Jnana are not
different paths to the same goal but rather contradiction in them
is superficial. To Swami Vivekananda, Vedanta was oneness beyond
‘the pair of the opposites’. “The fictitious differentiation between
religion and the life of the world must vanish, for the Vedanta teaches
oneness, one life throughout”. (Complete Works 5: 238)

Swam Vivekananda made Vedanta practical with emphasis on
service and also made it poetic weaving it with love. However, analysers
have scarcely gone deeper to trace the basis of Swami Vivekananda’s
message of service and love along with Vedanta in Ramakrishna’s
teachings. ‘Scholars mostly locate the source of Swamiji’s ideal of
service everywhere except Sri Ramakrishna’. (Mitra 67). However,
some have been right in understanding this correlation. As Ayon
Maharaj observes ‘in his 1896 lectures on “Practical Vedanta,”
Vivekananda derives an ethics of service and universal love not
from traditional Advaita Vedanta but from the world-affirming
panentheistic metaphysics taught by Sri Ramakrishna’. (Maharaj:
2018: 2) “Vivekananda’s subtle hermeneutic strategy throughout
these lectures is to employ traditional Advaitic concepts such as
‘impersonality’ and ‘oneness’ but to reinterpret them from the
metaphysical standpoint of Vijnna”. (Maharaj: 2018:5)

Ramakrishna rather moulded everything in the form of Bhaki.
To him, personal or impersonal, Nitya or Lila, Bramhan and Shakti
were rather manifestations of God. To him, formlessness was also a

form of God.
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“A man should reach the Nitya, the Absolute, by following the
trail of the Lila, the Relative....different forms, and He sports in
different ways... Nitya and the Lila are the two aspects of the same
Reality.” (Gospel 394) “The Lila, or Sport, takes various forms, such
as the Lila as God, the Lila as the deities, the Lila man Lila as the
universe”. (Gospel 415). “If you accept the Nitya, you must accept
the Lila, which is the process of negation and affirmation”. (Gospel
516) Ramakrishna called the state of knowing duality of things as
Vijnana. “The realization that God alone has become the universe
and all living beings is Vijnana”. (Gospel 288)

Swami also advised all to see ‘God in everything’- in life and in
death, in happiness and in misery, “the Lord is equally present”.
(Complete Works: 2: 145-53)Vivekananda’s concept of ‘potential
divinity of man’ was rather a unifying force in apparent contradiction.
He rather saw unity in the pair of opposites, that’s why he said:

“Many and the One are same reality perceived by the same mind at same
times and in different attitudes” (Complete Works: 8: 184)

Delving deeper into Vivekananda’s teachings, one can understand
that he did not make a conscious attempt to employ the ‘hermeneutics
of harmony’. He was not there to ‘synthesize’. On the contrary, he was
helping others comprehend that contradictions were indeed unifying
forces. Through his lectures on Bhakti Jnana, Karma or Vedanta,
he showed how these paths had more resemblances than diversity.
In his Jnana yoga series, he equally spoke on “Unity in Diversity’ or
‘God in everything’. Any difference he labelled as of a ‘degree’ and
not of a kind. “Life has its shadow, death. They must go together,
because they are not contradictory, not two separate existences, but
different manifestations of the same unit, life and death, sorrow and
happiness, good and evil. The difference does not exist in kind, but
only in degree. They differ from each other in degree of intensity.”
(Complete Works: 2: 150)

Swami Vivekananda made ‘oneness of Vedanta as the basis to
demonstrate unity in separations. Again, understanding Vivekananda
cannot be confined to his teachings and works. Scholars have studied
his teachings from different viewpoints, humanism, religion, yoga,
socialism, mysticism, science, spiritualty, psychology philosophy
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and metaphysics. His life is very example of his preaching as he has
also been called ‘a living Vedanta’. (Chaturvedi: 2006). As Swami
Sarvapriyananda observes, “The doctrine of the One and the many
being the same reality is then, the philosophical core of the vast and
varied treasury of Vivekananda’s teachings and, indeed, of his life.
Sometimes, he is immersed in Nirvikalpa Samadhi , and again he
works tirelessly for the welfare of humanity — the unifying theme in
thislife of polar extremes seems to be this doctrine.” (Sarvapriyananda:
211)

Taking these teachings a step ahead, Swami Vivekananda evolved
the concept of oneness into ‘universal mind” and ‘universal soul’. He
would move from point to point with clinical precision, beginning
with dualism and ending in nondualist ideals. “Let me first take up
the dualists, and try to present to you their position with regard to
the soul and its destiny; next, the system that contradicts them; and
lastly, let us try to find the harmony which non-dualism will bring to
us.” (Complete Works: 2: 221)

Oneness s the underlying thing in the teachings of Sri Ramakrishna
and Vivekananda, both. They can be called, inclusivists, pluralist
or harmonizers, they addressed men and women not only in their
own languages but also according to their inclinations and mindsets.
And Bhakti played essential role as it opened more possibilities for
maximum individuals to understand impersonal through personal.
“In Ramakrishna’s life we find a synthesis of four yogas: karma,
jnana, bhakti, and raja. Moreover, the philosophies of the three main
schools of Vedanta -- dualism, qualified nondualism, and nondualism
— were harmonized in his teachings.” (Chetanananda: 10)

It goes without saying that the unification in to the contradiction
comes through their own experiences. Ramakrishna’s unification
of Bhakti with Vedanta is rooted into his experiments of God’s
realization. Though their ways and methods were completely
diverse, the essence of oneness was evident. Ramakrishna never
wrote anything on his own and his experiences of God realization
come to us from the secondary sources, from the recordings of his
devotees. Though many scholars and analysers have scrutinized
Ramakrishna’s teachings from different viewpoints casting doubts
over his ‘trance’ and consolidating their claims with proofs, there
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could be no invalidation of his experiences of God realization.
Vivekananda, through his complete works, preferred to be more
metaphysical than supernatural. Bhakti being the catalytic agent in
this unification, the message of unity can act as the harbinger of
harmony. “Ramakrishna’s claim of practical God-realisation through
different religions is accepted as genuine by his followers. Having
such belief can definitively infuse in them a tolerant attitude towards
different religions. To that extent Ramakrishna’s religious experiences
can certainly be a source for peaceful coexistence and interreligious
harmony.” (Akram: 8: 151)

Personification and Reversal of Roles

Was Ramakrishna a Bhakta and Vivekananda a Vedantin? The
researcher here argues that the master-disciple duo reversed and
exchanged their roles unknowingly. Many scholars have analysed
the manifest and latent Advaita in the teachings of Ramakrishna,
while Vivekananda showed more and more surrender and dedication
towards his master every time he spoke of him.

“But not in your Vedantic sense” (Lex: 656/57) was the refrain
with which Ramakrishna often chided agnostic and rational Naren.
But this is what made matured Vivekananda who performed
‘mother’s work’ at the behest of his master. As Ramakrishna said,
“Once Mother Reality is understood, Veda, Vedanta remain far
below.” (Lex 658)

Bhakti or Vedatic features were more in being than becoming.
Ramakrishna’s analogy of eating sugar than becoming sugar candy
exemplifies it all. Sri Ramakrishna’s view was that you cannot limit
God; you cannot say God is only this much and He cannot be
otherwise. “Instead he says, begin your spiritual journey with dvaita
(dualism) if you like and then gradually go towards non-dualism
(Advaita).” (Muzumdar 6/7). “Sri Ramakrishna emphasizes unity
upon which diversity is superimposed...so he defines knowledge
in terms of unity than diversity.” (Bhattacharya 282/83) Different
standpoints of Ramakrishna Vivekananda teachings have been
analysed by scholars calling Harmonisers of Religions, Pluralist or
Inclusivist. “Sri Ramakrishna belonged the School of Pluralism.
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Whereas we see Swami Vivekananda oscillating between Pluralism
and Inclusivism...” (Aleaz 234/35)

Of course, there could be academic or philosophical analyses on
this, Ramakrishna, instead of getting labelled as a Vedantin or a
Bhakta, preferred to leave it to others. Nivedita reminiscences what
Swamiji told her once, ‘In his own words, applied to his own Master,
"He was contented simply to live that great life, and to leave it to
others to find the explanation!” (Sister 23) After all he knew what he
was more to do with what you are. “Everyone speaks of me according
to his comprehension. Some say that I am simply a sadhu, a devotee
of God.” (Gospel 650)

Though Ramakrishna was a Bhakta, he had a very critical mind.
Among ‘the band of boys’, he choose Naren to ‘teach the world’.
He could sense it right from the beginning how Naren remained
unaffected by ‘worldliness’. Hiring the latent potential in Naren
and entrusting him with the responsibility ‘to teach the world’
show that Ramakrishna had ability to think clinically and also had
analyser’s mind like a Vedantin. Ramakrishna’s foresight, scientific
and clinical attitude and analytical skills are evident all through in
his explanations to the devotees.

Swami Vivekananda, on the other hand, who seems more rational
scholar and Jnani, accepted Ramakrishna as his Guru. To put it in
his own words, “There are hundreds of thousands of teachers, but it
is hard to find one disciple.” (Complete works: 8: 48). The swami
can be called Bhakta as he showed the ‘attitude of Pupil’. In his
one of the rare public addresses on his master, he summed it up all,
“...This great teacher of the nineteenth century made no claim for
himself. He left every religion undisturbed because he had realised
that in reality they are all part and parcel of the one eternal religion.”
(Complete Works:151)

Experience of the Total

“Experience of the Total is possible but expression of the Total is not.
Expression is always partial,” (Osho: 146/47) said Osho in response
to the question whether which way is preferable, Jnana or Bhakti.
Thus, Bhakti, Jnana or Vedanta can be just called expressions that
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can help us experience the Total. Instead of advocating people ‘the
path’, Ramakrishna Vivekananda rather left it to others to choose it as
per one’s inclination and mould of mind. Ramakrishna Vivekananda
said it all and yet remained silent when it came to expressing the
Total. While experience of the total is a purely mystical, Bhakti can
give any expression little more heart, even to Vedanta. As Swami
Tyagananda puts it:

“The roots of Vedanta are neither in books, nor in persons, nor in places.
The roots of Vedanta are in the hearts of every one of us. If we can reach out
and touch those roots, they will guide us upwards along the tree until we
discover the fruit of knowledge in the palm of our hands.” (Tyagananda:
2008)

Bhakti could be the expression of the total, yet it can bring more
heart. Bhakti or Vedanta, which is the way? After all, how can the
partial know the Total? Therefore, to conclude, we can say:

i) Ramakrishna and Vivekananda unified bhakti with Vedanta
teachings helping others see oneness in ‘apparent contradictions’.

ii) Inclusion of bhakti into their teachings shows that the path of
love, devotion and surrender is a complete in itself to give the
experience of total. Explaining the limitations of reasoning and
scholarship in grasping the very essence of bhakti, they helped
others comprehend the mysticism and metaphysics in this path.

iif) Through unification of bhakti and Vedanta, Ramakrishna-
Vivekananda can be credited with giving heart to the religion,
making it more poetic.

Notes

1. This paper does not dwell on classical and scriptural bases of Bhakti,
Jnana and Vedanta. It solely takes explanations of these terms by
Sri Ramakrishna and Vivekananda as they appear in The Gospel of
Sri Ramakrishna and The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda
respectively.

2. Religious pluralism is not used in the sense of academic discipline but
more pointing out towards diversity in faith

3. This is the phrase Vivekananda used many times in his addresses in the

West.
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4. Though this paper is a critical appraisal or not aimed at glorifying, a
sense of hagiographical praise in the matters of Bhakti is natural.
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CHAPTER 9

Bhakti as New Religiosity and
Awakening of the Other: A Reading of
Sree Narayana Guru’s Views on Bhakti

K.J. GasrEr

Abstract

In his philosophy of man, Sree Narayana Guru presents the idea of
transcendence as the true nature of human existence. Religion as the
means for self-realization, according to Guru, helps human existence
to pay attention to the true nature of reality. In order to understand
Guru’s views on self-realization of man we need to pay attention to a
few reflections on the notion of religion as it is traditionally conceived
and later reinterpreted by some of the thinkers of our time. In the
philosophy of Sree Narayana Guru, as the result of self-realization
human existence turns to the other as self of anukampa. The notion
of anukampa can be explained in the light of the nirukthi of Karuna:

Kurvati atmanam adheenam
Anayayiti karuna

(since my selfis for yours I have that oneness of feelings with you).

In this sense we can see in the philosophy of Guru the idea of
simultaneous experience of the self-realization and the awakening
of the other that is expressed as the experience of Bhakti. According

* Assistant Professor, Department of Philosophy, Government College
for Women, Trivandrum.
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to Guru, jivan mukta cannot ignore the face of the other. In the
Advaitic milieu of self-realization the awakening of the other invites
human existence to a new religious experience. Guru explains this
experience in the following way:

Aparanu vendi abarnisam prayatnam
Kripanatha vittu cheyyunna kripalu. ..

(A life that is filled with compassion which prompts it to dedicate itself
continuously for the service of others is an ideal one).

This is the revelation of the new religiosity which is nothing but
bhakti in Guru’s philosophy.

The new religiosity figured out from Sree Narayana Guru’s Advaitic
visions calls for a new gaze at the social activities prevalent today
gushes out from traditional religious feelings. The social expressions
of traditional religious sentiments such as charitable works, the
caring for the sick, merciful activities etc. demand a re-reading in
the light of this thinking on religion. Religiosity is an opening up
to the infinity rather than a question of mercy from the part of the
ego. In the new religiosity, the traditional ego is no more there at
the centre of a religious activity to take a decision for a merciful act.
In traditional religions it is self’s decision to maintain the relation
with god of onto-theology and thereby with other human beings. In
new religiosity as we figure out from Guru’s thinking the self does
not take decision to maintain its relation with the other. Here even
before it realizes its relation with the other, it is exposed to the other.
This means that even before constituting itself as a conscious ego it
is exposed to the other as a responsible self. This opening up to the
other is the infinite experience. It is the new religiosity. A conscious
ego is not figured out here. Religion is relationship between a self and
its realization of the awakening of the other and this relationship is
an experience of infinity.

Prelude

This article is an attempt to study the contributions of Sree Narayana
Guru, an A-dvatin and a monk and the religious and the social
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reformer of Kerala (then Travancore) to the experience of Bhakti in
the background of the socio-political experience of Renaissance in
Kerala during the periods of the last part of the 18th century and
the first half of the 19th century CE. This study focuses its attention
on Sree Narayana Guru’s /ived experience of Bhakti as new religiosity
that is revealed in the efforts for the awakening of the ozher. It was
a unique attempt in the milieu of Renaissance of Kerala because
the philosophical insights of Guru had presented an original idea
about the way in which human existence should be in an enlightened
society. Guru’s ideas about the meaning of human existence had set a
model of the co-existence of humans and their harmonious existence
with all other beings in the universe for the pursuit of the experience
of the fundamental meaning of life. Guru calls this experience
bhakti. This insight of Guru inspired the movement of Renaissance
in Kerala along with the contributions of others to set a society that is
dissociated from all kinds of socio-political and religious oppressive
structures those were in function in various epochs of the history of
Kerala.

Approaches in Scholarship of Guru

Generally there are two models of study set by scholars and thinkers
in the pursuit of the research about the contributions of Sree
Narayana Guru to the Renaissance of Kerala. Guru is studied by a
set of thinkers and historians as an Advaitic thinker who shares the
tradition of Advaita School as it is formulated by Sree Sankaracharya,
the greatest thinker of all the ages of India, a son of the land of Kerala,
in the last decades of 8" century CE. They argue that Sree Narayana
Guru interprets Advaita theory of Reality in his own style and
model, but basically remained to be an ally to the Advaitic school of
Adi Sankara. The other set of scholars studied the social activities of
Guru and his participation in the mainstream notion of renaissance
during his life time. In their opinion, Guru’s Advaitic views might
have assisted him to formulate his practical interventions for the
betterment of the lives of the oppressed section of the society in his
life time. In this sense only Guru may be called as an interpreter of
Advaita system for the people of his time. The latter set of scholars
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does not understand Guru’s interpretation of Advaita as Practical
Vedanta. It is in this academic context that this study enquires about
the unique contributions of Sree Narayana Guru to the new insights
about the experience of bhakti and thereby initiated and accelerated
the marching of renaissance in Kerala as the sprouting of modernity
in the socio-political and cultural lives of the people of this land.
This article argues that Guru’s contributions to Kerala Renaissance
must be studied in their deep-rooted connection between his
interpretation of Advaita as practical Vedanta and his views about
man as transcendence towards self-realization. This is bhakti in Guru’s
view, which is basically nothing but the opening and awakening of
the self towards the other. This study thus separates its focus from
the general trend of the studying of Guru’s views as those of a social
reformer and pays its attention on the unique Advaitic interpretation
of Guru towards the restructuring of the socio-political and cultural
scenario of Kerala during the first half of the 19th century CE.

Research Tool for the Study

In the development of the argument of this study it has adopted
the phenomenological interpretations of Emmanuel Levinas, a
contemporary French thinker, about the experience of alterity/
otherness in human existential context of life. His views about
otherness is applied as a tool in this study to develop the theme of
Guru’s insights about human existence, awakening of the other as
religious experience and man as fundamentally a religious subject.

Experience of Religion in Guru’s Perspective-An Overview

Generally, two things stand out with regards to the experience of
religious phenomena in their traditional forms. They are first a
human concern with a supernatural agency and then a life of human
commitment issuing into some pervasive patterns of behavior. The
supernatural reference as the defining element of religions is an
object of worship and all religious thoughts, feelings and acts are
supposed to issue from this worshipful object. As an indication of
the absolute commitment to this worshipful object, a life of values is
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expected by society from a religious person. It means that generally
traditional view on religion focuses its attention on a transcendental
Divine content at the centre of it. It proposes the theme of human
contact with a transcendent Divine content. Guru’s philosophy of
man supports the religious experience exposed in the field of human
relation.

In Guru’s view, if religion is relation of man with transcendence
then it can be identified within the milieu of human social relations
as well. This means that the transcendental realm of human relations
is the new locus for religions. What is this transcendental realm of
human relations? How is it accountable in the philosophical sense?
Broadly speaking, in its traditional sense religion is the relation of
human beings with a god. Through religious acts one expresses one’s
relation with deity. This relation is mainly expressed through poojas,
offering of valuable objects to the deity, ethical activities gush out
from the devotion to God, etc. In par with the literal meaning of
the word ‘religion’, the relation with the deity, in the new religiosity
we highlight the self’s relation with the other. In this relation the
self is destabilized by the other. Here the self opens up to an infinite
experience. This infinite experience is exposed in inter-human
relations. In traditional religions the self is not destabilized by
God. Quite often God gives stability to self. There the self takes the
decision to maintain its relation with God; whereas in new religiosity
the self does not take any conscious decisions to maintain its relation
with the other. Though the self does not take any rational decision,
still it wills and desires the other. Even before constituting itself as a
conscious ego, self is exposed to the other as a responsible existence.
As the responsible subject it is opened to the other. This is an opening
to an infinite experience. It is the new religious experience. Generally
speaking, in traditional religions, the self performs ethical activities in
accordance with the theological doctrines and religious instructions.
In all of them the central position of a conscious ego is pre-supposed.

In his philosophical writings, Sree Narayana Guru discerns the
transcendental nature of man. He places man at the centre of his
Philosophy. In his conversation with Sahodaran Ayyappan, one
of his disciples and a social reformer of Kerala Renaissance, one
who initiated Panthi Bhojana, Guru states that “mathamethayalum
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manushyan nannayal mathi”'. He had the vision about man that the
notions of religion and God are meaningful only if it is connected
to the transcendental milieu of man. In order to appreciate Guru’s
views on man, it is important to analyse this idea in the light of his
teachings on reality.

To Sree Narayana Guru the true nature of man as a religious
subject is revealed in the experience of self-realization. He argues in
the light of Advaita Darsana that man’s true nature of transcendence
lies in his/her capacity for sublation from the vyavaharika satta to
paramarthika satta of ultimate reality. According to Guru, self-
realization is the experience by which man begins to see the world in
which he/she is in the yogic perspective. In the experience of jivan
mukta, the world and its reality is revealed to the inner eyes of human
being. Advaita experience invites man to live the abhedha of beings.
One realizes that ultimately reality is not two in nature, rather it is
A-dvaita. The Advaitic view of life erases out all kinds differences in
social and political fields of human life.

Sree Narayana Guru has claimed in different occasions that he
participates in the tradition of Advita system and his philosophical
bend of mind is Advaitic in nature to interpret the nature of Reality
and the world. But Guru’s time and Sree Sankaras time were
different in the social and political concerns of the people. Here one
must remember that the traditions of thinking are to be interpreted
within the background of the life times of a thinker in order to assess
his/her priorities and styles in the determinations of the patterns of
interpretations of the system in which he/she is participating. It is
here that one has to explain the nature of philosophical views on
man in the writings of Sree Narayana Guru.

To Sree Narayana Guru philosophical thinking on Reality is not
static one. It is dynamic in nature’. Guru had the view that every
philosophical enquiry is a participation in the continual flux of
thinking that sprouts from the ancient origins and cannot be halted
and contained fully by a particular interpretation of it by one’s own
endeavors. We simply participate in the ancient flux of thinking as
if participating in a symphony and contributing to its harmonious
flowing to an end which revealed to us without any conscious effort
from our part. In this sense Guru was participating in the Advaita
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tradition by being a part in the socio-political and cultural milieu of
his age.

Sree Narayana Guru interpreted Upanishadic mabavakyas in
vernacular language of the masses. It was the symbolic protest against
the special privilege of some castes enjoyed in that time in the caste
system pertaining to the study of Vedas in Sanskrit language. He
opened up the opportunities for common folk to realize the greatest
teachings of Ancient India by interpreting them in the language of
the masses of the time®. He invited them to realize the true nature in
them. It was an invitation to critically realize one’s own true nature
without depending on the age-old practices they had been taught
hitherto to follow by the social, political and cultural systems of the
age without questioning them.

In order to appreciate the philosophical implications of Guru’s
teachings and the interpretations of Advaita system in the socio-
political context of Kerala during 18th and 19th centuries, it is
important to know the central teachings of Advaita Darsana. Advaita
holds the metaphysical view of non-duality of ultimate Reality that
is beyond the reach of any form of rational articulation. Upanisads
in general call this non-dual Reality Brahman-Atman. Mahavakyas
of Upanisads like ‘Aham Brahmasmi’ and “Tatavam Asi’ bring outthe
implications involved in the realization of ultimate Reality*.

Generally speaking the Upanisadic philosophical concern is allied
to the perennial question about the idea of ‘self” of human existence.
According to Advaitic thinking, ‘self” is not my body, not my sense
organs nor motor organs, not my intellect, or will, etc and it is also
dissociated from the idea that ‘T’ possess my ‘self” as mine. After
retrieving all possessions those are attached to the idea of ‘mine-
ness, the ‘remainder’ is explained by Advaita system as Ultimate.
Sree Narayana Guru in par with the Advaitic interpretation of the
experience of ‘remainder’ exposes the true nature of human self as
great ‘Other’. In his view, ‘self’ is beyond the stula, sukshma and
karana forms of experience and it remains as Alterity to jagrat,
svapna, sushupti and turiya avasthas of human existence.’

Epistemological elaborations concerning the experience of
ultimate self is one of the thrust areas of Advaita system. According
to Guru, empirical knowledge in its wider array of meanings that
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arises from the awvasthas of human existence fails to incarcerate the
self in its true nature. Guru invited all sections of people in society
irrespective of the differences of color, occupation, inheritance etc. to
realize the true self that we all really are.

Anukampa - The Centre of Human Existence as Religious
Subject

According to Sree Narayana Guru, anukampa is the essence of
human transcendence. The notion of anukampa should not be
confused with the sympathetic attitude of a person towards others
in their grief and sorrows. Rather, according to Guru, anukampa as
the centre of human existence is the expression of self-realization
of a human person as the Advaitic ultimate truth. In Ammopadesa
satakam, one of the classical texts of Sree Narayana Guru, he writes:

“Avan-ivan-ennu-ariyunnathokke-orthal-
Avaniyil-aadimamayoru-aatma-roopam
Avanavan-atma sukbathinay-aacharikku-
Nnava- aparannu-sukhathinay — varenam”™®

In these great verses Guru highlights the truth that those who
strive for aatma sukham in turn in their lives strive for the comfort
of others as well because there is no difference between one’s own life
and the life of others in Advaitic Darsana. It is this Advaitic sense of
human existence that is expressed by the notion of anukampa’.

To Guru anukampa is the essence of religion also. He argues
that religions are opinions of great souls about the ways of human
existence in accordance with the needs of the time. Though there are
cultural differences in the expressions of great souls about the search
for the ultimate truth, according to Guru they all aim one and the
same truth that is nothing but the transcendental essence of man.
He compares the lessons of religions with the application of ladder
for climbing to the heights of one’s aims®. Ladder is only a means for
attaining the aim. In the same way religions are also means for the
attainment of ultimate truth in life. According to Guru, the ultimate
truth is the self-realization of man. This study argues that religion
is viewed by Guru not simply as a private relation of man with the
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transcendental experience of a god who remains elsewhere, rather it
is realized as the Anukampa for the other whose life is recognized as
the locus for the revelation of the Divine.

In the philosophy of Sree Narayana Guru, as the result of self-
realization human existence turns to the other as self of anukampa.
The notion of anukampa can be explained in the light of the nirukthi
of Karuna:

Kurvati atmanam adheenam
Anayayiti karuna’

(since my self is for yours, I have that oneness of feelings with you).

In this sense we can see in the philosophy of Guru the idea of
simultaneous experience of the self-realization and the awakening
of the other. According to Guru, jivan mukta cannot ignore the face
of the other. In the Advaitic milieu of self-realization the awakening
of the other invites human existence to a new religious experience.
Guru explains this experience in the following way:

Aparanu vendi abarnisam prayatnam
Kripanatha vittu cheyyunna kripalu..."°

(A life that is filled with compassion which prompts it to dedicate itself
continuously for the service of others is an ideal one).

This is the revelation of the new religiosity which is nothing but
bhakti in Guru’s philosophy.

Bhakti as the Socio-Political Expression of Religious Subject

In Sree Narayana’s view man as the religious subject transcends all
the differences of human existence. It is based on this view that Guru
had developed his protest against the jazi structure. In his work ‘Jati
Nirnayam’ in the first two stanzas itself Guru presents his views on
jati. The first stanza is written in Sanskrit:

Manushyanam manushyatvam
Jatir gotvam gavam yatham
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Na brabhmanadirasayivam
Ha! Tatvam vethi ko pi na "

(As cowness to cow, humanity is the jaz for humans. In this truth, there
is no difference as Brahmanan, etc. Alas! No one knows this theoretical
truth).

In the second stanza of the work, he writes in Malayalam that:

Oru jati oru matham oru daivam manushyanu
Oru yoniyoraakaramoru bhedhavumillathil

(There is only one caste, one religion and one god for man. There is only
one origin and one structure and there are no differences in this truth)'.

In these two stanzas guru makes it clear that the idea of differences
in the name of jazi structure is the result of a baseless thinking in
man. There is no rational basis for making differences among men
because the universal nature of man is one and the same as in the case
of the jati of cow for which the cowness is the universal nature. Guru
makes this view clear further in his work ‘Jati Lakshanam’. In the first
stanza of this work Guru writes:

Punarnnu perumellamorinamam punarathathu
Inamallinamamingorinayarnnothu kanmathum

(Those who are embracing each other and conceiving are one species and
those who do not embrace but grow as species are different from man
as species. Those who conjugally join remain to be separate species)".

Guru’s view on man as a species is scientific in nature. He develops
his idea of the universal nature of man in the light of the biological
science about man. According to him, man is distinguished as a
species in accordance with some common biological properties shared
by every member of this species. He strongly asserted that the views
and opinions about jazi structure as the basis for differences in man is
a malicious device invented by men who looked for the gratification
of their own vested interests by grabbing power and wealth. He
argues that no ancient texts of Indian traditions had supported jazi
structure as it was practiced in post Vedic period of India. He had the
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opinion that those who supported ja#i structure had misinterpreted
ancient texts for the attainment of the selfish motives for which they
made plans and strategies in society. He criticizes Sree Sankara for
his passive silences and for asserting the rationale for jazi structure
in the society of his times. Though Guru is participating in the great
tradition of Advaita, he does not share Sree Sankara’s views on jati
structure.

Guru’s disagreements with Sree Sankara’s views on jati structure
were made clear in his conversations with Gandhi while the latter
visited Guru in Siva Giri while visiting the participants of Vaikkom
Satygraham. On another occasion in a conversation with one of
his disciples Guru criticized Gandhis views on varrna and ashrama
and dharma'‘. Guru argues that the notion of varna is a baseless
idea in relation to the true nature man. It is in this conversation
that Guru presented his ideas about the true nature of man. Guru
criticizes Gandhi’s views on the stratifications of society on the basis
of occupation. The hereditary nature of occupation, according to
Guru leads to discouraging people to aspire for greater possibilities
of human life. It is here that we have to see Guru’s vision about man.
According to him, as a member in the species of human being, with
different capabilities, each man is transcending for greater possibilities
in one’s life time. It is true that man shares with other human beings
the universal nature of humanness. At the same time, each human
being is unique in the pursuit of one’s own capabilities to its greater
aims. Guru by pointing out the transcendental dimension of man
criticizes the idea of jati structure on the basis of occupation. In his
view, man as a species had common properties sharing with other
fellow beings, but as each member in human species is unique with
its transcendental capacities one seeks out for one’s own future plans.

On May 15, 1921, under the leadership of Sahodaran Ayyappan
the annual meeting of Samastha Kerala Sahodara Sangham was
conducted in Aluva Advaita Ashram with the blessings of the Guru.
On the request of Ayyappan Guru gave a message to the meeting.
In this message Guru wrote: ‘religion, attire and language of human
beings may vary from each other; but as their jati is one, there is nothing
erroneous in their table fellowship and marriage with each other””. It
was also a response of Guru to the atrocities of the supporters of Jati
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done against the movement of Sahodaran Ayyappan who worked
for the eradication of jati structure from this land by his progressive
movement of table fellowship. In 1920 August 30, in his 64™ birth
anniversary Guru declared the following message: “one caste, one
religion, one god for human beings”'°. In 1916 May 28, as a message
to the readers of the magazine Prabuddha Keralam, Guru declared
that be does not belong to any particular caste or religion'”. In 1916 July
16, Deshabhimani published a speech of Guru that he delivered on
a private occasion in Quilon where he was inaugurating the bulding
construction of Pattathanath Achuthan Mesthri. In this speech Guru
solemnly declared that he had disowned all personal feelings for any
of particular religion and caste of this land. He does not belong to any
particular religion or caste’. In Aruvippuram temple Guru wrote that:

Jatibhedam mathadhwesha-
Methumillathe sarvarum
Sodharatthwena vazhunna
Mathruka sthanamanithu®®

All these comments and teachings of Guru show his views on
jati structure of Kerala. His vision about man and about the human
species shed light to analyse his political and social ideas which had
contributed to the development of the renaissance of Kerala.

Sree Narayana Guru’s views on social life and political thinking
sprout from his Advaitic vision of Reality. Advaitic view of satta
traya-pratibhasika, vyavaharika and paramarthika is considered as the
source of the concept of maya darsana of the system. With reference
to the realization of paramarthika satta of existence, vyavaharika
remains 7aya. This does not mean that the self-realization denies the
significance of vyaharika satta. Human body, social life and political
view as world remain the same for the Advaitin. Self-realization is a
liberative means for man to reinterpret the life-context within which
one is experiencing the depth of existence. In this sense, Advaita is
an invitation to realise the depth of human existence. It is in the
light of this Advaitic vision that we have to understand the social and
political views of Sree Narayan Guru. In this position of Advaita, we
see Guru is incorporating his views on bhakti.
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The concepts of social and political are applied in this study, both
at micro and macro levels. Social and political contexts of human
existence include the spatio-temporal experience of the concepts such
as the participation in the function of public sphere, idea of progress,
the role of education in the formation of the notion of development,
rights and duties of human persons as citizens in a state and the
freedom of life in democracy. Sree Narayana Guru’s views on social
and political life of man are based on his philosophy of man as the
one who realized the depth of one’s existence. It is only in the light of
the experience of self-realization that we can properly analyse Guru’s
interventions in the social life of Kerala in his life time.

In response to the fraternal compulsion of Dr Palppu, Guru agrees
to be the leader of Sree Narayana Dharma Paipalana Yogam, a social
organization that had influenced the social life of Kerala from its
inception to the onward course of history of this land. Guru had a
clear vision about the aims and function of this social organization in
the formation of the social life of Kerala.?* Though there were attempts
from the members of the Yogam to label it as the social organization
exclusively for the welfare of Ezhava community of people, Guru
made it clear that it was formed for the welfare of all the sections
of the people of this land irrespective of the differences of religion,
faith, and language. Guru expressed his displeasure in the attempts
of Yogam to reduce its status to be a community organization. On
May 9, 1927, Guru gave the message on the anniversary of Yogam
conducted in Pallathruthy. This message clearly expresses Guru’s
universal vision about Yogam.*' His letter to Dr Palppu in 1916
shows his disagreements with the sectarian parochial views of the
leaders of Yogam about the aims of SNDP prove his social and
political vision about man.*

As response to the need of the age Guru erected and consecrated
many temples with the Pratishta of various sacred idols and symbols
for worship. By placing lighted lamp, mirror, plates encrypted with
slokas and sacred idols as the symbols for worship Guru was trying
to reinterpret the meaning of worship to the people of his time®.
According to his view, worship leads man to the self- realization of
one’s own existence. In his opinion, temples as public space give
opportunities for everyone to inter act with each other to formulate
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the social space for the development of human life. Guru’s views on
social life sprouts from his vision of worship and self- realization.

In the biography of Guru we see that in the later period of his
life he was reluctant to erect new temples for worship in response
to the urge of people to establish the place of adoration to cater
their spiritual needs.*® It is stated in his biographical sketches that
Guru encouraged people to establish schools instead of temples for
the spread of universal education to people. To him education and
worship of deities were the two sides of the same coin. In his view
real worship should be reflected on the day today lives of people.
Hence, he invited all sections of people to this message of universal
education and cleanliness in his exhortations. His view on wealth
is linked to his visions about society. In Quilon, a trade fare was
conducted as part of the anniversary of SNDPY according to the
directions of Guru®. This was the first of the sort in this land. It
was an invitation to all sections of the society to be a part of the
public space where everyone has one’s own voice to express about
one’s life. The interaction of people in a public space erases out social
demarcations of jazi, colour, race and language. He imagined a social
space where man realizes his/her true reality of existence. Guru’s
creative vision about man is the basis of the modern notion of citizen
in the history of renaissance of Kerala.

Conclusions

The new religiosity as Bhakti figured out from Sree Narayana Guru’s
Advaitic visions calls for a new gaze at the social activities prevalent
today gushes out from traditional religious feelings. The social
expressions of traditional religious sentiments such as charitable
works, the caring for the sick, merciful activities etc. demand a re-
reading in the light of this thinking on religion. Religiosity is an
opening up to the infinity rather than a question of mercy from the
part of the ego. In the new religiosity the traditional ego is no more
there at the centre of a religious activity to take a decision for a merciful
act. In traditional religions it is self’s decision to maintain the relation
with god of onto-theology and thereby with other human beings. In
new religiosity as we figure out from Guru’s thinking the self does
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not take decision to maintain its relation with the other. Here even
before it realizes its relation with the other, it is exposed to the other.
This means that even before constituting itself as a conscious ego it
is exposed to the other as a responsible self. This opening up to the
other is the infinite experience. It is the new religiosity. And this is
the experience of Bhakti. A conscious ego is not figured out here.
Religion and Bhakti are relationship between a self and its realization
of the awakening of the other and this relationship is an experience
of infinity. We, therefore, deduce the sites of inter-human relations
as religious field that is revealed as the milieu of bhakti. It is a break
with the traditional meaning of religion and bhakti.

Notes
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CHAPTER 10

Bhakti and its Echoes in
21st Century India

VAiBHAV SHARMA

Introduction

The large section of human society living in a modern contemporary
world is characterized very much by stress and chaotic mind order.
In such times, the human pain and suffering seem to be endless.
However, the seers and sages in India like Buddha, Mahavira, and
Sankaracharya have tried to find the answers to the causes of such
problems faced by human beings since the beginning of time.
However, none of the philosophies propagated by them seems
to completely overwhelm the human intellect and fully satisfy
its curiosity. As it is rightly said that human intellect has its own
limitations. However, there is no denying of the fact that there have
been constant evolutions and progressiveness in Indian intellectual
history.

In the course of Indian intellectual history, there have been many
periods that have had witnessed numerous radical changes when
the rigidity of thought patterns and social structures have hindered
the evolutionary process of thinking and contemplating. One such

* Presently enrolled as a student of M.Phil I in the Center of German
Studies, School of Languages, Literature and Cultural Studies (C.G.S./
SLL&CS), Jawaharlal Nehru University.
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juncture in the Indian Intellectual history has been the Bhakdi
movement.

The Bhakti movement and its impact on the various spheres of
human life will be the object of study in this paper. Moreover, the
paper will also focus briefly on the factors which eventually led to the
Bhakti movement.

With reference to that, the paper is an attempt to deconstruct
the idea and conception of Bhakti and its movement in Indian
intellectual history and the relation of the bhakta towards the deity
or the Supreme which may also be referred as “Absolute”.

Further, the paper explores not only the various paradigms
involved in the evolution of the Bhakti movement and its various
layers of thoughts in contemporary times but the response, as well as
the reactions of other cults to the movement also. Thereby, exploring
the echoes of the movement in present India, where it is marked
by the composite culture and hybridity. At the same time, one may
also witness how the market makes monetary benefit out the Bhakti
emotions of the masses by commercializing the religion.

Supreme Being: Timeless Absolute and its Conception

Before one indulges in the realm of Bhakti, one must be very clear
about who or what is that entity to whom the bhakza is worshiping
or bowing to. In other words, one may also conceptualize this as to
what entity is the bhakta offering his bhakti. In Indian philosophical
discussions, it often referred to as the “Timeless Absolute”.

The Dictionary of philosophy describes the word ‘absolute’ to
be something that is “the solitary, uniquely unconditioned, utterly
independent, and ultimately all-encompassing spiritual being that
comprises all of reality”." Following this statement, a further question
arises that what is “reality”. The inquisitive human mind driven by
intellect immediately pops up with the question that everything that
one sees from his eyes is real; every sound that the ears hear is real.
That is to say, everything and anything that one feels through his
senses is real. But can that be counted as the “Timeless Absolute™?

For example, the leaves on a tree which are visible to one’s eye
will not exist after a few days. The people around will eventually
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die one day. Likewise, even the mammoth mountains which one
sees today will wither after a million years. Hence, all these things
or objects which may seem real to human senses, which one may
refer to as the ‘world’, will eventually wither one day. But once they
wither, what do they eventually turn into? Everything that withers
eventually goes and merges in the soil on the ground. So, everything
one sees around with the naked eyes calling it as ‘world’ has been
made from something and finally perishes into something. One
may deduce from this that everything in this world, including the
world itself, is perishable, and none of the things carry the nature
of permanence, and everything has a nature of impermanence. This
very nature of impermanence is termed as “anitya” in Sanskrit and
“anicca” in Buddhist traditions.

Going by that, one may infer that there is a constant underlying
process going on and on and on. The process by which things are
constructed and finally destroyed. So, there is, for sure, a constant
process of construction and destruction. But it leads to another
question that if there is a process, then is there someone who is
running this process? Is there a doer? Or is this process running
automatically on its own? The Human mind does quite readily tend
to believe in the principle of causality according to which if there is
an effect, then there must definitely be a cause for it. Following the
principle of causality, one may go back to the origins of the universe,
and the individual will eventually be left answerless. Because, if the
creation of the universe is an effect, then what was its cause? This
leads to much more prominent and complex questions like why the
Universe was created. And if we are the inhabitants of this Universe
on a tiny planet called Earth, then what is the purpose of our being,
or in other words, what is the Purpose of Life? Are the processes of
Life such as birth and death in the control of an individual, or are
they completely random, or is there someone who is controlling all
these processes?

The modern-day scientists have tried to answer this question with
the help of many perplexing theories like the “The Big Bang Theory”
in the context of the birth of the Universe. But it certainly does not
lead us to that entity, which is controlling all these processes.

Is it a person who is sitting behind the clouds up in the sky that
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is controlling all this, or is it some unknown hidden force or energy
which many spiritual schools of thought refer to as cosmic energy?

(For further inquiry, this ‘Unknown’ will be referred to as X’ for
the convenience of the discussion through the course of this paper.)

Now, if this x is a specific entity (a person behind the clouds or
some energy), then it must have some characteristics. However, one
thing is for sure that the cognitive capabilities of the human race are
yet not evolved to a level where it can find the characteristics of x with
its senses, i.e., one cannot see it from naked eyes or feel it by hands or
smell it. Hence, it is referred to as formless, shapeless, colorless, and
odorless and is termed as “Nirguna,” which simply means “one with
no features or attributes”. And for the ease of human cognizance
even if we allot certain features to it in the form of some idol, then
this school of thought is called “Saguna”.

Under the “Saguna” school of thought, the idol is merely a
physical embodiment of the x. This is done for the mere convenience
of human cognizance in the form of idol worship.

However, the fundamental questions remain the same, whether
this so-called x actually exists or not?

The two schools of thought, namely “Nirguna” and “Saguna” are
just two assumptions once one agrees on the existence of x. If one
completely denies the existence of this x, then it tends to follow the
‘nastik’ school of thought.

After the agreement on the existence of x, it leads to other
paradigms, such as the relation of humans and other beings with
the so-called x. The relation between x and the humans has been the
object of inquiry in the Vedanta Philosophy of Dvaitam, Vashisth
Advaitam, and Advaitam.

With Vedanta Philosophy, one may have an insight into the
complexity of the conception of the “Absolute”. Radhakrishnan,
an Indian Philosopher, tries to define the Absolute by saying, “We
have the universe with its distinctions. It is not self-sufficient. It rests on
something else, and that is the Absolute [...] we know that the empirical
world rests on the Absolute, but the how of it is beyond our knowledge.”*

Thus, it becomes clear that through our sense perception, it is
next to impossible to explore the so-called “Timeless Absolute”. One
may need some tool that should be able to transcend the physical
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limitations of an individual to know the Absolute’. The conception
of Bhakti in Indian tradition serves the purpose of this particular tool
with which one may gain access to the very “Absolute”.

Conception of Bhakti

Meaning

Bhakti has always been the crucial element in the entire course of
the history of India. In contemporary India, the word “bhakti” is
understood by the common masses as an equivalent to blind and
unquestionable faith and superstition involving an intense emotion
of attachment and devotion of the devotee lacking a critical approach
towards his or her deity. However, this approach towards the word
‘bhakti’ has been challenged by scholar Prentiss as he mentions that
“bhakti is not to be understood as uncritical emotion but as committed
engagement. Bhakti as a religious perspective encourages a critical stance,
a distance not usually associated with the bonds of emotion.” Thereby
making it clear that bhakti does not merely mean blind devotion or
faith.

Further, a famous columnist and professor of media studies at
the University of San Francisco warn in one of his articles against
the way the word ‘bhakt’ is used as an insult during many informal
political discourses.

The ease with which the word bhakt is being hurled around like an insult
these days should be a warning to us about how much our imagination has
been colonised, and how far we have come from our deeply life-affirming
and non-violent sensibilities. Bhakti, after all, is not some “trait” of Indian
culture that needs to be protected and fought over [...] is the very core of
what it means to be human, what it means to live, and more precisely, what
it means to live for love in the face of terrible political, economic, and social
challenges t0o.*

Hence, one must be very cautious while using such terminologies,
especially in an informal context whereby the entire discourse around
that specific word is altered and reduced to something that can be the
cause of insult.
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Originally the word ‘bhakti’ is derived from the root “bhaj”,
which in Sanskrit means to serve, to adore,” or to share, to belong
to.° Moreover, it is claimed by Rukmani, a renowned scholar of the
Bhakti movement, that this word finds its usage in the texts as early
as Rigveda. The etymology of this word suggests that bhakti can take
many forms - from motherly affection to romantic love to friendship to
servitude.”

Apart from that, it is worth mentioning that the Hindu intellectual
tradition never focused on one single fixed form of worship to the
Supreme. Each individual may have a unique way of worshipping.

[...] there are several ways in which you might show your devotion to god.
You can consider god to be the omniscient master of the universe and develop
a sense of servitude. You may consider god to be a good friend and cultivate
a sentiment of friendship towards her. You could consider god to be your
child and develop a feeling of motherly affection. You might consider god to
be your lover and cultivate romantic love for him. I daresay that one of the
methods could also be that you consider god to be non-existent and develop
a sense of detachment - neither love nor hatred - towards the notion of a
Supreme Being.®

Hence, there is no pre-laid path that can be used to get connected
with the Supreme. Each individual is free to explore his or her path.
Furthermore, Bhakti can manifest itself in many forms, and none of
the forms can be termed as more sacred from the other.

Origins of Bhakti

The entire period from the early seventh or eighth century till the late
sixteenth century in the history of India is regarded to be engulfed
with the Bhakti Movement. It is said to have its genesis in South
India, the modern-day Tamil Nadu and Kerela. The Movement was
begun by Saiva Nayanars and the Vaishnava Alvars, who lived during
the early phase of the Bhakti Movement.

It can be concluded that the era regarded as Bhakti movement
by Western scholars was indeed a time when Hinduism as a religion
started to develop a very rigid religious and social structure. The
rigidity lay in the Brahmanical hegemony over the knowledge
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and also over the language that was used for the transmission of
knowledge, i.c., “Sanskrit.”

Sanskrit has been the language of the Shastras in India, and
only the upper caste Brahmins were allowed to study the Sanskrit
language. As a result, only Brahmins had access to the knowledge
found in Shastras. It is majorly because of this knowledge of Shastras
it was believed that only Brahmins knew the so-called “Truth”, which
was above all belief systems and human intellect. This exclusive
access or monopoly over Shastras and knowledge of the “Truth” lead
Brahmins to a dominant position in the society as now they had
something which was not available for the masses. Hence, it leads to
a kind of inequality within society. Over the years, this gap between
the ‘Haves’ and ‘Have-Nots™ kept widening and ultimately lead to
a point where the Haves in this regard had a power hegemony over
the Have Nots, and they started to mould the social structures of the
society in their interest.

Subsequently, this hegemony was questioned by the sages of
the Bhakti movement. Thus, the poetry of the Bhakti movement
emphasized upon the question of whether it is necessary to have
the knowledge of Sanskrit and Shastras in order to pray to God.
Will God be more merciful and generous towards the people who
have excellent command over the Vedas? Does God belong only to
those who come from the upper caste, and who may also happen
to be economically well off to perform expensive rites and rituals
in the temples? Does God differentiate between learned and non-
learned people? Alternatively, on the contrary, all are equal, be it
Brahmin or be it Shudra in the eyes of the Supreme, and it is more
than enough to simply worship Him with just sincere devotion and
wholeheartedness keeping all the rituals and rites aside.

These, thus, prepared the ground for the reformation against
the hegemony of the Brahmins, rigid caste-ridden social structures,
the complexity of rites and rituals. Subsequently, these ideas of
brotherhood, fraternity, and equality were propagated mainly by
Saiva Nayanars and the Vaishnava Alvars in South India during the
6th-7th century.

Later, these ideas were spread in other parts of the country,
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especially in the north by other saints. These saints and seers regarded
singing and dancing as methods of inducing a state of ecstasy, which
brought one nearer to the realization of God.

However, one must remain cautious of the fact that the sages
themselves never questioned the Hinduism or the wisdom of
Sanatana Dharma. Bhakti was always there in Indian tradition,
and these sages only brought the concept of the Bhakti outside the
premises of the temples where the entry of people from lower classes
was prohibited up to a great extent. They brought the concept of
Bhakti among the masses and used the vernacular language to do
so instead of the Sanskrit. Moreover, not all the poets of the Bhakti
movement were a wandering minstrel as they came from various
classes of the society with different preoccupations.’ They never had the
intention of being a rebel against the religion or society, and none
of them ever claimed to be a social reformer. Their intention was
purely based on the idea of the betterment of the society around
them in different ways. Hence, it eventually paved the way for more
inclusiveness and equity in society, and that is merely a byproduct and
not the fundamental intention of bhakti."’

These ideas are also propounded by Krishna Sharma, a theorist of
the Bhakti movement, and he claims that the Bhakti movement was
not unified or homogenous as such. The term “Bhakti movement”
encompasses numerous religious movements and each had its own
distinctive features and ethos. Some of them were even antithetical to one
another, notwithstanding their common denominator, bhakti."!

Bhakti Ideas Leading to Socio-Political Oneness

Interestingly, one must take account of the way the ideas were
spread in those days, unlike contemporary times, where the internet
and telecommunication play a vital role in spreading ideas and
information.

The saints and seers used to travel long distances from one place
to another and used to sing and dance. This very act of singing and
dancing, especially within the realms of bhakti, has a very strong and
profound effect on its audience.
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“In the past music was presented in temples. However, if one has bhakti and
sings with devotion, one can convert the place where one sings into a temple,
for music based on bhakti can transform even an ordinary place to a temple.
Such is the power of devotional music. When we get together as a group and
sing devotional songs, differences among us are forgotten and our ego takes
a backsear.”?

Moreover, it is to be noted that different sages used to visit
various cities, and as a result, the population of these places used
to get influenced by the ideas propagated by the different sages at
different times. Such circumstances led the society to a point where
no single sage is supposed to have more influence than the other, and
the people of these places began to have largely an equal regard for
all the saints. From this, it can be concluded that this could be one
of the primary reasons due to which the people hardly developed any
form of rigidity towards any specific religious sect or saint. Moreover,
it resulted in flexibility and open-mindedness of the masses towards
different forms of Gods, their methods of offering prayers, and their
philosophical ideas.

This non-rigidity, accompanied by the tendency of being flexible
and open to different forms of ideas, became one of the major
defining characters of Indians and the Indianness. This became later
more apparent when the country had to face political and religious
attacks by many foreign powers.

Upon their arrival, most of these foreign powers somehow just got
amalgamated in the already existing and thriving schools of thought.
Furthermore, not only in terms of philosophical ideas but in terms
of linguistic diversity as well, one needs to take into account that
when these sages traveled to different places, they also carried their
language to these places and their native languages eventually got
mixed up into the local language of that place. In India, thus, one
never had the concept of multi-lingual as we did not have a concepr
of monolingual right from the early ages of civilization, says poet and
critic K. Satchidanandan in his address during a symposium. He
further states:

“The term multilingual belongs ro the orientalists and colonialists. Diversity
of languages was a natural extension of the diversity of the places. Poets in
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early times were expected to travel and know many languages. Our history
cites many litterateurs who wrote in different languages such as 12th-
century poet Kshmendra, Amir Khusrau, Meera Bai, Premchand, Jayanta
Mahapatra, Mulkraj Anand, U.R. Ananthamurthy and Girish Karnad, to
name a few. Hybridity has been part of the Indian culture [... ]

Hence, it led to religious, linguistic, and ethnic hybridity. One
may conclude that the present composite culture of India of which
the Indians are very proud of, seems to have its roots somewhere in
the Bhakti movement only.

Moreover, after the nation got independence, the leaders of
the nation undertook deliberate efforts in order to preserve the
compositeness of the culture in the country. This hybridity can
also be felt in contemporary India, such as in cuisine, architecture,
fashion industry, and film/advertisement industry are few to name
among the many.

Echoes of Hybridity and Compositeness across the History
of India

One of the most contemporary among the innumerous instances
which showcase the infusion of several cultures, forming one
culture, could be the famous advertisement commercial released
by a renowned detergent firm “Surf Excel”. Whereby the Holi
festival is showcased in which a Hindu girl plays a little trick in her
neighborhood so that she may drop her friend, a Muslim boy, on a
kids’ bicycle to a mosque to offer namaz without being colored due
to ongoing Holi festival. Upon his arrival at the mosque, the Muslim
boy looks back from the stairs at the entrance of the mosque and says
he will soon be back after Namaaz. To this, the girl replies, “After
that, you will be colored.”'*

Besides many controversies surrounding the advertisement, one
must take into consideration that the advertisement does touch the
sensitive nerve of the ordinary viewer and makes him emotional.
These sensitivities and emotions establish the fact that there is an
undercurrent of undeniable communal harmony in India, where
one does respect the faith of the other community. This respect and
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tolerance towards the other have its roots somewhere in the Bhakti
movement.

Concerning the Holi festival, it is worth mentioning the verse
of a great Sufi Saint “Baba Bulleh Shah,” where he brings both the
cultures, namely Hindu and Muslim, together under one umbrella
syncing one with the other.
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This poetry of Baba Bulleh Shah is a symbol of enormous infusion
of one culture into other up to an extent where both become
inseparable and indistinguishable.

Apart from the above examples, one may experience the
compositeness of the Indian culture even in day-to-day lives of
the common masses of the nation. One such example is of Sheikh
Jahangir, a resident of West Bengal, who celebrates Durga Puja with
great fervour.

Jahangir points to a small eatery[...]. He says, with evident pride, that
this Muslim eatery usually serves beef, but stops doing so in the run-up to
Durga Puja, only resuming after the idols immersion (the sale of beef is
not probibited in West Bengal). “Its about respecting each others faith,”
Jahangir says. “This puja was started by a Hindu resident, bur Muslims
Jjoined since the festival brings people together. We are part of humanity
before we are Muslim or Hindu. I'll teach my children the work of being the

priest’s assistant as well.”"®

Following the same line of thought, one may take account of the
small village Dharan in West Bengal, where the Hindus constitute a
minority, and hence the Durga Puja was organized by the Muslims
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so that the villagers do not have to go outside the village to celebrate
the festival."”

Similarly, in Varanasi as well, Muslim shopkeepers Mohammad
Sabir and Rahat Ali sell flowers, Rudraksha beads, and Prasad and
have been sending garlands for the evening aarti (84T 31Rdt) of Lord
Vishwanath at Kashi Vishwanath Temple.'

There are innumerous examples of such harmony and infusion of
several different cultures into one creating a new hybrid culture, and
it ultimately becomes impossible to separate one from the other.

Nevertheless, there is no denying that indeed this respect and
tolerance towards the other is sometimes taken for granted and is
used for meagre political gain by few fundamentalists.

In conjunction with that, one may also notice the influence of
the Bhakti movement during the struggle for India’s freedom in
the 20th century. As it has already been discussed that the Bhakti
movement was not just merely a religious movement, but it was
also a movement to bring social and political reformations, and the
saints of the Bhakti movement addressed the issues that distressed
the masses of that period which was majorly comprised of artisans
and peasants. Similarly, the movement for India’s Independence also
aimed to bring political as well as social reformations in the country.
However, the methods which were adopted by a few leaders, especially
Gandbhi, were of very much similar nature as the methods adopted by
the saints of the Bhakti movement. In this regard, especially Kabir,
who advances the idea of the unity of all living beings through the
morality of compassion and non-violence and slashes all the grounds
of conventional man-made distinctions on the basis of caste, creed,
colour, and religion.

Eventually, the very same ideas were brought into the mainstream
once again, whereby Gandhi used to have Bhajan Sandhyas, which
were not just to chant Bhajans. But they also served as a tool to gather
people from various religious, social, and economic backgrounds and
form unity among masses in order to counter the policy of Divide and
Rule by the Britishers. Hence, one can see how the Bhakti movement
has echoed through the entire history of India, be it political, social,
or intellectual.
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Different Aspects of Modern-Day Commercialization

Contemporary India also witnesses the instances where a deliberate
effort has been put to make a profit out of the devotion and bhakti
of the people towards their God. A widespread example of such
activities can easily be witnessed outside many temples or dargahs
in India. At such places, many shopkeepers make it a point that the
visitors do buy a packet of “Prasadam” from their shop before the
visitor enters the premises of the temple. The scene is very similar
in nature to a taxi stand outside a railway station where innumerous
Taxi drivers approach an individual so that he avails their services
and pay money in return. Such activities can surely be the cause of
disappointment to many. However, on the positive note, one must
also take into consideration the fact that this very marketization of
the places around a holy place has enabled many people to generate
their livelihood out of it.

Moreover, it also induces a feeling of belongingness among
devotees from lower economic status towards God and towards the
temple where he sees the physical manifestation of his inner devotion.
Earlier, the people of the lower caste, which usually happened also to
be of lower economic status as well, were unable to afford expensive
rites and rituals which they would have otherwise performed.
Moreover, they were also prohibited from entering holy places like a
temple. Nevertheless, now due to these shops, even such people can
buy Prasad according to their financial capacities and feel connected
to the Holy. This perspective can be criticized by all means from an
egalitarian point of view. However, the focus of the paper here is on
the feeling of bhakti and devotion, which is induced in the common
man as he has a feeling of belongingness instead of alienation.

The act of buying ‘prasadam’ from the shops outside the temple or
making donations inside the temple is done by a devotee under the
feeling of devotion and dedication towards the deity whom he feels
connected to. Moreover, these feelings resonate also in the verses of a
famous Aarti “Om Jai Jagdish Hare”.

T T O, 69 & 0, (ST w9 %S § 0
T TR TIOT, AT T A
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Thus, the market has undoubtedly played a very vital role in
generating this sense of Devotion among the masses. Moreover, we
have also seen earlier in this paper how few people from Muslim
culture have their shops in Kashi Vishwanath Mandir in Varanasi.
They say it is because of the deitys grace that they are able to earn enough
to make ends meet.”

Nevertheless, one cannot deny the occurrences of few horrible
incidences which an outsider, especially tourists from foreign
countries, may have to experience, and this eventually leaves an
unpleasant impression of Hinduism or be it any religion and its
philosophy on the visitor. One such account is narrated by an
International Relations student at Brown University in the United
States on her visit to Pushkar, India.”” Where she has been physically
harassed by a few priests to make her pay a considerable sum for the
Puja, which she herself never wanted to have.

In the view of such incidents, it is necessary to think that one does
have a right to make their livelihood through the priesthood, but it
should entirely be based on voluntary donations and not on attempts
to forcefully squeeze out money from the devotees in the name of
religion. And it is essential that the government or the concerned
authorities put a check on such activities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, one may say that the Bhakti movement has played
an essential role in shaping present-day modern India. Various
dimensions of contemporary India, such as political, social, cultural,
financial, and intellectual as well, do have their roots intertwined
in the past where the Bhakti has always been in the center of the
thought processes.

Moreover, the coexistence of several cultures has had a profound
influence on the cultural and political consciousness of the present
time. This consciousness can be referred to as the ever continuous
flow of “Bhakti in Movement” from different sects (panth) through
the history of India. The continuous flow of Bhakti over time has
led to a kind of overlapping between different sects resulting in the
formation of Hybrid Culture. The Hybridity of Cultures and non-
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rigidity of each specific sect has been the defining feature of Indian
Intellect. After Independence in 1947, it was a very conscious and
deliberate effort of the people of India to ensure the prevalence of
this acquired Hybridity in modern democratic times for national
integration as well. And we also see how the lessons learned by the
Bhakti movement were very much brought into practical usage by
the freedom fighters like Gandhi.

Finally, there should be a constant effort to revisit the past in the
form of Bhakti in its origins and its impact. So that not only the
present generation but the future generations as well can enjoy the
fruits of Indian Intellectual tradition.
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