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The essays in this brilliant volume offer me as a teacher and researcher a welcome complexity in the study of Hinduism as a rich source. The researchers’ perspectives are drawn from the extensive reserves of philosophical/theological considerations of both ancient and contemporary Hindu traditions.
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Contemplative Studies and Hinduism is a stimulating intellectual endeavor wherein the editors Rita D. Sherma and Purushottama Bilimoria have brilliantly presented a unique landscape in the horizon of cross-cultural contemplative studies with the help of fourteen polyvalent brushes in Hinduism. It will go a long way in augmenting afresh the nascent discipline of cross-cultural and hermeneutically symbiotic study of contemplative practices in Hinduism. This engaging work appears like an intellectual churning of the ocean: samudra manthanam!

Devasia M. Antony, Department of Philosophy, Hindu College, Delhi University, India



India’s great reservoir of living religious traditions is best known for colorful public practices because they are visible and memorable. The inwardly oriented realm of contemplative religious life is more hidden, so it is less well-known and less studied and reported. This new anthology, Contemplative Studies and Hinduism, represents a significant breakthrough – it makes accessible a deeper understanding of various forms of contemplation in India. Thus, it fulfills a major need in Hindu Studies, offering as it does insightful portrayals of the quite different approaches and rationales. Respected specialists in each of the major traditions make this well-researched volume a memorable landmark in the field and an important contribution in Contemplative Studies. Their discussions of meditative modes used by Hindu aspirants inform this unique book, examining philosophies and practices such as meditation, mantra, prayer, music, devotion, and spiritual knowledge. Contemplative Studies and Hinduism offers an invaluable resource for scholars and practitioners alike.

William J. Jackson, Professor Emeritus, Department of Religious Studies, Indiana University-Purdue University at Indianapolis, Indiana, USA



This volume performs a significant service to the field of contemplative studies. It raises the bar for the comparative endeavor that anchors the field. The authors define general terms for comparing contemplative practices across traditions, then define specific terms for comparative discourse within the sweep of Hindu traditions. Elucidating this internal diversity within a given tradition makes contemplative studies stronger by putting the real challenge on the table, clarifying the complexity with which this fundamentally comparative, cross-cultural field must reckon.

Dan Moseson, Career and Professional Development Center, University of Utah, Salt Lake City, Utah, USA
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This book is one of the first wide-ranging academic surveys of the major types and categories of Hindu contemplative praxis. It explores diverse spiritual and religious practices within the Hindu traditions and Indic hermeneutical perspectives to understand the intricate culture of meditative communion and contemplation, devotion, spiritual formation, prayer, ritual, and worship. The volume extends and expands the conceptual reach of the fields of Contemplative Studies and Hindu Studies.
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1
CONTEMPLATIVE STUDIES AND THE PRINCIPLES AND PRACTICES OF HINDU CONTEMPLATIVE LIFE

An introduction


Rita D. Sherma


This volume marks the first wide-ranging and multi-vocal academic survey of the major types and categories of Hindu contemplative praxis from a breadth of scholarly viewpoints that reflect both (a) the variegation in types of contemplative practices within the Hindu traditions and (b) the use of Hindu internal hermeneutical perspectives for expanding the concept of contemplation beyond definitions that – though incrementally enriched by content from Buddhism – are still normatively constrained by Christian understandings of the concept. Part of the reason that the field remains fairly unrepresentative of the breadth of religious lives across cultures lies in the dearth of academic works, from scholars of diverse religions, on the subject of contemplative studies.

Contemplative Studies, as a discipline,1 can be approached via several avenues: (a) a rigorous focus on religious practices of contemplation, their history, and function within the context of one or more spiritual traditions; (b) the secular and interdisciplinary field of the study and pedagogical application of contemplative practice and experience which may include methods extracted from religions or developed in engagement with other areas of inquiry; (c) neuroscientific approaches that analyze the effects of contemplation, and (d) its study and therapeutic applications in the health sciences. Finally, there are programs, which call for a transdisciplinary research methodology,2 integrating Social Sciences, Psychology, Neurobiology, Organizational Applications, Health Sciences, and the humanities (including, at times, Religious Studies), Social Sciences, Psychology, Neurobiology, Organizational Applications, and Health Sciences. Whichever way Contemplative Studies is approached, it



makes space for direct personal experience with specific forms of practice. In this way it challenges the denial of embodied experience and subjectivity within much of academic discourse and brings the issue of religious adherence in religious studies into high relief.3




The emerging field of applied Contemplative Studies, however, can also seek to use the insights of the field for questionable applications (e.g., military uses, or corporate productivity enhancement) before, or to the exclusion of a deep immersion in the principles, aims, and ethics of religion(s) from which the practices are culled for application. As such, critical analysis of the very real possibility of highly reductionist cultural appropriations of religious contemplative traditions have begun to emerge.4 In view of these emerging problems, it is worthwhile to reflect on what contemplative practices mean to the traditions which gave rise to them.



Considering contemplative practice in religions

Let us start with the Christian idea of contemplation. In the Christian context, it can mean a sustained focus on scripture, meaning of a doctrine, a state of awareness of God’s nearness, or silent reflection. The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains Christian prayer in terms of its expressions in the following way:



	2720 The Church invites the faithful to regular prayer: daily prayers, the Liturgy of the Hours, Sunday Eucharist, the feasts of the liturgical year.

	2721 The Christian tradition comprises three major expressions of the life of prayer: vocal prayer, meditation, and contemplative prayer. They have in common the recollection of the heart.

	2722 Vocal prayer, founded on the union of body and soul in human nature, associates the body with the interior prayer of the heart …

	2723 Meditation is a prayerful quest engaging thought, imagination, emotion, and desire. Its goal is to make our own in faith the subject considered, by confronting it with the reality of our own life.

	2724 Contemplative prayer is the simple expression of the mystery of prayer. It is a gaze of faith fixed on Jesus, an attentiveness to the Word of God, a silent love. It achieves real union with the prayer of Christ to the extent that it makes us share in his mystery.5




Let us look at some of the elements of this important overview: It speaks of daily prayers (personal); liturgy (communal); feasts of the liturgical year (festivals grounded in sacred time); vocal prayer (voice, posture); and meditation (involving thought, imagination, emotion).6

The Hindu world of contemplative praxis also offers these elements such as numerous forms and types of personal daily prayers, which I mention in my chapter; Guy L. Beck, in his chapter, points to the importance of communal, liturgical music and hymnody; and, of course, the Hindu calendar is filled with festivals that are meant to evoke sacred time and transcendent space. Vocal prayers (prārthanā) enacted as recitation, chants, or hymns are daily practices. Meditations that elicit thought, imagination, emotion, and desire are not only mental or psychological avenues in Hindu praxis. They are embodied practices involving remembrance of the narratives of sacred literature, aided by the vibrancy of imagination, which evokes the power of emotion directed towards the desire for divine communion. Recitation, sacred art, poetry, sacred dance, drama, liturgical music, hymns, and pilgrimage are all embraced under the rubric of embodied contemplative practices. These comprise “meditation in motion” and are forms of praxis that are understood to lead to communion or union with the Divine.

Finally, the Catechism mentions contemplation. What is meant here by “contemplation”? Pope Francis has explained this is terms of the way to enter into the mystery of redemption which requires a contemplation that “is mind, heart, knees, prayer” and “can only be understood on bended knee, in contemplation, and not with the mind alone.”7 Here, contemplation is a prayerful state of interiority that includes an integration of reason and feeling, in an attitude of faithful supplication (“on bended knee”). Such silent prayer-acts, in Hindu contemplative praxis, are not uncommon; they integrate feeling with understanding-knowing and are considered to be a state of surrender to the Divine which opens the doorway to the mystery of liberation. However, there are a number of ways through which one can enter this mystery.

The aim of this volume is to broaden our lenses on the concept of contemplation by introducing the rich culture of meditative communion, devotion, and spiritual formation in the Hindu ethos with its variegation and expansive, millennia-long history of deliberation on what constitutes meditative practices and why. The first question that comes to mind in such a quest is “what makes a religious act a contemplative practice?” Contemplative praxis is a shared category across many religions – though with varying degrees of centrality. The contemplative life may include prayer, worship, ritual, recitation, reading of scripture, meditation, as well as other practices that transform awareness and create a sense of continuity between human life and the supreme reality, however conceived.

The results of contemplative practice may include ethical and moral reorientations, but these did not, historically, represent the ultimate goal – which was a spiritual one. Modern liberation theology and constructive philosophy in Hinduism has moved into a hermeneutics of engagement whereby, through the contemplative praxes – originally aimed at catalyzing spiritual realization – one may also reflect upon and apply these forms of interior awakening towards ethical and moral dimensions of human life.8 The aim of religious contemplation varies. However, what appears repeatedly across traditions is an aspiration to know transcendent truth or experience (a) interconnection; (b) communion or (c) union/liberation with/through the Sacred; (d) heighten awareness of what I have termed, elsewhere, the “depth-dimension of reality”; or (e) experience the transformative entrance, through imagination, into a sacred theological history or transcendent narrative – all depending on the aim of practice and specific contemplative system.





Contemplative practices in Hinduism

Within religious traditions that view contemplative practice as central to spiritual knowing/understanding, there often exists an array of methods and approaches. Indeed, as this volume demonstrates – at least in the case of Hinduism, which gives primacy to such practices of interiority – that there exist not only a variety of forms, but a diversity of aims. Yet, I would venture to say that contemplative praxis is one of the sacred threads that weaves through the Hindu world’s rich multiplicity and creates coherence and consistency, forming connective tissue that knits together not only religious practice, as common ground, but also the shared conception of the plane of narrative theology, experienced in transcendent time and imagined space. This collective understanding is expressed aesthetically through the visual and material culture of worship and perceived through sacred sound (śabda, saṃkīrtana, mantra), towards an evocation of intricate intimacy with the Divine. These sanctified expressions invoke the celestial within the terrestrial and can emerge with as much intensity under a village tree as within the carved halls of a temple. This is the reason that contemplative practice, whether liturgical or individual, has a central position in the traditions within and informed by Hinduism.

Sound, in Hindu completive praxis, enjoys primacy, and texts and theologies attest to its capacity to induce a transmutation of consciousness. The forms taken by sacred sound include (a) the recitation of scripture or verses; (b) mantra; (c) chanting the “holy names” of the deity, which express divine nature; the singing of hymns; or (d) the intonation of the praṇava (Oṃ), the sonic pulsation associated with the cosmic creative and dissolutive movements of the Divine. Within each of these categories, there are subclassifications and the methodology for recitation, chant, or song varies according the theological school or yogic system. But in addition to these vocal performances, the very idea of sound holds an ontologically significant place. The recitation of sacred texts, for example, is an oral tradition that predates the composition of even ancient texts. The aurality and orality of the sacred text is still highly significant in spite of its written composition. Therefore, the Vedas, which are the original authoritative, canonical texts are known as śruti (literally, “that which is heard”). Similarly, most other categories of religious compositions are known as smṛti (“that which is recalled/remembered”), which also refers to recitation from memory. All types of sacred texts, that are canonical to a given theological lineage, are referred to as śabda-pramāṇa. Pramāṇa-vāda refers to epistemology, which includes – among other forms of knowing – the testimony of the sages available within the pages of authoritative texts. Śabda, here, points to the expectation that this witness will be borne not by words on a page but by the sacramental sound of its recitation.

Hindu contemplative prayer frequently involves the evocation of Deity and the aesthetics in which such experience is embedded. The iconography that inheres in the representation (icon, mūrti) is what I have referred to elsewhere as “visual theology.” That is, the knowledge of the iconography that renders the theology apparent and, thereby, renders the iconography as a focus of meditation. Such meditations often require the remembrance of narrative theologies from which the iconic elements emerge – and, as such, imagination as transformation comes into play. These are some of the many facets of Hindu contemplative praxis that may contribute additional resources for critical analysis in the broader context of an emerging dialogical Contemplative Studies.




The approach and organization of this volume

Contemplative Studies is a growing field, and a critical examination of its entire literature is beyond the scope and aim of this work volume. It suffices to say that volumes or compendia that include significant intra-religious comparison – which precludes essentialism and reveals internal complexity and diversity – are, at the time of this publication, relatively rare. Research that illuminates the intricacies of different contemplative states in terms of process, psychology, or implications, within a given tradition, is still nascent. In contradistinction, this volume takes, as its starting point, the position that there is no such thing as a single contemplative system within a religious tradition. That is, the volume begins with a level of complexity that Contemplative Studies, as a field, has just begun to engage.

A multifaceted and nuanced understanding of the aims and approaches of a religious tradition becomes more readily available if internal diversity and creative tension are clearly recognized. The diverse forms and functions of the practices of transformation presented within these pages – and the theologies and philosophies that are both their source and outcome – suggest new hermeneutical directions that, we hope, will advance the field of Contemplative Studies. A wide range of Hindu theological and philosophical schools as well as a diverse palette of practices are presented by the chapters in this volume. Represented here are concepts that flow coherently through and across the Hindu tradition as well as the contrasting approaches of different theological/philosophical schools that have allowed for the genesis of strong multivocality in Hindu religious thought and experience.

Throughout, there is an effort to present indigenous vocabulary and internal frameworks to facilitate a grasp of categories and concerns particular to the Hindu contemplative traditions. Loriliai Biernacki’s chapter on the “body and wonder in tantra” and Madhu Khanna’s elucidation of the “esoteric worship of the śrī-cakra” in Śrī vidyā, among others, are emblematic of this accentuation on original vocabulary, which also anchors the constructive and reflective approaches applied throughout. These chapters on Hindu contemplative practice (systematic spiritual praxis: often associated with yoga and sādhana) present new ways to envision the dialectic between surrender and self-transformation; union and communion; the human and the Divine.

The volume presents alternate ways to apprehend the function and role of prayer and meditation, particularly for religious traditions that contain a strong concept of divinity. Rather than ask “how do we explain the meaning of contemplative praxis, given a doctrine of divine nature?” the inquiry that arises from these chapters is: “how can we articulate divine nature, given the ethos and experience of sādhana?” This subtle shift in inquiry is suggested, in different ways, for the chapters by Jakubczak, Gupta, Pedersen, Khanna, and Madaio; Bohanec’s presentation of the significance of Gauḍ ī ya semiotics for understanding the Caitanya Vaiṣṇava tradition is relevant to this hermeneutical shift as well.


Part I Contemplative Practice: cross-cultural and interreligious considerations

The work that this volume represents is an effort towards the further development of a discourse that may be termed dialogical Contemplative Studies. In view of such a turn, the volume begins with two reflections on cross-cultural and inter-religious issues, respectively.

Andrew O. Fort’s chapter, “On Creating A Contemplative Studies Program in the Southwest,” describes how contemplative learning adds “first person” direct experience to traditional “third person” objective study, which gives a more accurate (and “lived”) understanding of both one’s own and others’ worldviews and practices. He argues for “educating students on the importance of understanding the historical and cultural context of these worldviews, enhancing these understandings with appropriate first-hand experience of basic exercises in various traditions (religious and modern secular) that have specialized in ‘first person’ inquiry.” Fort concludes by reflections on the issues of “appropriation, decontextualization, and commodification of most contemplative traditions,” which has become a major source of discontent among those for whom these practices are ancestral or heritage traditions. The concerns about the ramifications of the widespread popularity of MBSR9 is perhaps one of the best examples of this rising criticism. In my chapter on “Contemplative Experience: An Interdharma Comparative Reflection,” I address an important factor in the comparative study of contemplative practice, which is: the use of the same or similar elements for very different philosophical reasons and distinct teleological ends. That is, similar forms can have different functions. The Dharma traditions (Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain) are often aligned in term of the forms and methods of contemplative practice, but direct them towards distinctly different religious goals. I discuss the convergences and divergences of contemplative praxes, among the three religious traditions, in a comparative framework.



Part II Contemplation and Yoga praxis

In Hindu Dharma, contemplation might be understood in terms of yogic meditative practices. The variegation in yogic contemplative praxis prevents any facile generalization of the form, aim, and function of such practices, which reflect their grounding in different philosophies or theologies. They may or may not be focused towards a personal divinity (see Marzenna Jakubczak); when it does emphasize deity, it may present a highly personalized divinity (see Gupta’s piece on the Bhāgavata Purāṇa). Jakubczak presents textual distinctions concerning the concept of God in the metaphysical framework of two classical schools of Hindu philosophy, Sāṃkhya and Yoga. She focuses on the functional and pedagogical aspects of prayer as well as practical justification of “religious meditation” in both philosophical schools. Special attention is placed on the practice called Īśvara-praṇidhāna, recommended in the Patañjala Yoga school of Hindu philosophy, which she envisions as non-theistic devotion. The theme is discussed by Jakubczak in the wider context of yogic self-discipline that enables a practitioner to “overcome ignorance and the narrowness of egotism, recognized in the Hindu philosophical schools as the root cause of all suffering.” She suggests that the “non-theistic devotion and spiritual pragmatism assumed by the adherents of Sāṃkhya-Yoga redefines the concept of ‘God’ (Īśvara) as primarily the object of meditative practice and a special heuristic” that is highly significant for the pedagogy of praxis.

In contrast to the ambiguous nature of God in Sāṃkhya and the complex interpretation of deity in Yoga, divinity as featured in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa – a foundational text of Hindu narrative theology for Vaiṣṇava Hindus – is “personal” in a clear and striking way. Gopal K. Gupta describes its emphasis on “spontaneous devotion (bhakti) directed toward Kṛṣṇa or Viṣṇu by immersing the mind and senses in him.” Gupta eloquently describes how the bhakti-yoga of the Bhāgavata “generally takes place when, in loving play, both the devotee and God himself forget God’s majesty.” He shows the new dimension of meaning brought to the key concept of the feminine divine in the form of the power of Yoga-māyā which is the force that instigates this divine “amnesia, thus arranging for the experience of intimate love between Kṛṣṇa and his devotee.” Māyā, an important concept in Hindu theology and philosophy, has been understood, as Gupta notes, “both by traditional and modern scholars of Indian thought to be a deluding force that leads the soul away from God and mires it more deeply in material existence.” He delineates how the Bhāgavata, “in addition to portraying māyā in this way (both in its interpretation of Sāṃkhya philosophy and especially in its Kṛṣṇa -līlā narratives) presents another distinct role of māyā as a powerful creative force that draws the soul closer to God,” thereby heightening the supreme relationship between them.

Contemplative practices might endeavor to know the Divine through the deep interiority of one’s own self-knowledge (e.g., Sri Chinmoy’s practice discussed by Pederson), or they might be secularized in ways that are adaptable to public social institutions in a global era (discussed by Fort). Kusumita P. Pedersen’s chapter summarizes the spiritual master Sri Chinmoy’s teachings (1931–2007) with an emphasis on the process of contemplative practice and the way in which it attains its goals. Sri Chinmoy distinguished among concentration, meditation, and contemplation (the last a term he reserves for highly advanced practice). Pedersen explains that while Sri Chinmoy did not offer “a single ‘technique’ but rather a toolbox of many techniques from which the practitioner can choose, he commended a particular basic approach or method while always recognizing the validity of other approaches.” Sri Chinmoy’s vision for “the path of love, devotion and surrender… emphasizes a focus on the heart and cultivation of aspiration, an inner cry for self-transcendence.” Pedersen notes that “in actual practice, this approach was seen to attenuate the ego and eventually bring illumination to a person’s consciousness.” The chapter also touches on “the relation between meditation and action and the further goal, beyond God-realization, of ‘God-manifestation’ or integral transformation of the individual, human society, and the evolving cosmos.”



Part III Sādhanā: knowledge, wonder, and love

Sādhanā is a foundational concept for approaching Hindu contemplative life. Its meaning is multivalent, but it always encompasses a body of practices specific to particular theological schools and which, in some Hindu traditions, are personalized for each practitioner by spiritual teacher (guru). Sādhanā often includes rules of conduct, some form of prayer, meditation, breath-control practices, sacramental rituals, reading or recitation of sacred texts, iconic imagery, visualization, or the creation of sanctified art or objects for the altar or for meditation. Sādhanā is often directed towards communion with a divine other. But how does it align with the ontology of non-dual theological traditions – particularly Advaita Vedānta – where the knowledge of ultimate reality requires understanding and knowing a unified ontology as the highest truth? Upon attaining spiritual gnosis, one might ask, as Varun Khanna suggests: “what does it mean to interact with a divinity when (at the level of ultimate truth), one is already that divinity and one’s separate status is merely illusory?” And what does it mean to function in the world when one realizes that that world is simply a manifestation of one’s own Self? As Khanna notes, “it appears incongruous at first glance that a philosophy of non-duality should speak of sādhanā, or individual spiritual practice, given that the ultimate ontological conclusion of Advaita Vedānta is that nothing other than Brahman or the Supreme Reality exists.” Khanna explains, however, that Advaitic commentators, including Śaṅkara himself, “have gone to great lengths to describe and prescribe sādhanā for Advaitins.” He affirms that while sādhanā is generally understood as a set of physical and mental contemplative practices, rituals, or meditation,



in Advaita Vedānta the highest sādhanā is actually jñāna, or ‘knowledge’ of the Self as Brahman, which is argued to be the only possible solution to transcendental ignorance, the cause of all suffering and the main spiritual and philosophical problem of Advaita.



Khanna explains that, to achieve this Self-knowledge, “the Advaitin must develop a certain level of cittaśuddhi, or mental purity, which requires external and internal practices, which is the proper domain of sādhanā.” The chapter critically examines the relationship between sādhanā as knowledge, sādhanā as praxis, and the Advaitic goal of spiritual liberation using scriptural and commentarial sources to show that “not only is sādhanā intrinsic to the tradition of Advaita Vedānta, but it is indeed an ineluctable dimension of the life of an Advaitin.”

James Madaio’s chapter questions the normative understanding of the Advaita Vedāntic path to liberation as constituted by, and as culminating in, gnosis or advaitic awakening. Madaio draws attention to the eminent medieval Advaita philosopher Vidyāraṇya who, in his fourteenth century work, the Jīvanmuktiviveka, argues for a much broader conception of Advaita Vedāntic sādhana “which revolves around the problem of post-gnosis obscurations”, that is, the “instability of non-dual gnosis.” The chapter explores the causes of such hindrances and “how they inform Vidyāraṇya’s articulation of two stages of Advaita Vedāntic renunciation and their corresponding contemplative practices” in order to stabilize the realization of the ultimate level of reality.

To deepen this connection with the higher ontological order, Madhu Khanna’s chapter explains how the Śrīvidyā Śakta tantric tradition – a non-dual tradition where the Divine Feminine is all-in-all and the Supreme Divinity – employs complex meditative signifiers, which act as an “atomic symbol” of the force of divinity, as “a dynamic symbol of the totality of the cosmos” that provides a map for a “devotee’s spiritual journey from the stage of material existence to ultimate enlightenment.” Complex practices of interfacing with this greater cosmic reality, the divine order, have been articulated in terms that perceive a universal dynamism and yet, paradoxically an eternal essence as “two opposed, yet complimentary principles.”

The result of such an interfacing, which is discussed by Loriliai Biernacki in her article on wonder, or camatkāra, refers to an “expansive subjectivity,” which can induce a variety of psychological, emotional, and even physical responses that may even be the very force of divinity that allows for sentience and life to exist at all. Biernacki addresses imagination, focusing on two words, “bhāvana and vikalpa,” and addresses the interrelationship between imagination and the body, specifically within the context of contemplative practices. Drawing primarily from Pratyabhijñā, the tenth and eleventh century non-dualist tantric philosophical school, Biernacki “proposes a more complex understanding of imagination as consisting of different forms, some connected with the body, others not.” She suggests that the medieval Indian understanding of imagination as linked to the body “allows this term for imagination to side-step much of our current philosophical difficulty within contemporary cognitive science regarding the mind–body problem.”

In tantric philosophy, whether Śakta or Śaiva, interfacing with the ultimate nature of existence that is divinity enhances the experience of dynamic multiplicity. Such interfacing, as prayer, may employ semiotic relations in what allows for equal ontological valuation of both unity and multiplicity. The effect of such semiotic relationships, as discussed by Cogen Bohanec, can be an invocation of the divine to the present moment and a simultaneous understanding of worldly existences in terms of, as he notes, “a semiotic ladder that we can climb to ascend to the spiritual realm.” The foundational prayer and meditational praxis of the Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava tradition is the reciting of the Holy Name of Kṛṣṇa, known as saṃkīrtana. Bohanec notes that a major text of the Gauḍiya tradition, the Śrī Bṛhad Bhāgavatāmṛta, “proclaims that from saṃkīrtana, the joy of meditation increases, and from meditation the joy of saṃkīrtana increases.” He explains ways in which “these two, meditation and singing the Holy Name, are experienced as mutually enforcing” and therefore “both of them are convergent.” Bohanec argues that “part of the reason that reciting the Holy Name of Kṛṣṇa is at the heart of Gauḍīya sādhanā is because of a unique understanding of semiosis and illocution that is central to GV theology.”



Part IV Prayer, worship, and ritual

Unlike certain other components of contemplation, prayer usually entails a dialogical relationship between practitioner and divinity. However, there are a variety of ways that such a dialogical relationship might be understood. On that understanding, the framing of ritual – as either worship of the Divine or the knowledge of a transcendent reality – is dependent. Guy L. Beck notes that “prayer (cognate with Sanskrit, prārthanā, ‘prayer or supplication’) and worship (from English worth-ship, ‘deserving of praise or veneration’) are important categories in the study of religion and are well-known practices of private or domestic piety among Hindus.” Indeed, they are ubiquitous in Hindu spirituality and, from the home altar to an ascetic’s hut, contemplative practice includes these key components.

A common thread that connects contemplative ritual and worship in the Hindu ethos is sacred sound. In addition to various categories of songs of devotion, hymns of praise, and recitation, the chanting of mantras are shared elements across denominations and spiritual lineages, as noted earlier. I have suggested elsewhere that mantras might be described as the auditory presence of the deity or divine power (devatā) that is being evoked. They may also be understood as sound vibrations that create certain changes in awareness and lead to transformations in consciousness.

When mantra is perceived as a heuristic towards spiritual formation and ontological gnosis, the components that matter most is their efficacy, as Purushottama Bilimoria discusses in his chapter. Bilimoria suggests a variety of ways that the traditional understanding of mantras, and their employment in Vedic rituals, might retain significance to the modern reader. Bilimoria suggests that: “ontologically, it is the dravya (offering material) and devatā that constitute the yajña (offering/sacrifice), and mantra is the conduit.” Bilimoria maintains that mantra



clarifies the way by which, via its own inner propulsion and without an external agency intervening, a hitherto unprecedented result is achieved – although in deferral traces in some possible world, namely, apūrva, which remains as adṛṣṭa (unseen) potentiality for future results and actions as well.




However, there are forms of worship, which include mantra, ritual, and sacrifice, that place one’s personal cultivation as a central component, such as the ascetic practices discussed by Ramdas Lamb. But unlike the ancient ritual practices of the Vedic Saṃhitās discussed by Bilimoria, in the second millennium of the Common Era, forms of asceticism began to define worship in ways that “suggest an expression of devotion,” per Lamb’s analysis. Of the various categories of religious practitioners in India, Lamb concludes that “none attracts the interest of outsiders more while being understood by them less than Hindu renunciants and ascetics (known, in Hindi, as sadhus).” Although there are many different renunciant orders, the vast majority of sadhus today are members of the Ramananda Sampraday, based primarily in northern, central, and western India. Lamb examines this important order, through its “main sub-groupings, the distinctive theological principles and contemplative practices found in each, as well as the role the order plays in contemporary society.” He elucidates the centrality of devotion, which manifests as a process of intense worship whereby ascetics will be immersed “for hours each day, singing devotional songs.”

The praxes of ritual, prayer, sacred sound, and social engagement of the Ramanandi sadhus opens the door for an exploration of a spectrum of worship that is less about sensory denial – the common perception of asceticism – or the “stereotypical understanding of prayer and worship as consummated in silence,” in favor of an understanding of “the efficacy of music in public liturgical space,” as Guy L. Beck explains. Beck’s chapter examines an important phenomenon in Hindu contemplative life – ways in which Hindu prayer and worship are integrated into public liturgies involving music and communal singing – that he maintains is in need of proper examination. He focuses on the North Indian Vaiṣṇava traditions of Kṛṣṇa worship. In Braj, he notes that “Bhakti Saṅgītā (devotional music) is a central part of four living communities that maintain a temple regimen of daily and seasonal hymns.” Beck’s chapter demonstrates how “Vaiṣṇavism has serviced the need for public prayer and worship by employing forms of devotional singing into liturgical structures.” As such, Beck draws our attention to the variables in stating that “melody, rhythm, mood, time of day, season, and song text all contribute to what liturgical scholars have called a sacred auditory environment.”

The chapters by Lamb and Beck are significant for expanding our understanding of Contemplative Studies as merely the examination of practices engaged in solitude to a wider perception of contemplative practice and occurrences of intense devotional communion with the Divine, as experiences available in the context of community and liturgy.

We have attempted, in this volume, to provide a body of work from scholars with deep expertise in the contemplative theories and practices of the traditions that they have covered. While there have been a number of publications on aspects of Hindu practice – particularly ritual – the rich arena of Hindu Contemplative Studies has yet to be engaged in a comprehensive manner. We hope that this volume, with its critical-constructive and reflective treatment of the broad range of Hindu structures of prayer, worship, ritual, meditative practices, and their contents and customs initiates further work in this area.

The chapters in this volume address philosophical and theological traditions as diverse as Mīmāṃsā, Advaita Vedānta, Śakta Tantra, Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism, and the Ramananda Sampradaya, among others. The scholars whose works are represented here provide a template for an academic engagement of these contemplative traditions that can still utilize internal hermeneutics to bring these principles and practices into dialogue with the broader field of interreligious, interdisciplinary Contemplative Studies.





Notes

1 There are numerous mindfulness initiatives at many universities in North America – in some cases popularized by the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction program developed by John Kabat-Zinn and Christian and Buddhist contemplative practice applications. Universities that offer concentrations, degree programs, or other pedagogical initiatives in contemplative education are University of Ottawa; Brown University; University of Redlands; Emory University; Naropa University; University of Michigan; Rice University; and Smith College School for Social Work; among others. In Germany: Max Planck Institute for Human Cognitive and Brain Sciences, Social Neuroscience Department (Leipzig), and Max Planck Institute for Brain Research (Frankfurt); in India, National Institute of Advanced Studies (NIAS) Indian Institute of Science Campus (Bangalore); and the Centre for Contemplative Research, Tuscany, Italy. This list is merely illustrative but by no means exhaustive.

2 See, for example, Mackenzie (2015).

3 Statement on the Contemplative Studies Concentration at University of San Diego College of Arts and Sciences: www.sandiego.edu/cas/contemplative-studies/.

4 See, for example, Purser (2019), for a critique of the appropriation of Buddhist conceptions of Mindfulness by corporations, industry, and the military.

5 www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__P9N.HTM.

6 Contemporary forms of Christianity that are more dialogical and also interactive with the world’s other religions – such as Hinduism and Buddhism – have evolved hybrid contemplative praxes: for example, in the works of Dom Bede Griffiths (following Swami Abhishektananda), Thomas Merton, and Father Thomas Keating.

7 On Pope Francis’ Morning Meditation in the Chapel of the Domus Sanctae Marthe: “Contemplation, closeness, abundance,” (on Tuesday, October, 22nd, 2013), in L’Osservatore Romano, Weekly ed. in English, n. 44, accessed on 1 November 2013.

8 See, for example, Rambachan (2014) and Whicher (1998).

9 “Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction” pioneered by Jon Kabat-Zinn is perhaps one of the clearest examples of deracination of a contemplative tradition to the point where the history, ethics, and aims of the original Buddhist Vipassana meditation are no longer the rationale for the practice.
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ON CREATING A CONTEMPLATIVE STUDIES PROGRAM IN THE SOUTHWEST1


Andrew O. Fort


Contemplative Studies (CS) is an emerging field in many disciplines, and it is a particularly natural fit for the comparative, cross-cultural, and interdisciplinary study of religion. Numerous universities throughout the country, including those in the apparently “traditional” Southwest, are beginning to explore CS and how it can enhance liberal arts education in a wide variety of fields. After offering a short history of the development of the CS initiative at my university, Texas Christian University (TCU), I will discuss some of the assumptions and theoretical underpinning for this initiative, indicating the value of contemplative pedagogy in academia and religious studies in particular.

Few would question the traditional detached and descriptive “third person” study of contemplative traditions as part of a curriculum or, more broadly, the importance of introducing students to profound and long-standing knowledge present in various cultures and texts. More, however, have reservations about the worth and propriety of “first person” direct experience of contemplative practice in academia. While I have already addressed this elsewhere (Fort 2013),2 in this chapter I again want to argue the value of “first person” study for those in the liberal arts, particularly as it enhances insight into and critical reflection about both self and others in their social and historical location.3



Starting a program in the region and at TCU

Two initial workshops set the foundation for the development of CS at TCU and in the Southwest region. After reading about and speaking with some others interested in this emerging field, and being significantly prompted by the preparation for and publication of the book Meditation and the Classroom (Simmer-Brown and Grace 2011), I organized these workshops for scholars in the Southwest (the first held at Baylor University in 2011 and the second at Rice University in 2012). These were both led by Louis Komjathy of the University of San Diego, a co-founder of the CS group of the American Academy of Religions (AAR). The first workshop, funded by the Wabash Center for Teaching and Learning about Religion and an AAR regional development grant, explored the interest in and knowledge about CS in the region and began a discussion of pedagogical issues relating to teaching CS in liberal arts settings. The enthusiasm produced by this meeting generated a second one, also funded by the Wabash Center. We expanded the earlier conversation to enhance our abilities to think critically and teach effectively about traditions of contemplation, to develop best practices for “contemplative pedagogy,” and to better articulate, on and beyond our campuses, how courses on or using contemplative practices contribute to a liberal arts curriculum.

One outcome of these workshops was a commitment by a number of participants to look into the development of CS on their respective campuses. To that end, in the spring of 2012 I began conversations about this topic at TCU with a variety of faculty as well as the director of our Center for Teaching Excellence (CTE). We decided to launch a faculty/staff interest group in the fall of 2012, with monthly discussion meetings (including education, practice, and sharing) and one major event with an outside speaker per semester, a structure we continue today. We formed a steering committee, which included faculty from across the university, each of whom already had some form of contemplative practice, and we meet at semester beginning and end to review the prior semester’s efforts and to plan for the next term.4 We were then, and remain today, committed to interdisciplinary approaches.5

Over the years, discussions have focused on CS as an emerging discipline, the roles of contemplative theory and practice in teaching and research, their relationship with the traditional goals of liberal arts education, and their place in student development broadly conceived. Other topics discussed include definitions of key terms in CS, ethical issues in teaching contemplative exercises in class, contemplation in a digital era, the role of embodiment (physical and cultural) and the environment on contemplation, how to build interdisciplinary and cross-campus relationships, and personal practices of faculty and staff. We have held lecture-style presentations on various aspects of contemplation, ranging from long-standing Asian religious traditions to modern psychology. Given TCU’s heritage and student population, we have also made sure to spend time focusing on Christian contemplation, as well as dispelling the misimpression that contemplative practices are exclusively “Eastern.”

Our discussions have also extended to address broader pragmatic applications of contemplative practice in a variety of campus environments. We have, for example, discussed specific classroom practices that would be useful and effective in any course: exercises like sitting in silence or watching the breath for a few minutes at the beginning of class, being present when walking across campus or eating a meal, or bodily awareness practices. We have also established weekly meditation sessions sponsored by our Office of Religious and Spiritual Life and our associated Brite Divinity School, and a member of the Counseling Center also regularly leads a five-session workshop for students in which he introduces a variety of contemplative practices to address stress, anxiety, and sleep issues.6

Finally, we have organized social events promoting CS on campus, including faculty and student panels on personal contemplative practices, movies, labyrinth walks, a contemplative poetry competition co-sponsored with the TCU literary magazine, and various contemplative movement exercises in (and outside of) a dance studio. Together these events have effectively helped “spread the word” about contemplative thought and experience to a diverse audience at and beyond TCU.




Major semester events at TCU

In addition to our monthly meetings, we have hosted at least one larger event each semester featuring well-known speakers addressing contemplative matters. Each talk was intended to offer an expert illumining some new aspect of CS for the TCU community. After our first panel in fall 2012, “What is Contemplative Studies, and What is its Place at TCU,” we co-organized a workshop titled “Wellness and Contemplative Practice in Health Care and Higher Education,” with TCU’s College of Nursing in spring 2013. The speakers were Elissa Epel, professor of psychiatry at UC San Francisco, and Alejandro Chaoul, professor in the Integrative Medicine Center at MD Anderson Cancer Center in Houston. Professor Epel shared her work on the role of stress in aging and how mindfulness-based interventions might slow cellular aging and Professor Chaoul described his experience with using yoga and meditation with cancer patients.

In fall 2013, Louis Komjathy, who is both the co-founder of the CS group in the AAR and a Daoist priest, led a workshop on “Imagining the Contemplative University,” exploring university education and campus community life in relation to contemplative practice and experience from a multi-disciplinary and diverse curricular perspective. Professor Komjathy also gave a talk titled, “Studying What One Practices, Practicing What One Studies: A Daoist Professor’s Perspective.” Here, he pointed out that being an adherent of a religious tradition while working in the field of religious studies raises a host of issues and brings forth a variety of reactions, positive and negative. For example, some hold that “insiders” or practitioners have lost critical distance; others argue that actual practice deepens scholarly insight.

In spring 2014, we hosted the former Jesuit priest and now long-time Zen master Ruben Habito of Southern Methodist University, who spoke to faculty, students, and community members (many from TCU’s affiliated Brite Divinity School) in a lecture titled “Christian Contemplation and Buddhist Practice – The Spiritual Exercises and Zen.” Habito discussed his life journey and book Zen and the Spiritual Exercises (Habito 2013), which considers the relationship between Zen meditation and the Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius Loyola. That fall we hosted the well-known contemplative movement educator and former president of Naropa University, Barbara Dilley. She held workshops exploring the relationship of dance and contemplative movement in theory and practice. In addition to bringing in major speakers, it is noteworthy that during fall 2014 alone, TCU faculty gave five CS-related conference presentations off-campus in several different scholarly venues.7 In spring 2015, the distinguished contemplative educator Judith Simmer-Brown of Naropa University lectured, led classes, and offered a workshop on contemplative writing.

In fall 2015, we hosted Professor William Barnard of Southern Methodist University to speak on his work with the Santo Daime tradition in Brazil and more generally with entheogens and contemplation. In spring 2016, John Dunne, the first holder of the Distinguished Chair in Contemplative Humanities at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, an endowed position created through their new Center for Healthy Minds, gave a public lecture on issues concerning contemplation and neuroscience and held additional related discussions with students and faculty in our science programs, including our emerging medical school. That fall we hosted the renowned teacher of contemplative pedagogy Bobbi Patterson of Emory University for lectures and a workshop on teaching contemplative theory and practice in various contexts. My colleague Mark Dennis offered his course called Mindfulness and Millennials for the first time that fall as well.

Let me say a bit more about the most sustained and concentrated manifestation of our initiative at TCU to this point: the course formally titled Mindbodyness: Contemplative Movement and Reflection, which I co-taught in spring 2015 with a professor of modern dance, Susan Douglas Roberts.8 The course, held in a dance studio, met twice a week for 80 minutes. In most cases, the first half of the class was a contemplative movement practice led by my colleague (at different times, the movement included some combination of lying, sitting, and standing; walking, both straight and in circles/while turning; students moving solo, paired, or as a group; practicing various breathing styles; proceeding as an animal; and other actions). This was followed by journaling and conversation. Then we turned to lecture and discussion, which I, or a guest, led about some aspect of “mindbodyness,” with reference to the day’s reading.

We first considered definitional and theoretical issues in CS, then various conceptions of mind and body in the modern West and in traditional Asia (including Indian Yoga, taijiquan, and Tibetan and Zen Buddhism; we also discussed Native American traditions). I introduced some ideas, and others were introduced by an array of TCU faculty and off-campus guests. As the semester continued, students were assigned an increasing number of exercises, including week-long practices of mindfulness meditation and the five basic Buddhist precepts. There were also day-long exercises of silence and focusing of awareness on “digital attachment,” a practice of contemplative walking, and a labyrinth walk. Near the course end, we read Jeff Wilson’s Mindful America (Wilson 2014), which raised important issues of cultural adaptation, appropriation, and commodification that the class participants found quite thought-provoking. The course concluded with a final contemplative project by each student, which included both movement and reflection, both indoors and outdoors (for more see Fort 2016).

In class, and in anonymous semester-end feedback, students expressed great appreciation for the course as providing new and different ways of knowing mind and body and their connection, both theoretically and on a “real, experiential” level. They especially valued learning what guest teacher Alejandro Chaoul called “meditation pills,” cues and tools to quiet and center themselves during the daily rush of university life. There was a striking emphasis on how much they welcomed and integrated simple and practical self-care skills of focused breathing and being present; this was especially important for and appreciated by the many seniors with an uncertain future after graduation. One said, beautifully, “This course became a refuge rather than a requirement.”

But students also expressed frustration with the workload, both the amount of writing (weekly short papers, plus responses to the meditation exercises and the final project) and out of class practice, feeling (justifiably in retrospect) that we required too much in too concentrated a time. They also felt (and we agreed) that there was insufficient time to adequately address all the material introduced in class. To address these issues, we will lighten the class writing and practice load and plan two 2-hour classes a week next time.




Summary reflections

With the aforementioned history in mind, I will provide my impressions of the development of TCU’s CS initiative so far. I believe that our greatest success has been the creation of an interdisciplinary and highly collegial steering committee, which has stimulated reflection and enthusiasm among its members and become a core group, which, as shown earlier, has brought attention to CS to a wide variety of university constituencies. There is no question that our university at large has a greater awareness of, and openness to, the benefits of contemplative inquiry than five years ago, during which time we have drawn the attendance of hundreds of faculty, staff, and students – many repeatedly. As shown earlier, our efforts have begun to take successful curricular form (and increasing numbers of courses including contemplative exercises), and through the generosity of an array of university sources, we have had the opportunity to bring in some leading figures in this emerging movement, thus putting TCU on the map for CS. We have also begun to have a greater engagement with members of our associated Divinity School (Brite).

Just in the last year, we have begun to interact with new constituencies, including TCU’s new medical school. The new Honors Dean has shown great interest in our initiative, as seen in the CS scholars John Dunne and Cliff Saron speaking at the 2017 university-wide Honors Convocation. Our profile is now high enough for us to be invited to, and present at, the workshop at Brown University last fall on building CS programs in the US, shortly after I was appointed to a position to continue building the CS program at TCU.

In spring 2018, we held ongoing conversations about contemplative matters with the Honors, Science, and Medical School Deans. Perhaps most significant is the meeting of leaders of MD Anderson’s Center for Integrative Medicine (including Lorenzo Cohen, Center Director) and leaders of TCU’s Medical School (the Dean and seven other high-level administrators), as well as numerous class talks and public lectures by Alejandro Chaoul. We have made an array of presentations about the program both on and off campus and are holding promising discussions with TCU’s University Programs office about bringing contemplative elements to their “Introduction to College Life” course, which enrolls half the first-year class. In addition, we have begun to build our first website (contemplativefrogs.com).

Challenges remain. Although we have reached hundreds of students (often with the strategic use of extra credit), perhaps our greatest disappointment has been the inability to create a self-sustaining student group that would originate student-focused activities. Because of this, and the fact that students are dealing with a curriculum already full of requirements, we have as yet been unable to create a minor or concentration, but are heartened by the commitment and enthusiasm of the students who enrolled in the Mindbodyness and Mindfulness and Millennials courses. We also think that the increasing involvement by a larger number of faculty members in the sciences, including health sciences, especially with the beginning of our medical school, will contribute to the program’s curricular success. We will continue to expand our influence by engaging in ongoing conversations at TCU, and in the academy generally, about the role and benefits of CS.




Enhancing liberal arts education through contemplative studies

I now turn to the second part of this chapter, expanding on my thinking about the rationale for the broader principles underlying our program and particularly how CS can enrich the liberal arts. Thinking this through is especially important given the skepticism about CS in some quarters of academia. In this section, then, I want to focus on justifying CS as a powerful and effective enhancement of liberal arts education.

One of the key assumptions behind the development of our initiative is that there are a wide variety of ways of knowing oneself and the world, and contemplative study and reflection is an important – and today often underappreciated – way to investigate and understand human existence. As a number of writers have pointed out, most university learning occurs through “third person” objective study, which is certainly important and valuable, but contemplative learning adds “first person” direct experience (as well as intersubjective “second person” dialogue and deep listening) as ways to gain a more accurate (and “lived”) understanding of both one’s own and others’ worldviews and practices, about which one can then critically reflect.9 It can also provide the opportunity to contemplate the validity of the possibility of “objective” third person study.10

Further, since contemplative inquiry has been important to many people in a large number of cultures, there are, naturally, diverse contemplative traditions and experiences. Another key assumption is that, we should teach, to the extent appropriate to the class and our training, how this variety is understood and explained by practitioners of the various traditions we engage. This is part of a need for many academics to better appreciate that adherents or “insiders” of contemplative traditions themselves have a long history of critical analysis and argument about the nature of reality and the value of various introspective states. Thus, we should attend to and communicate both the description of the states as well as the arguments.11 When done well, contemplative pedagogy can in fact be particularly effective in simultaneously increasing students’ self-knowledge in and of their historical location along with their awareness of the breadth and depth of the understandings of those in other cultures and times. Such comprehension will lead to the classic liberal arts goals of more insight into, and critical reflection on, both self and other.

It is also important to note that students themselves have urged us to develop contemplative methods in the classroom. Any teacher can observe that today’s university students feel over-committed, overworked, and overwhelmed. Thus, when first given the opportunity to meditate, many often think of such a practice as just one more daily task to complete. Yet many of us have seen that once students actually engage in meditation or other contemplative activity, they realize both how the exercises bring greater self-understanding and how useful they can be to their everyday life by reducing stress, improving mood, and bringing rest,12 which sometimes leads to hunger for more.13 Further, various empirical studies have begun to show that contemplative pedagogy provides an antidote to the anxiety, distraction, and academic pressure so many students feel, and there are measurable improvements in variables for mental, physical, and emotional well-being.14 This, as well as academic improvement, is discussed in a very interesting study of the spiritual life of college students, Cultivating the Spirit: How College Can Enhance Students’ Inner Lives. Here, the authors point out that while “knowing thyself” is understood to be central to liberal arts education, developing answers to meaning and purpose questions or discovering students’ own beliefs and values gets little attention, especially when they are nervous about their future and finances in a difficult economy. In a seven-year (2003–2010) study, the authors found that over their college careers, students became more personally spiritual and less formally religious and more caring, tolerant, and globally aware, and these qualities enhanced other “traditional” college outcomes: improved academics/GPA, leadership skills, psychological well-being, and life satisfaction. One significant factor assisting this growth is meditation/reflection or any “inner work” that increased self-awareness. Indeed, the authors write that contemplative practices “are among the most powerful tools at our disposal for enhancing students’ spiritual development” (Astin and Lindblom 2011, 148).

It bears repeating that the capacity to focus attention is particularly important given students’ immersion in technology, social media, and other ongoing diversions of modern life.15 Contemplative exercise raises awareness of everyday distractedness and the limits of the (overpraised) notion of multitasking, thus demonstrating the value of silence and quiet alertness so much a part of most contemplative traditions. It can also call into question the contemporary instrumentalist focus on “productivity” in and beyond work life. In mainstream culture new forms of meditation, and in particular modern forms of “mindfulness,” have become widespread in health care, corporations, and even the military.16 One hears of mindful leadership, parenting, therapy, sex, and marksmanship. As mentioned earlier, Jeff Wilson’s recent book Mindful America (Wilson 2014) offers an excellent history of this cultural development. His and others’ writings demonstrate that academics are uniquely placed to add historical awareness and critical analysis to such practices.17

With students in mind, then, let me again emphasize the benefits of contemplative practice for liberal education.18 As contemplation enhances the ability to concentrate and introspect, it increases the depth, quality, and strength of attention and mental discipline, as well as emotional control and awareness of body–mind interaction.19 It gives students the opportunity to reflect on and analyze “first person” experience – their own and others – in a classroom setting (for both peer and professor feedback). They can gain insight into how their perspective has been shaped and see new possibilities, both noticing and going beyond prior thought patterns. Finally, contemplative exercises offer students the opportunity to critically reflect on the meaning and value questions that they feel are too often ignored in the classroom – even or especially by professors in religious studies.20




Contemplative Studies and Religious Studies

This conversation now leads me to a greater focus on how contemplative study and practice are especially useful in my home discipline of religious studies, where students are often for the first time introduced to long-standing and widely spread worldviews that are still insufficiently known in contemporary America. Religion professors can and should introduce students to the importance of a fuller understanding of the historical and cultural context of these worldviews and how these perspectives influence human experience and interpretation – theirs and ours.

Student understandings can then be enhanced by first-hand experience (as “participant-observers”) of some basic exercises in various traditions (religious and modern secular) that have specialized in such “first person” inquiry. Responsible adaptation of methods drawn from those traditions enriches the liberal arts classroom, and different kinds of knowing can increase the capacity for critical analysis.21 That is, in evaluating what contemplative thinkers say, it is valuable to observe and analyze what and how we ourselves experience (“think about our thinking while we are thinking”) and compare and contrast that (even at an elementary level) with others’ experience. To offer some brief examples: practicing mindfulness meditation or following (or not) the five basic Buddhist precepts for a week can illumine both the Buddhist tradition and the student’s own mental patterns,22 as can movement practices in a dance department (as explored in the course discussed earlier), attending to art in a museum (vs. venerating an image in a church or temple),23 or contemplative walking (which could be usefully compared with “jogging” or “a stroll”) in an anthropology course on Native American traditions. And while there has never been a single kind of yoga practice, one could also usefully contrast the classical Hindu Yoga of Patañjali with modern postural yoga exercise.24

Reflections on such theory and practice draw attention to what and how we study “religion(s)” and contemplative traditions and illumine how differing issues and perspectives are important in different worldviews and models of reality. In sum, contemplative inquiry opens possibilities for critical thinking about both philosophical arguments and one’s own and others’ mental processes and contents. It can challenge prevailing theories, whether scientific, sectarian, or postmodern. Finally, by opening alternative views of human being and flourishing, contemplative study and practice offers new models and possibilities for thinking and living, thus addressing questions of meaning that arise for students and all humans.

This is the promise of CS. There is, of course, need for more critical reflection on, and assessment of, the nature and significance of contemplation in general and contemplative pedagogy in particular, as I will indicate in the final section.




Bringing sufficient critique to CS

Turning to a greater emphasis on critique of this emerging discipline, I am especially concerned about the importance of recognizing the specific time, place, and context of both any contemplative tradition and of its study, that is, the awareness of “their,” as well as “our,” historical locatedness. As Louis Komjathy and others have shown, historically, virtually all contemplative practice and experience have been religiously committed and tradition-based and have been part of a path with a goal of transcending (or profoundly deepening insight into) this life.25 World-views are comprehensive (even if not always well-integrated), including an array of myths, rituals, doctrines, and ethics held by communities. When studying contemplative traditions, it is crucial to attend to how one’s experience is shaped by one’s cosmology (modern science vs. karma and samsara vs. heaven and hell), ideas of self (ego self, atman, soul), and ultimate reality (brahman, Dao, God or multiverse). What is the view of human embodiment and physiology? What are the accompanying ethical rules and prerequisites to contemplative practice, if any? What are the associated social institutions? Perhaps most important – as it shapes these questions – what are the goals (liberation/salvation26 vs. happiness and stress reduction)?

One of the merits of religious studies training is the awareness that all traditions change over time. Still, it is worth being reminded – and reminding others – that modern global awareness and comparative interests inevitably condition our thinking. This shows up in the definitions of “contemplation” itself: some focus on meditation and Asian religious traditions; others include prayer and scriptural study or certain kinds of movement, music, or painting; and still others include any focused attention or mindful awareness.27 A modern pluralistic understanding is clearly seen in the common use of highly abstract and non-tradition-specific terms like “pure experience,” “spirituality,” or “wisdom traditions.” How does one negotiate the tension between the irreducible differences in historic contemplative traditions and today’s common search for commonalities or “universals”? What in contemplation is “secular,” what is “spiritual,” and what is “religious”? And how should we deal with the modern concerns with race, class, and gender? Since contemporary traditions and worldviews are also inevitably in particular sociocultural locations, today’s adherents always have interests and commitments, whether in theology, humanistic psychology, or natural science. Are these recognized and acknowledged? Having a position is inevitable, not a problem; the problem is not identifying or inquiring into one’s position.

Further, most people who are being exposed to aspects of long-standing and complex contemplative traditions are not interested in and would not consider studying or practicing Asian religions in their ancient forms. But those of us who do such study (and possibly practice) face the question of how we should understand and address the high degree of appropriation, decontextualization, and com-modification of most contemplative traditions today. An extended discussion of this topic is beyond the scope of this chapter, but to mention some examples now under investigation: what, in the contemporary context, is “mindfulness,” “yoga,” or “tantra,” and how do these relate to earlier historical manifestations?28 Few practitioners today understand the originating traditions, have a holistic or prolonged practice, and submit to spiritual direction. Many in our therapeutically inclined culture are far more interested in the development, not cessation, of the ego self. While such studies are unlikely to be read by non-academics, religious studies scholars are uniquely positioned to note and describe an array of issues here.29 Some scholars are in fact making attempts to address these issues in popular journals such as Tricycle: The Buddhist Review.

To conclude, I firmly believe (and hope to have shown at TCU) that CS can make an important new contribution to liberal education in broadening the ways of knowing available to students – but scholars, in and beyond Religious Studies, have an equally important job to keep to the critical inquiry and analysis that has long been at the heart of the liberal arts.




Notes

1 This chapter is a revised and shortened version of Andrew O. Fort. December 2016. “Creating Contemplative Studies in the Southwest: Theory and Practice.” International Journal of Dharma Studies (online), 4(13), https://doi.org/10.1186/s40613-016-0039-3.

2 See response to Fisher (2016). Here are some points discussed more fully there: first and most important is the fact that like any group of scholars, and perhaps more than average in emerging fields, advocates of CS are a diverse group, and most that I know argue for CS as an enhancement of the valuable traditional liberal arts education, not a replacement for it. I agree that sometimes contemplative pedagogy can be insufficiently critical (as can “regular” teaching in many classrooms!) and that this legitimately puts off other scholars. Academic course work is not therapy, and our first job is to teach critical thinking and reflection, to help students understand religion(s) and themselves better, not to help them feel good or be happy. Still, my experience is that contemplative exercises (with accurate information about others and critical reflection) usually do increase students’ self-awareness and encourage openness to and engagement with other people and views.
It’s also worth noting that many of the figures in CS are not trained in religious studies, and I think those of us in this field have an important role to play in the development of CS. See Louis Komjathy, ed. 2015. Contemplative Literature: A Comparative Sourcebook on Meditation and Contemplative Prayer. Albany: SUNY Press. In the first two chapters, Komjathy gives a cutting edge introduction to, with a history and critical analysis of, CS.

3 For more on the definition of “contemplation,” see footnote 31. Also see Fort (2013). Concerning the definition of “liberal arts,” there I write: “‘Liberal arts’ or ‘liberal education’ has many qualities and purposes (overall, to provide the tools to inquire into the multi-level nature of human being and the universe), but the ones most relevant here include (1) reflective self-awareness, recognizing and critiquing one’s beliefs and assumptions; (2) respectful and empathetic understanding of others (what I call ‘mental migration’ into other world-views); (3) understanding that humans are socially and culturally conditioned, existing in and shaped by historical contexts; and (4) learning about various ways of thinking or modes of inquiry.” Effective contemplative pedagogy would address each of these goals.

4 The steering committee considered the eventual possibilities of secretarial help, office space, website, and university or other funding through grants and fundraising for a freestanding program, but none of these were deemed necessary to begin or have been pursued since.
An array of sources have generously provided funds for our CS programming: our center for teaching excellence, various undergraduate departments (especially the Religion Department), the liberal arts college (known as AddRan), the university’s Global Citizenship program, our Center for International Studies, the Asian Studies program, and our affiliated Divinity School (Brite). We have used these funds for speakers and materials such as flyers for events or to publicize upcoming courses with a contemplative component in the next semester.

5 For more on specific events as we developed the initiative, see Fort (2015).

6 This workshop is based on the excellent workbook by Rogers and Maytan (2012).

7 My presentations eventuated in the article mentioned earlier, Fort (2016).

8 The syllabus can be found at http://personal.tcu.edu/afort/Mindbodyness-syl-3.16.15.pdf. Accessed 1 October 2017.

9 In addition to those scholars mentioned earlier, Harold Roth has been particularly eloquent and effective in writing about and developing such study. See, for example, Harold D. Roth. 2011. CS: Can It Flourish in the Religious Studies Classroom? In Meditation and the Classroom. Albany: SUNY Press. Through his leadership, Brown University now has a multidisciplinary CS initiative which considers the underlying philosophy, psychology, and phenomenology of human contemplative experience across cultures and times through a combination of these third person and first person approaches, both utilizing systematic investigation and ongoing critical reflection: See www.brown.edu/academics/contemplative-studies. Accessed 1 October 2017. He also organized the earlier mentioned Mind and Life/Brown “think tank” on building contemplative studies programs held in September 2017.
For more resources, one can also consult the CS page on Louis Komjathy’s website at the University of San Diego: http://home.sandiego.edu/~komjathy/Homepage_of_Louis_Komjathy/Contemplative_Studies.html. Accessed 1 October 2017.

10 On this issue, one might consult Jorge Ferrer’s work on “participatory spirituality.” See Jorge Ferrer. 2017. Participation and the Mystery: Transpersonal Essays in Psychology, Education, and Religion. Albany: State University of New York Press, as well as J.N. Ferrer and J.H. Sherman, eds. 2008. The Participatory Turn: Spirituality, Mysticism, Religious Studies. Albany: State University of New York Press.

11 Given the breadth of traditions, no single source could cover this matter. However, one might consult colleagues or other specialists in specific traditions and look at Komjathy, editor. 2015.

12 See the comments by the Mindbodyness course participants earlier. Another good example of a course that illustrates the value of contemplative pedagogy is Deborah J. Haynes, K. Irvine, and M. Bridges. 2013. The Blue Pearl: The Efficacy of Teaching Mindfulness Practices to College Students. Buddhist-Christian Studies 33, 63–82. See also Rogers and Maytan (2012), mentioned in the footnote earlier.

13 That is, some students also look, with various degrees of urgency, for a non-neuroscientific explanation of unusual or “mystical” experiences, such as those described by Barbara Ehrenreich. 2014. Living With a Wild God. New York: Hachette.

14 See Fran Grace. 2011. Learning as a Path, Not a Goal: Contemplative Pedagogy – Its Principles and Practices. Teaching Theology and Religion 14(2), 99–124. See also Daniel Barbazat and M. Bush, eds. 2014. Current Research on Contemplative Practice in Contemplative Practice in Higher Education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, and Rogers and Maytan (2012).

15 A good introduction to this topic can be found in Nicholas Carr. 2011. The Shallows. New York: W. W. Norton and Co.

16 For a good popular example of this phenomenon, see Dan Harris. 2014. 10% Happier. New York: It Books.

17 David McMahan’s work has been particularly significant here. See David McMahan. 2008. The Making of Buddhist Modernism. New York: Oxford University Press, and 2012. Buddhism in the Modern World. New York: Routledge.

18 For a more extended argument, see Fort (2013). especially pp. 25–26.

19 Scientific studies of aspects of contemplation, particularly in neuroscience, have recently increased dramatically. A good starting point is Matthieu Ricard, Antoine Lutz, and Richard J. Davidson. 2014. Mind of the Meditator. In Scientific American 311(5), 38–45. A more advanced article is Antoine Lutz, Amishi Jha, John Dunne, and Clifford Saron. 2015. Investigating the Phenomenological Matrix of Mindfulness-Related Practices From a Neurocognitive Perspective. In American Psychologist 70(7), 632–658. To review the research more broadly, one might start at the centers at Virginia (www.uvacontemplation.org/list/research), Wisconsin (http://centerhealthyminds.org/), and Brown (www.brown.edu/academics/contemplative-studies/research) Universities or the work of David Vago at Harvard (http://davidvago.bwh.harvard.edu/) and Clifford Saron at UC Davis (http://saronlab.ucdavis.edu). The Mind and Life Institute (www.mindandlife.org/) is also pursuing this inquiry in a variety of ways. All accessed 1 October 2017. A particularly insightful investigation of the relation of Buddhism and neuroscience by the philosopher of mind Evan Thompson is Evan Thompson. 2015. Waking, Dreaming, Being. New York: Columbia University Press.

20 Student interest in the pursuit of questions about meaning and purpose, and the “great divide” they feel between their academic (critical analysis focused) and personal lives is explored at length in Barbara Walvoord. 2008. Teaching and Learning in College Introductory Religion Courses. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. She shows that many students want to develop or deepen their philosophy or life, within or outside a particular “spiritual path.”

21 For a brief overview of some of the ethical issues raised by contemplative pedagogy in the undergraduate classroom, see Fort (2013, 29–30).

22 For more on this, see Fort, Andrew. Buddhist Practices in the Undergraduate Classroom, in Simmer-Brown, Judith and Fran Grace (2011). Meditation and the Classroom. Albany: SUNY Press.

23 A good illustration of different ways of knowing in this context is to note how many objects originally meant to be contemplated and venerated “religiously” are now regarded primarily as historical artifacts or “works of art,” to be viewed with a detached respect and perhaps to help create intercultural understanding and harmony.

24 See, for example, Stuart Sarbacker. 2011. Reflections on Theory and Practice: The Case of Modern Yoga. In Meditation and the Classroom. Albany: SUNY Press, 147–153.

25 This is extensively discussed in Komjathy (2015). See also his new Introducing Contemplative Studies. Wiley-Blackwell, 2017.

26 In which case, the proximate experience might be called diverse names like Krishna-prema, discerning God’s grace, samadhi, or satori.

27 In general, I use “contemplation” as a cross-cultural umbrella term, referring to a broad array of ways of knowing and focusing attention, often, but certainly not always, part of a religious tradition. It includes a wide variety of practices: sitting or walking meditation, simple attending to the present, breathing and other kinds of “mindfulness” practices, yogic postures, visualizations, silent prayer and group chanting, reflective self-inquiry, observing nature, certain kinds of journaling and reading, and many others.

28 For the former, refer again to Wilson 2014. Regarding the latter two, David Gordon White’s work is highly illuminating. See, for example, White. 2012. Introduction. Yoga in Practice. Princeton: Princeton University Press, and 2003. Kiss of the Yogini: “Tantric Sex” in its South Asian Contexts. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. Andrea Jain’s Selling Yoga is another valuable resource: Andrea Jain. 2014. Selling Yoga: From Counterculture to Pop Culture. New York: Oxford University Press. Habito. 2013. Zen and the Spiritual Exercises. New York: Orbis Books.

29 Fisher Again. 2016. “Look Before You Leap,” with responses would be useful here.
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3
CONTEMPLATIVE EXPERIENCE

An interdharma comparative reflection

Rita D. Sherma

If we focus on prayer and worship in Dharma traditions (the three major religious traditions that emerged in ancient India) in an inter-dharma dialogue, as this chapter does, we see that the forms of these practices originated in the context of ancient and classical interrelated indigenous Indic systems of thought and spiritual praxis that informed Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist contemplative life. At the same time, while forms may be similar, the goals and rationales for such praxes vary greatly among the three religions due to different ontologies and distinct teleologies.

Although there are some commonalities between the modes of prayer and worship in western religions and that of these three interrelated South Asian religions, there are large varieties of practices prescribed by the three traditions that are particular to them. Certain distinctive forms can be seen, for example, in the following practices:



	The veneration offered to the Sun, the symbol of life-giving illumination, through the enactment of the Hindu Sūrya Namaskāra, which combines a prayerful mind and a series of flowing yogic postures, is an example of a unique form of Hindu contemplative practice.

	The ritual of Oryoki, the traditional silent meal partaken at Zen Buddhist monasteries during periods of intensive meditation practice, is a formal, highly ritualized mode of experiencing reality as it is, through heightened meditative awareness of moment to moment presence.

	Many so-called prayers in traditions that arose in the dharmic religions are actually mantras. It can be argued that straightforward prayers (prārthanā) – especially of the petitionary kind – cannot be conflated with “mantra.”




Dharma traditions offer complex, rich tapestries of unique and multivalent modalities of contemplative practice through diverse forms of interiority evinced through prayer and worship. Prayer and worship in systems that originated in the Indic civilization also hold a particular interest from a philosophical and psychological point of view because Dharma traditions include paths that unequivocally deny the existence of an omnipotent personal Creator God who could monitor human actions in order to reward and punish or a network of divine entities who can be relied upon to take heed of petitions and requests. Thus, when certain schools of monistic or non-dualistic Hindus, Jains, and Theravada Buddhists engage in prayer or worship, many questions come to mind. This chapter seeks to reflect on these and a variety of other related issues.



Prayer in Dharma traditions

There are several different forms of prayer in Dharma Traditions. We can categorize the major forms as (a) praiseful adoration; (b) petition; (c) invocation (which may or may not include “praise” per se); (d) aspirations; (e) vows, and (f) gratitude/thanksgiving. Each of these forms can be used for contemplative practice depending on the way by which it is approached; even petition can be part of contemplative life if the practitioner is requesting support for dedication needed for performing spiritual disciplines.




Hindu prayer


Adoration and invocation are common forms of communal prayer in Hindu practice. Unlike many Christian forms of prayer, petition (either intercessionary or direct) is not the most frequently prescribed form of prayer in traditional Hindu sādhana (a system of contemplative practices for spiritual development, specified by a spiritual teacher, unique to each theological school, or yogic lineage). Prayers of praiseful adoration for the Divine are the most common form of Hindu prayer and serve as key components of contemplative praxis. They may involve the glorification of the deity or divine incarnation for their benediction; eulogization of their triumphs depicted in purāṇic sacred texts (narrative theology) or hagiographic literature; or recollection of their powers or capacities. Such prayers often include enumeration of their divine attributes – often through their many epithets – and the citation of the wondrous gifts that are understood to flow from their perfection and compassion. Prayers of “praiseful adoration” are ubiquitous in Hindu contemplative practices related to bhakti because of its emphasis on loving devotion and development of an emotional environment conducive to divine communion. It is also frequently used in non-dual (advaitic) contemplative praxis because of its capacity to elicit surrender, which sublimates the ego and creates space for the transcendence of the conditioned mind and identity.

Prayers of praiseful adoration are common in both Hindu personal and fellowship-based contemplative practices and include myriad sūktams (eulogies); stotras (hymns of praise, sometimes written as sahasranāmas, the “thousand names” of the divinity or entity being worshipped or venerated); and stutis (adulation). These forms often accompany meditation or worship (pūjā). For example, the Taṃtroktadevīsūktam is appended to the highly popular Devīmāhātmyam (the foundational text of Śaktism). Through the epithets used to praise the Devī (the Divine Feminine envisioned as Supreme Deity), the theology of divine nature is revealed. Similarly, Hamsa Stainton, in her 2019 work, Poetry as Prayer in the Sanskrit Hymns of Kashmir, explores how literary stotras from Kashmir Śaivism render poetry as theology. She analyzes the hymns as theological “sources” that offer glimpses into the theological discourses and debates at the time of composition; their function as public and pedagogical theology: “[T]hese hymns taken together suggest patterns in how various authors have viewed the stotra genre, and thus they contribute to a theology of praise and prayer embodied in the Sanskrit stotra” (2019, 100).

What is particularly interesting is that non-dual (advaitic) traditions such as Kashmir Śaivism, or Bengal’s bhakti-infused, non-dual Śaktism, find the praiseful adoration that defines the genre of stotra as conducive for both the realization of intimacy with the Divine as well as for the transcendence of the sense of self. Other, explicitly devotional theological lineages – such as Krishna bhakti – consider immersion in hymns of praise and devotional love as essential to a heightened communion with the Divine Beloved.

As noted earlier, there are also other forms of recognition that express affirmation of a spiritual insight, principle, or doctrine, which are frequently encountered in the multifaceted world of Hindu prayer. Of these, invocation is arguably the most commonly used in all forms of contemplative life. The famous invocation from the Iśa and Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad-s is perhaps one of the most eloquent of this form. The invocations are often viewed as mantras, but encapsulate theological insights by means of the exaltation and acknowledgement of divine nature. The invocation that follows offers proclamations on the nature of infinitude, wholeness, immanence, and transcendence:



Oṃ pūrṇamadaḥ pūrṇamidam pūrṇāt pūrṇamudacyate

pūrṇasya pūrṇamādāya pūrṇamevāvaśiṣyate

oṃ śāntiḥ śāntiḥ śāntiḥ





The proclamation is both a mantra and a statement of doctrine that can be translated as: “The Infinite is ‘that’ (external reality). The Infinite is ‘this’ (interior reality). From Infinitude, the Infinite (cosmic reality) has manifested. From Infinitude, when Infinity is taken away, the Infinite still remains.” The term “purnam” can also be understood as divine “wholeness,” “fullness,” or “completeness” and can therefore be understood in personal as well as universal terms. That is, the words signify that all emanations, such as this physical world, that arise from Perfect Fullness, must themselves be complete and whole. Whatever is manifested from Perfect Wholeness is also complete in and of itself. And because the Divine Reality is the perfection of limitless Completeness, all the infinite complete phenomena that continually emerges from it, still leaves the Divine Reality Complete.

Prayers of gratitude in Hindu traditions can be found in the hymns of the Vedas extolling the benedictions of life and the bounty of nature, such as this short verse from the Vedic literature:



Greetings to the lightning, greetings to the thunder,

Praise to you, splendid Lord, who confers the heavenly brilliance.

Yajurveda Saṃhitā (36.21)





Aspirations are also common in Hindu prayer traditions. Several prayers from the class of mantra known the śāntiḥ-mantras found in the Upaniṣads fall into the category of aspiration. While their intent is often benedictive, they may also express hope, aspiration, or an aim. An example is the “Oṃ sahanāvavatu” prayer/mantra that is found in several Upaniṣads (Taittirīya, Katha, Śvetāśvatara, and Māṇḍukya) as an aspirational prayer for the ideal teacher–student relationship. It is now used as a contemplative as well as liturgical prayer in a variety of contexts.



Oṃ saha nāv avatu saha nau bhunaktu saha vīryaṃ karavāvahai tejasvi nāv adhītam astu mā vidviṣāvahai | Om śāntiḥ śāntiḥ śāntiḥ ||






May He protect us together,

May He nourish us together,

May we work together with heroic effort,

May our study be powerfully efficacious,

May we not experience conflict,

May there be peace, peace, peace.




A beautiful aspirational prayer for unlimited serenity and the spread of peace through the natural world that provides inspiration for ecological theology is found in the Yajurveda 36:17, which begins by sanctifying the skies and earth with peace and goes on to bless all that exists:



May this earth be blessed with peace… there be peace in the waters… peace in the herbs, peace in the forests and the vines… may there peace within all that exists …



Such aspirations are understood to elicit blessings but also to imbue the reciter with the right intention and volition to act in ways that are aligned with the oft-repeated thoughts embodied by such prayer. Finally, the prayer becomes a mantra and the sound of the chant itself is the embodiment of the meditative act.





Jain prayer and veneration


Sāmāyika – meditation practices for the attainment of equanimity of the mind and the cultivation of ahiṃsā (non-harming) – is a prescribed practice for both householders and renouncers in Jain Dharma. However, while the emphasis on ascetic and meditative practice in Jainism is well known, devotionalism is no less significant a component of Jain popular piety. There can be said to be a tension between that which is popularly practiced and that which is considered authentically “Jain.” In recent years, the rational-ethical interpretation of Jain prayer has achieved authoritative status at the expense of the devotional interpretation, and hence dominates “authoritative” Jain self-representations.

As described by Sherry Fohr in a forthcoming volume,1 devotionalism to legendary, historical, or mythical women of virtue (satī s) is a unique feature of Jain practice. The religious and heroic qualities of these holy women are celebrated in hagiographic literature and in rituals of prayerful communion such as hymns, confession and repentance of sins, and fasts. Hence, although Jaina Dharma is non-theistic, the devotional ethos has been an integral part of Jain practice for centuries.

Jain prayer can be the articulation of a vow or aspiration, but it can just as well be worshipful praise. Jain sacred texts such as the authoritative second BCE Tattvārtha Sūtra enumerate the qualities of different categories of spiritually liberated or advanced entities, as well as eminent spiritual teachers, and encourage practitioners to offer prayers to them. For Jains, these types of prayers express appreciation for, and the volitional desire to emulate perfected and spiritually advanced beings.

Since (a) the doctrine of karma has primacy in Jain philosophy and (b) Jain Dharma strongly emphasizes reliance on personal efforts to further one’s own spiritual development aśaraṇabhāvanā (the cultivation of reliance solely on the purity of one’s own actions without recourse to any other refuge), the question arises: why prayer in Jaina Dharma?

As noted earlier, prayer need not be limited to its most familiar form – that of petition, which refers to supplications that can be defined as personal; they beseech a divine or perfected being to intercede on behalf of oneself or someone or something that one cares about. It involves asking for aid or protection, blessings or favor, in times of turmoil, in times of material or physical distress; petition can also be used for requesting aid for concentration and discipline for contemplative and ascetic practice. However, since Jains do not accept the existence of any Divine Being impacting human destiny, prayer could, theoretically be only aspirational – but one finds praise and adoration as well as prayers of gratitude. As the doctrine of removal of karma is foundational to Jain philosophy, all actions including prayer theoretically should be grounded in that doctrine in order for Jain philosophy to maintain a structural coherence. The general explanation of Jain prayer, often articulated by monastic teachers (sādhus and sādhvi s), is echoed here:



Jain prayers [express] the appreciation and adoration of the virtues possessed by the liberated or Arihants and the expression of ardent desire to achieve these virtues in one’s own actual life. It is for this reason that Jain scriptures have actually enumerated the virtues of different categories of souls such as Arihanta, Siddha, Acarya, Upadhyaya and Sadhu [sic].… We feel very thankful to these great souls for providing us such useful guidance. Therefore, in prayer we express our gratitude, admire and enumerate their virtues and wish that such virtues might also develop in our life. Such prayers constantly remind us what made them great and in turn help us to develop such virtues in us.2


Prayers of praise in Jain Dharma may be a simple enumeration of salutations to venerated beings or qualities to be honored, the most important of which is the Ṇamōkāra-mantra, the best known prayer in Jainism:




Ṇamō Arihantāṇaṁ



Ṇamō Siddhāṇaṁ



Ṇamō Ayariyāṇaṁ



Ṇamō Uvajjhāyāṇaṁ



Ṇamō Lōē Savva Sāhūṇaṁ



Ēsōpan̄caṇamōkkārō, savvapāvappaṇāsaṇō



Maṅgalā ṇaṁ ca savvēsiṁ, paḍamama havaī maṅgalaṁ







Salutations to the enlightened ones (the Jina s, Tīrthaṅkara s)

Salutations to all liberated souls (who have attained mokṣa)

Salutations to the Jain preceptors

Salutations to the Jain religious teachers

Salutations to the Jain monks

This fivefold salutation rescinds all negative karma

And of all auspicious recitations, it is the ultimate.




The Ṇamōkāra-mantra is meant as a contemplative reflection, a prayer of praise and adoration that leads to a sense of aspiration. But it is also credited by many householders with expelling evil, healing illness, and eliciting good fortune. Another important Jain mantra is the Ahiṃsā Vikas, the recitation of which is meant to help establish the inner and outer path of nonviolence.

Jain aspirational prayers may also affirm dedication and strengthen resolve to acquire the virtues of liberated beings, or Arihants, and express these attributes in one’s own actions. Jain prayers can also serve as reminders and exhortations to stay on the right path and exercise vigilance; offer forgiveness; express repentance and resolution (such as the pratikraman); and affirm the flow of peace and wellbeing within the self, among loved ones, and in the universe – something that can both include and transcend petitionary prayer. But Jain praxis includes a significant component of praise and glorification of the twenty-four Tīrthaṅkaras (“fordmakers,” or enlightened beings in Jain philosophy). The hymns of devotional praise and adoration (stotra s) are an important and authentic element of Jain contemplative practice as well. As noted by Paul Dundas (2002, 211):



[T]here is a rich literature of praise and devotion to the fordmakers.… Indeed, it might be claimed that hymnody goes back to near the origins of Jainism… and, at the beginning of the common era, a hymn of praise to the fordmakers [constituted] the second Obligatory Action.



The most famous of such hymns is Bhaktāmar-stōtram, composed in Sanskrit by the ācārya Mānatuṅga (seventh century) praises the first Tīrthaṅkaras, Ṛṣabhadevā, and there exist many stutis eulogizing the qualities of Tīrthaṅkaras in Jain literature. The seventeenth century Jain monk and poet Anandghana composed twenty-four stutis in praise of the twenty-four Tīrthaṅkaras.





Buddhist prayer


As we have seen, prayers that can be defined as aspirations involve stating commitments, dedications, and hopes, which may or may not be addressed to a particular entity, but fervent longings for beneficence may instead be articulated. One sees this in several of the Hindu aspirational mantras seen earlier in this chapter. Aspirations can be understood as impersonal in the sense that they seek blessings that are expansive and not limited to the personal self or its circle of care. In Buddhism, a well-known example of aspiration can be found in the Buddhist mettā-bhāvanā practice. The practice is meant to cultivate compassionate friendliness, or loving-kindness beginning with oneself and flowing towards all beings. It is a five-stage practice, during which one cultivates Metta (Loving Kindness) for: (a) oneself, (b) a friend or loved one, (c) a person towards whom one has “neutral” feelings, (d) a person towards whom one may feel discomfort or even ill will and, finally, (e) all sentient beings.

The words of the aspiration are simple:



May I be safe and protected

May I be peaceful and happy

May I be healthy and strong

May I have ease of wellbeing




The words remain the same but the “I” is replaced by “he,” “she,” or “they.” The mettā-bhāvanā is an interesting example of a prayer that begins as personal petition but then flows smoothly into the compassionate aspiration for the wellbeing of all.

As I have mentioned, in Dharma traditions, prayer often incorporates mantras. A mantra is a complex phenomenon. An entire sacred text may be a major (and long) mantra. On the other hand, certain divine beings may have a single syllable, which is understood as the deity in sound frequency, without a semantic frame. Then, there are prayers or hymns that are also mantras. The thread that flows through the concept of mantra – whether they appear in canonical sacred texts or a sage’s composition – is the trifecta of (a) reception through religious orders; (b) recitation; and (c) repetition. For example, one of the most well-known and frequently recited mantra all over the Buddhist world is the concluding mantra of the Heart [of Wisdom] Sutra (Prajñāpāramitāhṛdaya): gate gate pāragate pārasaṃgate bodhi svāhā. The meaning implies, again, an aspiration towards universal enlightenment: “gone, gone, gone completely beyond, into awakening, svāhā.” The reception history of this important mantra is long and complex; entire expositions have been written and taught on its practice.

In spite of the rich diversity of prayer forms in Dharma traditions, however, it remains likely that petition for spiritual advancement is one of the more frequently employed forms of private, contemplative prayer in all Dharma traditions. Buddhist liturgies in several Mahayana schools also allow petitionary supplications; they are addressed to celestial Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. Vajrayāna (tantric Buddhism) practitioners also invoke other enlightened entities – always compassionate, whether wrathful or gentle – such as ḍākinī s, heruka s, and dharmapala s. And Jōdo Shinshū Buddhism directly appeals and surrenders to the power of Amitābha, a celestial Buddha, to activate the journey to liberation.

Nevertheless, individual aspirational prayers and vows are commonly used across all Buddhist traditions. Mahāyāna Buddhism’s Bodhisattva Vow, a prime example of the highest aspirational prayer – to save all sentient beings and lead them to awakening – is arguably the most important of this form because it defines the entire meaning and aim of the Mahāyāna branch of Buddhism. The “Vow” is embedded in the “Bodhisattva Way of Life” (Bodhisattvacaryāvatāra), composed by the eighth century Buddhist monk, Śāntideva, from the renowned Nālandā University in India. The Bodhisattvacaryāvatāra presents a powerful vow through its ten chapters dedicated to the cultivation of the aspiration for enlightenment accompanied by the awakening of wisdom and compassion. Passages such as these are meant to ignite boddhicitta – the determination to achieve full enlightenment for the sake of others:



May I be the doctor and the medicine

And may I be the nurse

For all the sick beings in the world

Until everyone is healed. (3:8)






May I become an inexhaustible treasure

For those who are poor and destitute

May I turn into all things they could need

And many these be placed close beside them. (3:10)






Just as the previous Sugatas (Buddhas)

Gave birth to an Awakening Mind,

And just as they successively dwelt

In the Bodhisattva practices;

Likewise for the sake of all that lives

Do I give birth to an Awakening Mind,

And likewise shall I too successively follow the practices. (3:23–24)3





Contemporary scholars often argue against a perception of Buddhism as an exclusively contemplative and philosophical tradition, completely bereft of devotional and ritual orientations. Such a view would render invalid the spiritual lives of a vast number of Buddhists and ignore the presence of ritual and devotionalism in the very earliest Buddhist texts. In conjunction with this more inclusive understanding of Buddhist practice, one can find many worship rituals; offerings of food, candles, and flowers; confessions; praises; and requests for blessings which are present in other Dharma traditions as well.

The strictly self-reliant view of Buddha-dharma – that I have referred to earlier – asserts a sole dependence on one’s own power, not on Other-power (such as the power of deities or divine forces). For followers of Jōdo Shinshū, prayer expresses an aspiration to evoke an energy, or purifying influence and channel it into one’s life and the life of all beings; thus, prayer should elicit wisdom and compassion for all sentient beings including oneself regardless of all of one’s imperfections. But devotional prayer in Buddhism is not confined to the parameters of Shin Buddhism, as noted by Kevin Trainor (2004, 108):



[B]oth textual and archaeological evidence shows that devotion has long been a part of Buddhism. The practice of venerating relics and images has played a central role even in [Theravada] Buddhist traditions.… In Mahayana Buddhism, which allows for continuing interaction with a virtually infinite number of coexisting buddhas and bodhisattvas, the importance of devotion is even more pronounced.



While there are a number of interesting examples of Buddhist devotional prayer, the most important may be the mantra of the bodhisattva of compassion, Avalokiteshvara, (Tibetan, Chenrizeg). In the transformation of the mantra – which is the sonic form of the deity or entity in Hindu and Buddhist contemplative practice – into a form of prayer is also seen in the devotional approach to his feminine form, Tara, in Tibetan Buddhism. Devotion to Chenrizeg is ubiquitous in Tibetan Buddhism and his mantra has been carved into stone walls, printed on prayer flags, and placed inside prayer wheels which are spun continuously as devotees move through these sanctuary spaces.4





Contemplative worship and veneration

Worship and veneration comprise actions of reverential connection with a divine being, enlightened entity, or the Supreme Reality. Worship can be communal and celebratory or private and contemplative. The slate of practices that comprise contemplative worship, transmitted by a religious teacher, that form part of the range of observances and enactments performed for the cultivation of one’s own spiritual formation and advancement is called sādhanā. While prayer involves word-acts, worship can also integrate verbal performance such as the chanting of scripture, a “praise” text, mantra, or hearing a talk by mendicants or clergy. At the same time, contemplative worship also transcends word-acts. Within the framework of Hindu and Buddhist contemplative worship, one can find silent meditation; mudrās (ritual, yogic hand poses); sacred sound and music; worship or veneration (pūjā); visualizations; the use of sanctified waters, fire, and incense as part of ritual process; the creation of iconographic art; the offering of various items for offering such as fruit, flowers, fabric, fragrant herbs, or lamps; the focused contemplation on the nature of the deity or perfected being; pilgrimages; or the preparation and partaking of food offered to the venerated being or worshipped deity.

Contemplative worship may include a sense of devotion, love, and yearning, infused with emotion. It may invoke a sense of awe in face of the grandeur and majesty of divine presence and power. Alternately, it may be performed for the purpose of establishing or strengthening a vow, or evincing an aspiration. Or, it may be enacted with a sense of deep tranquility to directly experience the fullness of reality in the present moment. Worship, as a part of a meditation practice, evokes the qualities of humility and surrender, creating the mood of openness to any illumination or insight that might arise. Contemplative liturgy involves more formal, systematized rites of worship, often performed in communal spaces that may include elements such as music, rituals, symbols, performative arts, and word-acts. These constituents of worship may be led by an individual, a group of worshipers, or a spiritual teacher. Western religions and Dharmic traditions do have certain aspects of worship in common, including listening to ethical or pious discourse; liturgy based or prayer on scripture; and silent or spoken prayer as a part of worship. Hindu traditions and Christian worship also share a strong emphasis on music, whether vocal (chanting or singing), instrumental, or both. Sikh temples also use devotional chants (kirtan) as a key constituent of communal worship.

Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain traditions of worship/veneration have millennia-long customs of liturgy that can be highly intricate and complex or elegant in their simplicity. To be sure, each Dharmic religion – and traditions within them – have unique styles of worship. Without ignoring divergences, however, it would be denying a reality to forget the obvious compositional commonalities – though employed differently and for diverse teloi. These similarities are in evidence in many areas. Examples are too many to list, but includes such elements as jāpa (the practice of numbered recitations, silent or spoken, of mantra, or name(s) of a deity, spiritual teachers, or realized beings); the chanting of sacred texts; or the use of maṇḍalas (a symbol system, associated with a deity or enlightened being, presented within a geometric frame) in the contemplative practices of all three religions. As I briefly describe the basic components and styles of worship in the Dharma traditions, several key commonalities will become evident, as will the diversity.




Hindu worship


Hindu worship is so variegated and diverse that it is very difficult to delineate. It differs according to denomination or theological lineage (sampradāya), region, linguistic groups, and liturgical focus (contemplative? devotional? sacramental?). In addition to this, there is the issue of the globalization of all Dharma traditions which, of course, adds further diversity. Hindu worship forms a continuum between the simplicity of a woman engaged in jāpa (recitation of a mantra) in her own home to the highly complicated rituals performed by professional priests during major festivals such as Durga Pūjā that will last up to ten days and may include twenty-four-hour-long recitations of scripture dedicated to the Goddess throughout the days of the Pūjā.

Another important feature of Hindu worship is freedom of choice as to whether one joins in communal or temple worship or spends a lifetime in private contemplation and pūjā. There are texts that warn against changing a single element of the traditional formula for worshipping a particular deity, and there are texts and teachers who proclaim that devotion, conviction, and love are all that matter for divine communion. For some sampradāyas, music, melody, worship, imagination, and imagery are deemed necessary to render doctrine into devotion. For other sampradāya s, scriptural study and in-depth knowledge of their tradition’s texts and theological arguments are required. In other lineages, particularly bhakti-oriented (devotional) groups and movements, social service may be a very significant and historically important component, but it does not replace intense devotional attention to the intricacies of attending to the physical care of the mūrtis (sacred icons) to intensify communion, which includes immersion in water; dressing the mūrti in fresh apparel; fanning the icon; and offering lamps, water, food, and hymns of praise and eulogy. This attitude of reverential, devoted, physical care and connection with the deity through the icon, accompanied by recollection of the activities of the Divine (līlā) in transcendent time and space, transforms the mūrti into the locus for the contemplative experience of divine presence.

Hindu contemplative worship rituals emphasize a deep integration of the senses and emotions and their deployment towards contemplative states. The creation of ritual objects and art is, on its own, a deeply contemplative act. But the experience of interiority evoked by engagement with external objects and art materials is initiated, in part, by (a) the heightened mindfulness required by performative contemplative acts and (b) the single-pointed concertation of the senses on one sacramental task. Both are aided by sensorial catalysts such as the blazing fires of a yajña; the sparks of the fragrant offerings in the flames (āhuti); flavors of food offerings; vivid colors of iconography; the scent of incense; and the aesthetic sensibility that is required for conducting pūjās. These elements necessitate the creation of personal ritual art, by the worshipper, which may comprise:



	The simple creation of flower garlands.

	The more sophisticated rendition of rangoli (a form of hand-painted iconic designs made with finely ground colored rice powder based on traditional motifs and scriptural subjects).

	Complex art such as the formation of the mystical diagrams known as yāntras which can be created with paint, or natural ingredients such as colorful grains and lentils, flower petals and leaves, or natural pigments on paper. Maṇḍalas – common to all three Dharma traditions – are, in effect, larger versions of ancient yāntras and often integrate their sacred geometry in the maṇḍala’s larger structure.



Through these examples, one can understand the centrality of the senses in Hindu contemplative worship – not only in terms of performative acts by monks or yogis, but by individuals in sādhanā. This emphasis on catalyzing and integrating emotion and the senses is one way of channeling their energy and potency towards spiritual conviction, devotion, and inspiration.

In summary, basic elements of Hindu personal contemplative worship often include several of the following – some of these elements are present in communal worship as well:



	Darśana – gazing in the mood of veneration at the icon of a deity, enlightened being, or the picture or physical presence of a holy person.

	Parikrama – clockwise circumambulation inside or around temples, holy sites, or a sacred fire if performing a havan.

	Ārtī – the welcoming or greeting of the divine or perfected presence with the offering of the light of oil lamps.

	Pūjā – ritual worship of deity (or, veneration of saints and spiritual teachers) that may involve washing; anointing; assembling a variety of offerings (upacāra); word-acts; ringing of the bell (ghaṇṭā); incense; chanting of mantras; and recitation of scripture. Offerings may include an oil lamp (dīpa), sweets, water (jala), fragrant sandalwood paste (gandhaiḥ), vermillion paste for anointing, and flower offerings (puṣpāñjali).

	Stutis or stotras – hymns of praise and glorification (stavan s, for Jains).

	Prasāda – the offering of food to the deity worshipped, followed by its partaking (understood to be touched by grace).

	Havan – the sacred fire ceremony that involves various offerings including the offering of mantras, and other speech-acts.

	Jāpa (recitation of a mantra) – meditation, and inner prayer – internal practices of worship.

	Añjali Mantra – the distinctive speech acts, performed with folded hands, which accompany offerings specific to individual pūjā s.




These are the foundational elements of contemplative ritual worship. Worship can be enacted with as few as five ingredients (upacāra s) or as many as sixty-four or more. When worship is engaged in community, the heightened experience of the primal elements earth, water, air, fire, and space infused by the contemplative tranquil or devotional energy of the sanctuary where it is performed is understood to elicit a contemplative state. When performing solitary ritual worship in the context of sādhana – yogic spiritual acts – the practitioner (sādhikā/sādhaka) begins to enter into a meditative state as s/he recites mantras and sanctifies each vessel, ingredient, and instrument used in the process. The act of worship, with the simplest of ingredients or the most complex, lures the mind away from the conventional states towards the deeper reaches of the contemplative dimension of human experience. It becomes a form of performative meditation.






Jain worship


Jain contemplative ritual veneration usually involves dashtrik, which has ten elements, several of which are found in Hindu worship as well: (a) Nissihi (renunciation); (b) Pradakśina (circumambulation); (c) Pranāma (salutation); (d) Pūjā (rites worship/veneration); (e) Avasthācintan (contemplation on the many states of the perfected being); (f) Diśatyāga (total concentration on the subtle mental worship of the icon of the Jina); (g) Pramārjan (cleansing the seating space); (h) Ālamban (surrender to the support of three sacred elements, which are (1) the image of the perfected being, (2) the sutras (aphorisms) that are chanted, and (3) the meaning of the sūtra s; (i) Mudrā (symbolic hand postures for meditation); and (j) Praṇidhāna (complete absorption in contemplative worship).

Jain devotional veneration is an integral part of the tradition’s contemplative praxis. Notably, the devotional hymns for establishing a proper attitude towards the lineage of Jain spiritual masters, the Tīrthaṅkaras, are remarkable compositions which straddle a line between communion (which is ontologically not possible) and simple emulation; they offer, instead, an emotional connection to the very aspiration and practice that lead to liberation – which the Tīrthaṅkaras signify:



Jainism is far from being a cold or unemotional religion and there is a rich literature of praise and devotion to the fordmakers [Tīrthaṅkaras].… Indeed it might be claimed that hymnody foes back to near the origins of Jainism with… a hymn of praise to the fordmakers constituting the second Obligatory Action.

(Dundas 2002, 211)



The purpose of Jain contemplative practice is to dissolve the karmic matter that hides the true nature of the soul – as pure, liberated spirit – and leads to attachment to the material world and confinement to the cycles of rebirth. The attainment of the dissolution of karmic matter and avoidance of the accrual of additional karmic residue leads to liberation (mokṣa).



Besides elaborate acts of devotion, such as the building of temples, the abhiṣeka of the Jina mūrti on special holy days, and pilgrimage, the life of the Jain layperson like that of the average Hindu, contains daily reminders of the spiritual path, and daily acts of devotion designed to strengthen one’s resolve to practice the path with both diligence and sincerity. Jain families, like Hindu families, typically maintain a shrine at home, where daily devotions are observed.… Daily devotional activities, before the shrine might include ārtī and a prayer, special to all Jains, which is typically recited in the morning. This is the Fivefold Salutation [the Ṇamōkāra Mantra, see earlier].

(Long 2013, 114)


Devotion to the Tīrthaṅkaras, and their veneration, is a central element of contemplative practice even in aniconic Jain lineages.





Buddhist worship


The diversity referred to earlier when describing the general characteristics of Hindu worship also applies to Buddhist worship. The divergences in Buddhist rituals, ceremonies, rites of passage, and regular temple worship are based on major divisions in Buddha-Dharma (Theravāda and Mahāyāna), and again within Mahāyāna traditions as diverse as Zen and Jōdo Shinshū, and within Vajrayāna (extant now mainly in the form of Tibetan Buddhism and Shingon in Japan). The national and linguistic differences across Buddhist practice also affect praxis in addition to distinctions due to the three great divisions (or vehicles, yāna s).

Many Buddhists would argue that Buddhist worship is a practice to awaken our own inherent inner capacities of strength, compassion, and wisdom rather than to petition external forces based on devotion, fear, or worldly and/or otherworldly gain. This, of course, ignores the widespread practice of merit-based actions which are meant to ameliorate one’s own karma; the merit can also be bestowed on a loved one or put forward for the welfare of the world in general. The creation and donation of merit is one of the most common of Buddhist practices across the Buddhist world.

There are, however, Buddhists who would maintain that Buddhist worship is actually another form of meditation; it is a practice of inner recollection. Such an understanding posits that Buddhist worship replaces the negative with the virtuous and allows us to see the preciousness of the immediate moment unadulterated by our culturally conditioned thought processes. This perception is not incorrect, but evidence would suggest that it is incomplete. In fact, Buddhism has elaborate ceremonial worship and complex litanies accompanying various offerings, particularly in its Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna forms that are clearly informed by a certain devotionalism and sense of homage.

Before examining the principles and content of Buddhist worship (pūjā, in both Sanskrit and Pāli), it may be helpful to determine what comprises pūjā. In general, in Dharmic traditions, pūjā or a worship ritual with offerings, mantra, visualization of yāntras or maṇḍalas, or silent contemplation on the sacred subject that is being worshipped, can be defined as a form of devotion, veneration, or recognition and an act of offering to a divinity, a higher power, or a source leading to a transcendent spiritual plane, which can be generally termed as enlightenment.

Buddhist worship is rooted in the earliest Buddhist texts and practices. “Paying homage to the worthy” by the performance of pūjā is indicated by texts as authoritative as the Maṅgala Sūtra (Pāli: Sutta). The Maṅgala Sūtra is sometimes referred to as the “Discourse on Life’s Highest Blessings,” as each verse – attributed to the Buddha – ends with the words “This is the highest blessing.” This is one of the best known and most popular sūtras of the Pāli Canon because of the practicality and diversity of its teachings. The second verse of the Maṅgala Sūtra proclaims:




pūjā ca pūjanīyānam,


etam mangalam-uttamam.






Worshiping/venerating the worthy ones,

This, is the most auspicious/beneficial.




These verses have come to signify the importance of expressing honor and devotion towards “Worthy Ones” (Arahants, enlightened teachers, in Theravada communities), bodhisattvas and other celestial entities (in Mahayana saṅgha s), and the Buddha (all Buddhist groups). The most fundamental elements in the performance of pūjā include prostrations, offerings, and chanting. These acts of devotion are usually enacted daily at home in the morning and/or evening. They are also performed communally on specific festivals that differ according to traditions and regions and on Uposatha days at temples. Uposatha days are a special time of worship and giving which have been observed by Buddhist communities historically and continues to be important in Buddhist worship traditions.

Buddhist pūjā, like its Jain and Hindu counterparts, have certain foundational components which are shared features of worship in Dharma traditions. These are as follows.


(1) Namaskāra and prostrations

Namaskāra (salutations), during pūjā, expresses deep humility before an honored presence. The act is one of placing one’s hands together, raising them, while lowering one’s head or at least one’s gaze. This gesture is performed in front of Buddhist icons, as well as revered elders, and spiritual teachers such as monks. There is far more to this act of veneration than homage. “Namaskāra,” an essential performative component of Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain worship, is more than a gesture of humility – it is, ultimately a physical expression of renunciation (vairāgya) – here, renunciation of the concept of selfhood. And, of course, a foundational doctrine of Buddhism is non-selfhood (anattā, Pali; anātman, Sanskrit). That is to say, the non-reality of an independent, unrelated, unconditioned existence. As a devotional act, the prostrations are more intricate and deeper versions of the namaskāra. Prostrations may involve multiple flowing movements of namaskāras from the head to the forehead to the heart with a continuous motion of standing, kneeling, lying flat, and returning to a standing posture.



(2) Offerings

The Buddha, the Dharma (the Buddha’s teachings), and the Sangha (the fellowship of the Buddhist community) are known as the Three Jewels, in which all Buddhists “take refuge.” The Three Jewels are considered the conduit to enlightenment. Prior to meditation, offerings are made to them. A common form of the offerings comprises lamps (candles or oil lamps); incense; fruit; flowers; and water. In addition, the beginning and end of Buddhist pūjā and meditation are accompanied by the ringing of the altar bell. The symbol of the bell has always been an important element in Buddhist worship and art (as it is in Hindu iconography and worship), and its significance has become doctrinal in Vajrayāna, which is now associated mainly with Tibetan Buddhism. Gaṇḍavyūha Sūtra, for example, has a well-known devotional hymn which lays out a seven-part service, the first two of which are prostration and offerings, respectively. These offered elements symbolize facets of Buddha’s teachings and also represent the five senses, bringing the body into the act of worship. The Lotus Sūtra mentions the following offerings, also essential to Hindu offerings for contemplative and communal rites of worship: “flower perfume, necklaces, powdered incense, [scented] paste; burnt incense; silk canopies and banners; garments or music” (Williams 1989, 152). The form of offerings has not changed much with time and align with the basic offerings in Hindu pūjā:



The simplest worship consists of bowing one’s head with one’s hands together; also indicative of respect… is the practice of keeping the deity or other superior to one’s right. If offerings are [made simple then] a few grains of rice or… a coin. A more elaborate worship is accomplished by offering a set of five things together called the Five Offerings (pancopacara puja): flowers, incense, light red vermillion, or yellow saffron powder, and food (e.g. rice, sweets, or fruit). To these may be added an offering of water representing the bathing of the feet.… And thread tied in a circle (jajaka) which represents cloth. In his book on materials required for Buddhist pujas in Kathmandu, Ratna Kaji Vajracharya distinguishes the Five Offerings from the Five Gifts (pancopahara): the latter are five substances meant to satisfy the five senses viz. the Mirror for form, the bell for sound, vermillion or saffron paste for smell, food for taste and thread (jajaka) for touch.

(Baruah 2000, 189)



Each of the offerings is also analogized to particular principles in Buddhist philosophy. For example, a Newar Buddhist leader in Nepal notes that in addition to signifying the sense of hearing, the bell represents emptiness (śūnyatā), the emptiness of independent being, which allows for all things to co-emerge, co-dependently, in states of mutual causality. The hollow of the bell is the “empty space” from which all sound emerges, but it can also be seen as representative of śūnyatā. In Tibetan Buddhism, the symbols of the vajra (diamond, and also, thunderbolt) and the bell, in conjunction, respectively represent the masculine and the feminine, the path of skillful means (upāya) and the goal of ultimate wisdom (prajñā).

Buddhist chanting, unlike certain forms of Hindu chanting of scripture, or Hindu devotional singing, is not an emotion-infused element of worship meant to evoke a longing for the Divine, or a part of worship. Nevertheless, Buddhist chanting can be a devotional act, in the sense that the chanting of scripture not only reinforces and helps to inculcate the teachings, but can be a form of reverence, the offering of homage. Mahāyāna traditions use a wide array of canonical and non-canonical texts, in various languages, for their recitation. Theravāda individuals and communities, however, chant strictly from the Pāli language Canon; these are the earliest Buddhist scriptures. For example, Theravāda recitations for pūjā, would likely include the following: (a) Buddhābhivādanā (homage to the Buddha); (b) triśaraṇā (the three refuges of the Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha – Triple Gem); (c) pañcaśīla (five precepts); (d) Buddha Vandanā (salutation/veneration offered to the Buddha); (e) dhamma vandanā (salutations to the Buddhist teachings); (f) saṅgha vandanā (salutations to the Buddhist community); (g) cetiya vandanā (salutation to sacred reliquaries and Buddhist monuments); (h) bodhi vandanā (salutation to the sacred Bodhi Tree); (i) offerings; (j) anumodanā (giving of merits to the celestial beings); and (k) pattidāna (compassionate giving of one’s merits to relatives who have passed away).5

As we noted earlier, there are devotional Buddhists who may aver that veneration that includes devotionalism is a highly effective means of ego-dissolution, the first step towards the eradication of a sense of substantial and unrelated self-hood, which is a prime goal of Buddhism. There are also scientific-contemplative Buddhists (or persons oriented towards Buddhism) particularly in the West, who believe that inner inquiry, study and meditation, are the only authentic markers of Buddha-dharma.






Conclusion

The principles and insights of Hindu, Jain, and Buddhist doctrine have many sharp divergences. But their practices present numerous convergences. The same (or similar) practice(s) can be applied to very different goals. In addition, these three traditions, which have experienced millennia of cross-pollination, are also aligned on several key doctrinal principles such as karma, rebirth, the possibility of experiencing heightened states of awareness that transform consciousness. There is concurrence, as well, on the un-satisfactoriness of life as we live it – in complete unawareness of the fleeting nature of every moment and event and of our own natures beyond the physical and psychological – and the possibility of life lived in deep awareness and unsurpassed liberation. The caveat is that even these insights may lead to very different conclusions as to the meaning and aim of life.

Nevertheless, the approach to these aims, in terms of the elements of contemplative praxis, have significant overlap developed over millennia of interrelationship. And contemplative practice is central to all three traditions. While there are numerous books and articles on the place of rituals in these traditions, the reality of ritual and worship/veneration as key elements of contemplative practice is often overlooked. Contemplation can be understood narrowly as withdrawal of the senses towards a single-pointed meditation, but that would leave out the rich range of practices that combine to form the contemplative worlds of Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain traditions. It broadens the framework of contemplative studies when attention is paid to situations wherein ritual and worship are forms of contemplation.




Notes

1 Sherry Fohr. Forthcoming. “The Worship of Virtuous Women in Jainism.” In Contemplative Studies in Jainism: Meditation, Prayer, Veneration, and, edited by Rita D. Sherma, Purushottama Bilimoria, and Cogen Bohanec. London and New Delhi: Routledge.

2 https://jainworld.com/philosophy/prayer-prarthana/.

3 Acharya Shantideva, Stephen Bachelor, trans. The Bodhisattva Way of Life, Chapter 3, Full Acceptance of the Awakening Mind.

4 See, for example, June Campbell’s exposition in Traveller in Space: Gender, Identity, and Tibetan Buddhism A&C Black, 2002, p. 52.

5 Multiple sources; see for example, https://nalandainternational.org/indian-heritage/multimedia/audio/audio-related-to-buddhism/.
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WHY MEDITATE ON GOD?

The role of Īśvara-praṇidhāna in the classical Sāṃkhya and Yoga tradition

Marzenna Jakubczak1

One of the most recent outstanding commentators and on Sāṃkhya and Yoga, Swāmī Hariharānanda Āraṇya (1869–1947) (Āraṇya 2005),2 in his Unique Travelogue, a fascinating story of his spiritual quest and growth, cites a short anecdote:



Once two sages had some differences of opinion on religious matter. They sat on meditation and invoked Lord Viṣṇu for intervention. Viṣṇu approved the ideas of one of them. The other one would not listen to it and said that a demon had come in the disguise of Lord Viṣṇu.

(Āraṇya 2001, 26)



Thus, concludes Āraṇya, in the sphere of religion we are by and large sectarian and believe that we are God’s only favorites. Therefore, we are never ready to accept religious ideas propagated by other people unless we identify with them ourselves. An important message behind this anecdote is that the problem with God consists in referring to my God, or, in other words, it appears when the particular “I” (aham) begins worshipping the divine considered to be mine or ours. This more or less subtle sense of belonging or ownership, that is, mamakāra or “my-ness” in Yoga terminology, evokes the very central problem one must refer to when analyzing the significance and usefulness of prayer and worship for the follower of the Sāṃkhya-Yoga tradition. And that is why the predominant perspective on the issue one should take is subjective rather than objective and an epistemic rather than an ontological or theological one.



Do the Sāṃkhya-s need Īśvara?

Classical Sāṃkhya is commonly supposed to be atheistic or non-theistic, or perhaps anti-theological, and dualistic in character.3 In fact, the Sāṃkhya-kārikā speaks no word about God, and neither the concept of “Īśvara”4 nor praṇidhāna5 appears in the treatise of Īśvarakṛṣṇa, apart from the occurrence of the former one in the author’s name itself. However, we should keep in mind that kārikā does not clearly deny God’s existence either.

The non-theistic attitude of Sāṃkhya must have been inspired by or, at least, congenial with the ancient materialist movement of the Cārvāka-s, and that is why the epithet of svābhāvika6 has been used, among others, by the Vedāntin for the denotation of both Cārvāka-s and Sāṃkhya (cf. Johnston 1974, 54). Sāyaṇamādhava in his Sarvadarśanasaṃgraha (fourteenth century) calls the Sāṃkhya-s nirīśvara, which in the context of his work clearly means “atheist” or “denying the existence of God.”7 But the same distinction between theistic (seśvara) and atheistic (nirīśvara) schools of Sāṃkhya made six centuries before by Haribhadra in his Ṣaḍḍarśanasamuccaya (eighth century CE) may be understood differently. As Bronkhorst suggests (Bronkhorst 1983, 157), it is likely that the word ‘Īśvara’ is used here in the sense “Creator God,” whereas nirīśvara refers to those who refuse to identify God with the fundamental substantial cause of the world but do not reject the existence of God as such. This interpretation finds some support in the Buddhists texts refuting the Sāṃkhya doctrine of creation, namely in Śāntarakṣita’s Tattvasaṅgraha and its commentary Pañjikā by Kamalaśīla, both dating from the eighth century CE.8 Another interesting point shaking the commonly shared opinion on classical Sāṃkhya atheism may be witnessed in Udayana’s Nyāyakusumāñjali (eleventh century CE) (Wezler 1969–1970). Udayana enumerates fourteen schools of thought, each of which worship God in their own way, among them the followers of Kapila, who worship God in the form of “the first knower, the perfect one” (ādividvān siddhaḥ).9

Now, let us look over the classical commentaries and Sāṃkhyakārikā itself. From the passages where Yuktidīpikā refers to Īśvara (e.g., YD 70.22–73.9–24) we can conclude at least two things, namely that God is not a cause of the world10 and that He is pure awareness, like the “selves” (puruṣa-s). These assumptions, however, do not imply that Yuktidīpikā denies the existence of God (YD 1967, 1996). On the contrary, the commentary suggests that God sometimes acquires the instrument of understanding (buddhi) and even adopts a material body to take over the power which belongs to that body. God takes a bodily form, for example, the body of a divine warrior, like Śiva (YD 72.9–10), or a body of dignity (māhātmyaśarīrādiparigrahāt, YD 72.13) which is āpta – authoritative (YD 45.10–11) like the Īśvara-mahārṣi-s who are the great seers who are (incorporations of) God and who are “devoid of blemishes such as passion, whose opinions are free from doubt, who see things that cannot be reached by the senses.”11

Gauḍapāda and Māṭhara (on SK 61) both reject the idea of the God Creator. The commentary translated into Chinese by Paramārtha, like Gauḍapāda’s Bhāṣya (on SK 61; Takakusu 1933), claims that God is not the cause of the world since He does not possess three guṇa-s, whereas the world does, and the fundamental assumption is that the cause and the effect must resemble each other (Larson 1979).12 Vācaspatimiśras in Tattvakaumudī (on SK 56–57; Vācaspatimiśras 1967, The Tattvakaumudī 1965) offers two more arguments against God’s creative power (Mainkar 1979). He says that only Nature itself (prakṛti) is the material and efficient cause of manifestation and God cannot be a superintendent of this process. Even if Īśvara had been able to create the world, He would have acted either out of self-interest (svārtha) or out of compassion (kāruṇya), which is not the case because both motivations are inappropriate for God. Why so? Vācaspati explains that God, the exalted one (bhagavat), is the one who has obtained all that is desired, so he has no wish whatever to engage in an action to create the world. After all, the process of creation does not need any extra doer to bring it about because it is spontaneous, self-acting, and unconscious.13




Is there a point in praying according to Sāṃkhya?

Keeping all these arguments in mind, we may consider whether Sāṃkhya can regard prayer or worship as a beneficial or useless activity. First, we should make clear two points that are crucial for the present topic. We should define the meaning of “worship” and evaluate its efficiency as a means to achieve the objectives of this system of thought. We should also try to specify the nature of its object and the purpose of the possible Sāṃkhyan religious affection. Because neither Sāṃkhyakārikā nor its early commentaries give the characteristics of prayer or clear arguments in favor of worship, classical definitions of these activities are simply lacking. Does it mean that the Sāṃkhya-s are without any form of prayer or worship? Well, not quite. In most of the classical Sanskrit texts of this tradition, including the work of Īśvarakṛṣṇa, we can find some affectionate openings or concluding prayer-like invocations addressed to the greatest Sāṃkhya teachers, like Kapila. They are called the “great sages,” or “self-existent” (svayambhū). Such a deep quasi-religious respect to these historical or legendary authorities seems to be both natural and very important for all Sāṃkhya exponents across the centuries.

Now, given a lack of a classical definition of prayer or worship, we can refer to the characteristics of bhakti offered by the modern, already mentioned, commentator of Sāṃkhya and Yoga texts, Hariharānanda Āraṇya, whose remarks seem to remain in accord with the spirit of Sāṃkhyan philosophy as a whole. This reference can be made here as the result of a general assumption that Sāṃkhya is not just a historically finite doctrine but is a still vital and evolving philosophical current of thought, however marginal it might seem when compared to the popularity of Advaita Vedānta (for example) (Krishna 1996).

In his twenty-six Aphorisms on Sublime Devotion (Parabhaktisūtra, PBhS) (Āraṇya 2007),14 Āraṇya discusses bhakti and gives a simple and persuasive definition of “worship” or “devotion.” Bhakti is understood as keeping one’s mind fixed on a saintly being whom one adores or abides in such a Being (PBhS 2). The object of devotion, stresses Āraṇya, may be either the Ultimate Being – God – or a human being superior to oneself, for example, a saintly person or a common person held in high esteem, like one’s parents. Āraṇya ensures that bhakti is not the monopoly of devotees of Īśvara and all worshipful people irrespective of whether they believe in an Īśvara with or without form, or are atheist (!), are included in its ambit.

Parabhaktisūtra makes a basic distinction between sublime devotion to genuinely supra-phenomenal objects, which is called parā bhakti, and ordinary devotion to all other objects that can be apprehended by the senses, called aparā bhakti (PBhS 4).15 What is important is that abiding in the object of devotion must not be just attachment to the object itself. Attachment and love are but modifications of the mind applicable up to the stage of devotion to God with attributes. However, sublime devotion, whose highest object is one’s true self or pure consciousness (pratyag-ātma), may only be practiced by the one who has firmly controlled his body and organs; who has abandoned all the objects of senses and attachment (both hatred and love); who is always engaged in meditation and indifferent to worldly enjoyments; who abandoned vanity (ahaṃkāra), violence, arrogance, lust, anger, and all possessions; and who is free of self-interest and has attained tranquility (PBhS 5). In such a perfect peace (śānti), achieved in parā bhakti, all knowledge of the phenomenal world vanishes together with the sense of time and only an awareness of the pure self remains (PBhS 9). This state, notes Āraṇya, is beyond all pleasure and pain and beyond the reach of words or the mind (PBhS 6). However, the lower, ordinary devotion (aparā bhakti) may be accompanied by the wave of happiness, a pleasant state of mind, called bhakti-rasa, which causes some subtle attachment arising from a remembrance of the past pleasant experience of the devotee (PBhS 8).

Due to variations in the devotees’ individual inclinations, caused by the past latencies (saṃskāra- s), there cannot be one form of worship suitable and recommended for all.

Therefore, Āraṇya distinguishes two general forms of worship. The first one, which may be called external, includes offerings, singing hymns of praise, and personal service to the master or his emblem without any physical or financial reward (PBhS 15). This ritualistic worship is prescribed and considered particularly advantageous for people whose minds are always fluctuating and who cannot hold on happily to recollection of their object of worship without external aid or support.

A higher or internal form of worship consists of remaining in a state of deep meditation with an undisturbed mind experiencing uncontrolled bliss. The practitioner should mentally retreat to, and stay speechless at, the speech center of the mind in the brain. Then by inhibiting conative impulses, one should stay in the cognitive “I-know” feeling or “I-sense” (ahaṃkāra), and next having softened the effort involved in knowing, one should merge in the great self or pure I-sense (buddhi). Only then by abolishing all phenomenal knowing is he or she able to realize the true self (puruṣa) (PBhS 14). In other words, a typical ritualistic activity and prayer is a means of devotion and self-discipline that is more common and easier to practice than meditation with a tranquil frame of mind. The latter is considered to be higher because it is a direct, and more powerful or efficient, means which allows the practitioner to achieve the ultimate objective – namely, liberation (kaivalya).





Why does Patañjali recommend practicing Īśvarapraṇidhāna?

The distinction between “Sāṃkhya with God” (seśvara) and “without God” (nirīśvara) is made, among others, in Haribhadra’s Ṣaḍdarśanamuccaya and Śāntarakṣita’s Tattvasaṅgraha together with Kamalaśīla’s Pañjikā. Most commentators since Śaṅkara (eighth century) have identified the term “Sāṃkhya with God” with Patañjala darśana.16 Indeed, Yogasūtra refers to Īśvara or Īśvara-praṇidhāna in eleven aphorisms (YS I.23–29; II.1–2, 32, 45). In the first pāda, where the dynamics of yogic practice (abhyāsa) are elucidated, meditation on Īśvara seems to be a means to samādhi itself. However, in the second pāda, both in the context of the three-step kriyāyoga and as one of the five niyamas included in the main practice of aṣṭaṅga-yoga, it is just a means to purification of the sattva-buddhi.17 Besides, Īśvara-praṇidhāna is mentioned while the alternative methods of inducing the supernatural powers (siddhis) are discussed.

But who, after all, is Īśvara? In Yogasūtra I.24 Īśvara is identified as puruṣa-viśeṣa. Nearly all commentators since Vyāsa’s Bhāṣya have understood this key term as “a special self,” that is not only a distinguished one but is also the most important self of all. Because of his purely sattvic nature, Īśvara is believed to have the power to remove all obstacles rising before the meditators devoted to him. According to Vijñānabhikṣu, meditation on Īśvara is the noblest form of all spiritual practices (Yogasīrasāgraha I). From the Yogasūtra itself, we can infer that Īśvara is free from avidyā, which is the cause of every affliction (YS II.3), and in him there is the seed (bīja) of omniscience, which is typical of the highest state of concentration with consciousness – sabīja-samādhi (YS I.46). However, this meditative state (sabīja-samādhi) is not considered to be the highest of all as it is followed by the terminal, liberating absorption called nirbīja-samādhi or asaṃprajñtasamādhi (YS I.51). Therefore, Īśvara is the subject of discriminative discernment (viveka-khyāti), which can be achieved by the empirical seer, not the absolute one. And the empirical seer is only a relative aspect of subjectivity originated just by reflection of the absolute seer in the purest sattvic buddhi.

Moreover, Patañjali calls Īśvara the master (guru) of all, even of prior teachers, who can be discovered in our selves thanks to the contemplation on the mystical syllable Om. Finally, this omniscient master proves to be our inward consciousness (cetana) or the light of puruṣa (citi-śakti) being another synonym to the empirical seer. Thus, yogic God, or puruṣa-viśeṣa, may be understood as a “distinguished puruṣa,” or the Self distinguished by the empirical consciousness in the course of discriminative discernment (vivekakhyāti), and also as a “puruṣa’ s sign” marked on liṅga, and as “peculiarity” or “secondary-ness of the Self,” that is, the reflection of the Self in sattvic buddhi. Hence, Īśvara is not another, the third aspect of subjectivity, apart from the self (puruṣa) and the empirical seer (citta), but rather an ideal model of the empirical seer present permanently in ourselves in the form of inward consciousness (citi), but accessible only through the meditative effort and one-pointed, intentional samādhi (ekāgra). Such a concept of the ideal preceptor, or the perfect inner guru, allows us to suppose that Īśvara, in the context of yogic pedagogics, is a counterpart of jīvan-mukta, a doctrine that has not been developed in the Yogasūtra otherwise. Though Īśvara is called the teacher of all sages and guru-s (YS I.26), he cannot be identified with any of them. We should rather identify yogic God with the impersonal “eternal excellence” or exemplum of the presence of puruṣa and citta-sattva in any and all realms of becoming.18




What is the purpose of no-God devotion?

Since what is commonly called “seśvara Sāṃeśva” proves to be lacking the idea of God in the strong sense – as the Creator, independent entity, more powerful and a knowledgeable being than a human, including the wisest ones, what might be, actually, the reason that Patañjali recommends Īśvara-praṇidhāna so firmly?

First of all, the significance of prayer and worship in Classical Yoga comes from its practical usefulness in the process of meditation. What does devotion to Īśvara consist in? Since Īśvara is denoted by praṇava (YS I.27), Īśvara-praṇidhāna mainly involves the practice of repetition (japa) of Om with a focused, one-pointed mind (ekāgratā).19 And, naturally, such repetitive actions become a means to produce good habits, which seem to play equally an essential role both in the social and spiritual formation. One can say that Patañjali’s concept of kriyāyoga, and Īśvara-praṇidhāna in particular, aims at perfection achieved through creating pure sattvic sāṃskāra-s, or right dispositions, that predispose the mind to the calm of samādhi and ultimately the complete cessation of all fluctuations of mind (citta-vṛtti nirodha) (Carpenter 2003, 20–15).20

Another advantage one may get from concentrating on Īśvara is that during this practice one occupies one’s mind with a very subtle object and, at the same time, avoids being mentally and emotionally agitated and engaged in other objects which are likely to cause the dispersion of one’s attention and suffering. What is more, as long as the prayer remains genuinely sincere and practiced with a pure mind, it helps us to weaken the fivefold ignorance (avidyā, kleśa- s) being the root cause of all false perceptions and wrongdoing. This close connection between ethics and knowledge is also emphasized by Swāmī Hariharānanda Āraṇya, who regards Īśvara-praṇidhāna to be the equivalent of karma-yoga and an alternative yogic path besides jñāna-yoga. Both paths prove to be complementary, as the ultimate knowledge or enlightenment may come through the devotion and dedication of oneself to the higher Being. Āraṇya clearly recognizes the mutual interrelationship between worship and gnosis gained through meditation – the better the one is, the more efficient becomes the other, and vice versa (Āraṇya 2003a, 2003b, 2005).

Moreover, surrendering oneself to the deity whom one adores may become a highly beneficial practice due to the unique psychological quality it evokes. Complete surrender to God, claims Āraṇya, consists in holding on to the recollection: “God resides in my heart and is directing me in all my actions.” But such devotion to Īśvara is recommended only to help a karma-yogin to give up hankering after the fruits of actions, because, as the Bhagavadgītā rightly says, the notion “I am the performer of actions” brings in bondage. But, of course, one must not take it literally or blindly and conclude that since God is directing all our actions we have no responsibility and may remain as self-centered and selfish as we like. On the contrary, devotion and self-sacrifice to God favors overcoming the narrowness of egoism (asmitā) or I-sense (ahaṃkāra) being a key aspect of the metaphysical nescience (JS II.3). The power of self-surrender seems to be unsurpassed, even though it may not be guaranteed by the mercy of any gracious God or an almighty Super-being. Here, we could cite Śāntideva, a Buddhist philosopher (eighth century CE) who notes in his Bodhicaryāvatāra that the effect of self-surrender is fourfold: (a) the practitioner becomes without fear of being or becoming (bhava), that is existing within the wheel of saṃsāra; (b) they work for the advantage of other beings, which marks entering the Bodhisattva Path; (c) one leaves behind former wrongdoing completely; and (d) one will do no further evil.21

Finally, one more important argument in favor of Īśvara-praṇidhāna should be pointed to. What we cannot miss is that this particular practice requires quite a different psychological technique or strategy that is, in a sense, untypical of the yogic process of the transformation of consciousness. The dynamics of yogic aspiration to discriminative knowledge (vijñāna, viveka-khyāti), which enables us to unmask and transcend the delusive identity of the empirical self, or pure I-sense (buddhi), with the absolute self (puruṣa), is generally based on the progressing gradual dis-identification: “I have to get rid of my present self-identification to make spiritual progress, to cross over my present false self-image and succeed in realizing my true nature (svarūpa)” (that is what eradicating avidyā is about!). However, meditation on Īśvara enables us to make progress while evoking a positive or affirmative attitude – which stands for identifying, or becoming like puruṣa-viśeṣa, the inner guru.

To conclude, let us refer again to Swāmī Hariharānanda Āraṇya’s anecdote about the two devotees of Lord Viṣṇu mentioned at the very beginning of this chapter. Taking into account all the earlier arguments of Sāṃkhya and Yoga against the idea of God–Creator as well as the points in favor of meditation on Īśvara being the perfect inner teacher or the “eternal excellence,” we should realize the great paradox of every devotional endeavor. The purest and most valuable intention and purpose of worship is, at least in the context of these two philosophical systems, to overcome the limits of ego or transcend the egocentric perspective, which disallows the worshipper from identifying themselves with their true and absolutely ego-free self. The most attainable and highly efficient means to gain this aim, however, is to recognize and focus firmly on one’s inner guru. What makes this pursuit extremely difficult and risky is that the inner “eternal excellence” tends to be identified by the devotee with their present ideal self-image commonly marked by the egocentric needs and expectations. In practice, this premature self-identification fatally reverses the fundamental precept to eradicate mamakāra or “my-ness” – the evidence of ignorance and the omen of continued suffering.





Notes

1 This is a modified version of a previously published paper authored by me: “The purpose of Non-theistic Devotion in the Classical Indian Tradition of Sāṃkhya–Yoga.” Argument: Biannual Philosophical Journal, 2014, 4(1), 55–68.

2 Swāmī Hariharānanda Āraṇya is a Bengali saṃnyasin who founded Kapila Maṭha, located in Bihar, a monastic community claiming to revive the tradition of Sāṃkhya and Yoga in modern India. He wrote a number of commentaries in Bengali and Sanskrit on the classical and later Sāṃkhya and Yoga texts. In his writings, Hariharānanda often refers to the Upanishad-s, Mahābhārata, Advaita Vedānta and Buddhism, and so forth, which marks his interpretations with syncretism but also a non-sectarian and open-minded attitude.

3 Since the time Sāṃkhya became the subject of detail studies by modern scholars, like Richard Garbe (1895), Paul Oltramare, A.B. Keith, Edward H. Johnston, and others, there has been a good deal of discussion as to whether this system of thought was doctrinally theistic or atheistic. Some scholars distinguish several stages of Sāṃkhya development when it was subsequently undergoing the theistic, atheistic, and again theistic influence (Sen Gupta 1959). A strong defense of theism in pre-kārikā Sāṃkhya was offered by K.B. Ramakrishna Rao (1966), and an even more radical theist interpretation of Sāṃkhyakārikā was given by Abhay Kumar Majumdar (1930), but none of them gained considerable approval among the contemporary Sāṃkhya researchers (cf. Daya Krishna 1996).

4 The Sanskrit term ‘Īśvara’, often rendered as God, is derived from īś – to own, possess, belong to, be valid or powerful, be master of, command, rule, behave like a master. Therefore, this term is not the equivalent of the Greek theos as it denotes the one who is capable of, liable, exposed to, someone who is a master, lord, the supreme spirit, king, a rich or great man, husband; in some occurrences it can also mean a mistress or the queen. Cf. A Sanskrit-English Dictionary. Edited by Sir Monier Monier-Williams. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1979, 171.

5 The word praṇidhāna literally means laying on, fixing, applying, as well as access, endeavor, respectful conduct, attention paid to something or to somebody, profound religious meditation, vow, prayer.

6 The term svābhāvika refers to the cosmogonic idea that the world arises spontaneously from its own inherent nature; therefore, the process of the so-called creation of the world needs no additional transcendental cause and reason.

7 Sarvadarśanasaṃgraha 330.152.

8 Tattvasaṅgraha 20.3–4 and Pañjikā 21.2–4.

9 Recapitulating Udayana’s view and Wezler’s interpretation of Nyāyakusumāñjali (1969–1970), Bronkhorst (Bronkhorst 1983, 159) makes an important remark that Kapila is here represented as the highest being known to the followers of Kapila, but not as a God equivalent to the Greek theos. “Creator God” idea in Sāmkhya is explored further in Kunst (1976).

10 The Yuktidīpikā (68.20–74.15) (1967, 1998) considers the following causes of the world, which all are subsequently rejected: the atoms (paramāṇu), the self (puruṣa), God (Īśvara), work (karman), fate (daiva), time (kāla), chance (yadṛcchā), and absence (abhāva). God, like the self, is here defined as non-active (akartṛ), but His existence as such is not rejected at the same time.

11 For a detailed analysis of the idea of God in the commentaries to Sāṃkhyakārikā cf. Bronkhorst (1983, 149–164). Bronkhorst gives three readings of the term “Īśvaramaharṣīṇām” (pp. 152–153): (a) if we read it as a dvandva compound, it means “to God and the great seers”; (b) when read as a karma-dhāraya compound, it means “to the great seers, who are [incorporations of] God”; and (c) “to the seers, who are Gods” (this last option Bronkhorst rightly considers inapplicable).

12 Gauḍapāda on SK 61 says: Nirguṇa īśvara, saguṇānāṃ lokānāṃ tasmād utpattir ayukteti ||

13 While describing the Nature (prakṛti), SK 57 uses a metaphor. The Nature is said to act for the sake of the self (puruṣa) like the unknowing cow’s milk which functions for the sake of the nourishment of the calf.

14 Parabhaktisūtra (PBhS) of Hariharānanda Āraṇya (2007).

15 Here parā and aparā, which normally denote the supreme and ordinary, respectively, are distinguished by the object of devotion.

16 Patañjali’s philosophy has been called “Sāṃkhya with God” at least since Sāyaṇamādhava’s Sarvadarśanasaṃgraha and the Sarvasiddhāntasaṅgraha (fourteenth century). However, Edgerton (1924, 38) argues that “Yoga,” originally, did not refer to Patañjali’s philosophy, because it is not a “system” of belief or of metaphysics, and it was always just a way, a method, of getting something, and not one of the Sāṃkhya schools. Moreover, as Bronkhorst (1981) tries to convince us, “Yoga” in an early date referred rather to Nyāya and/or Vaiśeṣika instead of Patañjali’s views presented in Yogasūtra; therefore, the expression “seśvara sāṃkhya” may have referred to the Pāñcarātra system.

17 These two understandings of Īśvara-praṇidhāna are also clearly distinguished by T.S. Rukmani (1999, 738).

18 The phrase “eternal excellence” was suggested by Gerald J. Larson in his paper The Eccentric God of Yoga: A New Approach to ‘Worship’ and ‘Prayer’, presented at 4th DANAM Conference, Washington, DC (17–19 November 2006). Larson argues that Īśvara for classical Yoga is countless consciousness that can only manifest or reveal itself in the presence of perfectly pure sattva (prakṛṣṭa-citta-sattva); therefore, “worship” or “prayer” in the Yoga system should be understood as a profound meditation and longing (bhakti-viśeṣa) for the “eternal excellence” (śāśvatika utkarṣa) of that “perfect embodiment” (prakṛṣṭa-sattva).

19 As Rukmani notices the connection of Īśvara with praṇava points to the mantra/śabda/sphota aspect of Yoga. Ibid, p. 737.

20 Cf. David Carpenter (2003, 35). Carpenter argues that kriyā-yoga consists of practices being continuity with mainstream post-Vedic Brahmanical rituals and as repeated practice, or repetitive activity it leads beyond activity, which is nirodha.

21 See Śāntideva, Bodhicaryāvatāra II.9 (1995, 1970). Śāntideva also gives himself to all Buddhas or Thatāgata-s who are “oceans of virtue” (Bodhicaryāvatāra II.1). He offers his entire self wholly because, as he admits, he has no sufficient merit and feels completely destitute: “I give myself to the Jinas completely, and to their sons. Pre-eminent Beings! Take possession of me! In you, because of loving devotion (bhakti), I go into servitude.”
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EMOTIONAL AND DEVOTIONAL UNION

A Bhāgavata theology of oneness


Gopal K. Gupta


The most important and unique feature of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa1 is its emphasis on spontaneous devotion (bhakti) directed toward Kṛṣṇa or Viṣṇu by immersing the mind and senses in him. This spontaneous bhakti is made possible through yoga-māyā’s power, because the bhakti-yoga of the Bhāgavata generally takes place when, in loving play, both the devotee and God himself forget God’s majesty. Yoga-māyā is the power that affects this amnesia, thus arranging for the experience of intimate love between Kṛṣṇa and his devotee. Māyā has been understood both by traditional and modern scholars of Indian thought to be a deluding force that leads the soul away from God and mires it more deeply in material existence. In addition to portraying māyā in this way, the Bhāgavata (both in its Sāṃkhya philosophy and especially in its Kṛṣṇa -līlā narratives) presents another distinct role of māyā as a powerful creative force that draws the soul closer to God and enhances the ultimate relationship between them.

The Bhāgavata Purāṇa is one of the most highly regarded and variegated of Hindu sacred texts. Although essentially a work of the Purāṇic genre, the Bhāgavata stands out among the Purāṇa-s, or sacred histories, in several important ways. Among these are its coherent narrative structure, its high poetic quality, its philosophical sophistication, and its extensive development of bhakti theology. As such, this work of more than 14,000 Sanskrit verses ranks, along with the Rāmāyaṇa and Mahābhārata, as central to the contemporary Hindu corpus of sacred texts in the Sanskrit language. As a work in the literary language of the Brahmins, the Bhāgavata has enjoyed considerable commentarial attention (with 81 extant commentaries), yet it has also permeated popular Hinduism, both in India and diaspora communities, through manifold interpretations in temple liturgy and architecture, ritual recitations, dance, drama and, more recently, film. All major vernacular languages of India have renditions of the Bhāgavata, which often become regional classics in their own right.

It is often difficult to clearly classify a piece of religious literature as philosophy, theology, religious narrative, or poetry. The Purāṇa-s in general, and the Bhāgavata in particular, resist such classification. It would be nearly impossible to neatly divide the Bhāgavata as a work of philosophy or theology or religious narrative, as at various places in the text the Purāṇa draws from all six traditional schools of Indian philosophy, it draws from ritual texts such as pañcarātra and tāntric texts, and it draws narratives from the Ṛg Veda. Most heavily, it draws from the Mahābhārata, and particularly the Bhagavad-Gītā, in its celebration of Kṛṣṇa as the supreme deity. Not only does the Bhāgavata draw from these philosophical, epic, and ritual traditions but it also builds upon them. Yet, while the text resists naive classification, the text is primarily concerned with theology; the Bhāgavata’s overarching concern is to describe the nature of God (who is identified in the text as Īśvara, Bhagavān, Puruṣa, and Māyin) and his relationship with the world and living beings. The Bhāgavata presents its own distinct theology, centered around spontaneous bhakti to Kṛṣṇa, drawing upon earlier and contemporary philosophical and theological systems in service of its developing theology.

In the tenth book of the Bhāgavata, Śuka, the primary narrator of the Bhāgavata, declares that “those who constantly direct desire, anger, or fear, as well as affection, intimacy or friendship toward Hari (Kṛṣṇa) will attain oneness with him,” (translation by Jarow 2003, 95).2 This paper suggests that the Bhāgavata’s conception of oneness contrasts other conceptions of oneness, kaivalya, found in texts such as the Mahābhārata and Yoga Sūtra. The Bhāgavata envisions the highest, most desired state of oneness as the emotional and devotional union of a living being with Kṛṣṇa. The Bhāgavata further posits that this union is made possible through the power of Kṛṣṇa’s yoga-māyā, because the spontaneous bhakti-yoga of the Bhāgavata can take place when, in loving play, both the devotee and Kṛṣṇa himself forget Kṛṣṇa’s majesty.

The tenth book of the Bhāgavata describes how the enchanting sound of Kṛṣṇa’s flute would arouse intense romantic feelings3 in the hearts of the gopī- s, the cowherd maidens of Vraja. When Kṛṣṇa played his flute in the moonlight, the gopī-s would go to him in great haste, disregarding all other duties. The Purāṇa tells us how the gopī-s would be feeding their babies, attending to their husbands, milking the cows, boiling milk, or putting on make-up and ornaments, but when they heard the sound of Kṛṣṇa’s flute, they would stop everything and run to Kṛṣṇa, despite being impeded by their husbands, brothers, and other relatives. Some of the gopī-s, however, could not escape from their families and were locked within their homes. Not finding any way to leave, these gopī-s remained at home in complete absorption (samādhi) on Kṛṣṇa as their lover. The Bhāgavata affirms how both groups of gopī-s – the gopī-s who were able to meet Kṛṣṇa and those who were not – attained perfection in yoga.

The gopī-s who remained home attained perfection through deep meditation (dhyāna) on Kṛṣṇa. Even though these gopī-s thought of Kṛṣṇa only as their lover, and not as the supreme divinity, their absorption nevertheless connected them with Kṛṣṇa. The Bhāgavata describes that the intense pain of separation from Kṛṣṇa (viraha-tīvra-tāpa) that the gopī-s experienced burned off their past karma and freed them of “their bodies made of the guṇa-s.”



[The karma] from their impious deeds was destroyed by the intense and intolerable pain of separation from their lover, and their auspicious deeds were diminished by the complete fulfillment resulting from the intimate contact with Acyuta [Kṛṣṇa, who never fails] that they obtained through meditation. Their bondage was destroyed, and they immediately left their bodies made of the guṇa-s. Connecting with the supreme soul, they considered him their lover.4,5



In his commentary, Viśvanātha suggests that when the gopī- s’ material bodies were burned by the fire of separation from Kṛṣṇa, they regained awareness of their eternal spiritual forms. Endowed with the appropriate identity and mood, the gopī-s experienced infinite bliss by embracing, in meditation, “the astonishing divine body of Acyuta (Kṛṣṇa),” which was full of love for them. Viśvanātha writes,



That joy made all their good fortune (maṅgalaḥ), both material and spiritual, seem insignificant (kṣīṇa). In other words, seeing the extreme bliss generated in the gopī-s by embracing Kṛṣṇa through meditation, all the sensual pleasures found in millions of universes and even the supersensory pleasure of spiritual bliss (brahmānanda) became withered, inferior, and insignificant.6




The other group of gopī-s who were able to dance with Kṛṣṇa in the celebrated rāsa-līlā achieved perfection through direct association with Kṛṣṇa. The rāsa dance is the perfect yoga between the soul and Kṛṣṇa, and the text suggests that these gopī-s were given this opportunity because they had already achieved the highest stage of yoga before joining the rāsa dance.7 However, the Bhāgavata posits that even these gopī-s became more glorified, and their yoga became more intensified, by association with Kṛṣṇa. Kṛṣṇa’s touch removes all sins8 and “destroys sorrow, increases the pleasures of love, and causes people to forget other passions.”9 Because of bathing their senses in the beauty of Kṛṣṇa and contacting his limbs, the Bhāgavata explains, the senses of these gopī-s became fully purified and overcome with pleasure.10

The Bhāgavata sets this spontaneous bhakti within the framework of yoga. In the rāsa-līlā narrative, the gopī-s are referred to as yogī-s11 and Kṛṣṇa as the master of yoga (yogeśvara)12 or the master of all masters of yoga (yogeśvareśvara).13 Furthermore, the Bhāgavata sets the narrative within a yoga system similar to that laid out in the Bhagavad-Gītā and Yoga Sūtra. Hardy points out that the successive activities of the gopī-s who are unable to meet Kṛṣṇa resemble the final four stages of yoga found in these texts: pratyāhāra (withdrawing the senses), dhāraṇā (concentration of the mind on one point), dhyāna (stability and clarity of mental perception), and samādhi (final, liberating insight). When the gopī-s hear Kṛṣṇa’s flute, they lose all awareness of their surroundings (pratyāhāra) and can think only of him (dhāraṇā). Unable to meet Kṛṣṇa, they intently meditate upon him (dhyāna) and finally attain his embrace in their meditation (samādhi) (Hardy 1983, 102).

That this is indeed the intent of the author becomes clear later in the text when one of the gopī-s who meets Kṛṣṇa is described as a yogī. For, although Kṛṣṇa stands before her, the gopī closes her eyes and embraces Kṛṣṇa in meditation. “[Another gopī] drawing Kṛṣṇa into her heart through the apertures of her eyes and then sealing them shut, stood embracing him [in her heart], like a yogī immersed in bliss.”14

Thus, it is clear that the Bhāgavata views the gopī-s as accomplished yogī s, and their yoga of spontaneous bhakti resembles the eightfold yoga of the Yoga Sūtra. In the third book, the Bhāgavata presents in detail an eightfold yoga system (yama, niyama, āsana, prāṇāyāma, pratyāhāra, dhāraṇā, dhyāna, and samādhi) imbued with bhakti, so that the end result of yoga practice is spontaneous bhakti, similar to that expressed by the gopī- s.15

Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtra presents five yama-s16 and five niyama-s.17 The Bhāgavata presents twelve each.18 The Purāṇa then recommends that the yogī sit in a comfortable asana,19 practice breathing exercises (prāṇāyāma) to help control the mind and senses,20 and endeavor to withdraw the sense organs (pratyāhāra) from their respective objects.21 The first three stages, āsana, prāṇāyāma, and pratyāhāra, are almost identical to their presentation in Patañjali, and the Bhāgavata describes them only briefly.22

The major differences between the Purāṇa and the Yoga Sūtra arise in the last three stages – dhāraṇā, dhyāna, and samādhi. For the Yoga Sūtra, the content of one’s concentration, dhāraṇā, is not very important; it is the act of dhāraṇā itself that produces wonderful powers (Bryant 2003, xxxiii). For the Bhāgavata, however, the object of meditation is of great significance; dhāraṇā is not “the self-awareness of the puruṣa (ātmā), devoid of content.”23 The object and experience of dhyāna in the Purāṇa is the eternal and beautiful form24 and līlā of Viṣṇu.25

The Bhāgavata covers the first five stages of yoga (yama, niyama, āsana, prāṇāyāma, and pratyāhāra) in ten verses,26 but then spends the next twenty verses describing the form of Viṣṇu which the yogī should place in his mind (dhāraṇā) and then concentrate upon (dhyāna),27 beginning with the feet and gradually moving up to his all-enchanting smile.

In the rāsa-līlā narrative, we also find that the gopī-s are deeply absorbed in meditation specifically on the beauty of Kṛṣṇa’s face and form. Hardy lists twenty-five verses that show that “all the mental, emotional, and psychic processes of the girls [gopī- s] are concentrated on Kṛṣṇa” (Hardy 1983, 527). At various places throughout the text, the Bhāgavata describes that the gopī- s’ mind,28 heart,29 intellect,30 consciousness,31 hope,32 and body33 are all absorbed in Kṛṣṇa. “The women of Vraja, singing to each other about Kṛṣṇa’s līlā, passed the days happily. The hearts (taccitta) and minds (tan-manaska) of those fortunate women were absorbed in Kṛṣṇa.”34

When the yogī attains the state of complete absorption (samādhi)35 on the form of the Lord, he or she experiences devotional sentiments that are similar to those found in the gopī- s.


Thus [meditating on the Lord] love for Lord Hari appears. Because of devotion, the heart melts. Because of ecstatic joy, the hair stands on end. Because of the stream of tears flowing on account of ardent love, even the hook of the mind gradually detaches.36


As a result of practicing the eightfold path, the yogī attains ecstatic emotional bhakti wherein the heart melts and the hairs stand on end. This is significantly different from the state of samādhi described in the Yoga Sūtra – isolation, free from the fluctuations of the mind (kaivalya).37 The state of samādhi envisioned by the Bhāgavata is not isolation (kaivalya) or liberation (mokṣa), which are goals of yoga found in the Gītā and Yoga Sūtra. Indeed, the Purāṇa concludes its discussion by rejecting all five types of liberation (mokṣa) including oneness (ekatva).


Residence with God (sālokya), wealth, power, and glory like God’s (sārṣṭi), associating with God (sāmīpya), sharing God’s form (sārūpya), and oneness with God (ekatva) – even if these are offered, [the devotees of God] do not accept anything except [God’s] service.38


The yoga of the Bhāgavata is steeped in emotional bhakti. This spontaneous yoga is displayed within the Lord’s play with his devotees, and its highest expression is found in the relationship between the gopī-s and Kṛṣṇa. Although the Bhagavad Gītā and the Bhāgavata both prescribe bhakti-yoga, the rāsa-līlā narrative shows that the Bhāgavata’s bhakti is performed by connecting with, rather than controlling, the senses. The senses become the essential and primary means to let Kṛṣṇa’s spiritual beauty captivate the mind. Throughout the Bhāgavata narrative, it is quite clear that it is Kṛṣṇa’s divine form, beauty, and qualities that entrance the girls and not any abstract philosophical concept (Hardy 1983, 528). The Bhāgavata’s bhakti-yoga involves “transforming the focus of the mind and senses, rather than shutting them down.”39 By immersing the mind and senses in Kṛṣṇa, one automatically controls them. For the Purāṇa, focusing the senses on Kṛṣṇa is the highest meditation and goal of life, because those who do “surely attain his state of being.”40

The yoga of the rāsa dance can take place, however, only by the arrangement and supervision of Kṛṣṇa’s yoga-māyā. In the Bhagavad Gītā, māyā is the power, generated from Kṛṣṇa’s yoga, which is difficult to overcome except for those who surrender to him.41 This power is fully under Kṛṣṇa’s control, and it is the power through which Kṛṣṇa controls others. In the Bhāgavata, yoga-māyā is also generated from Kṛṣṇa’s yoga, but because yoga is primarily seen as spontaneous bhakti, yoga-māyā’s primary role becomes arranging an intimate connection between the yogī and yogeśvara. A distinct feature of the Bhāgavata’s conception of yoga-māyā, therefore, is that both the yogī-s (gopī-s) and yogeśvara (Kṛṣṇa) become united by yoga-māyā – just as two bulls are controlled by a yoke (yoga). By the power of yoga-māyā, the yogī and yogeśvara attain the state of perfect yoga, the rāsa-līlā.

While in other sections of the Bhāgavata, yoga is performed in order to free a person from the undesirable influence of yoga-māyā, in the tenth book the practice of yoga allows the yogī entrance into the world of Kṛṣṇa’s māyā. Once in Kṛṣṇa’s world, yoga-māyā intensifies the yogī’s yoga and allows the yogī to experience union in emotional bhakti. The Bhāgavata envisions this emotional union of the yogi with Kṛṣṇa as the highest, most desired state of oneness, far beyond the state of ekatva or isolation.

In the context of Kṛṣṇa’s līlā, māyā serves not as the power of delusion, but rather as the power that reunites finite souls with the divine play of Kṛṣṇa. Instead of forgetting God, the souls now forget that he is God, so that they may play their role in relationship with him. Indeed, Kṛṣṇa himself voluntarily submits to the power of yoga-māyā, losing himself in this divine drama, thus increasing the intensity and intimacy of his yoga.



Notes

1 Also known by the honorific Śrīmad Bhāgavatam.

2 BhP 10.29.15 Kāmaṃ krodhaṃ bhayaṃ sneham aikyaṃ sauhṛdam eva ca nityaṃ harau vidadhato yānti tan-mayatāṃ hi te ||

3 BhP 10.29.4: Niśamya gītāṁ tad-anaṅga-vardhanaṃ ||

4 All translations are by the current author unless otherwise noted.

5 BhP 10.29.10–11 Duḥsaha-preṣṭha-viraha-tīvra-tāpa-dhutāśubhāḥ dhyāna-prāptācyutāśleṣanirvṛtyā kṣīṇa-maṅgalāḥ ||10|| Tam eva paramātmānaṁ jāra buddhyāpi saṅgatāḥ jahur guṇamayaṁ dehaṁ sadyaḥ prakṣīṇabandhanāḥ ||11||

6 Visvanātha’s comments on BhP 10.29.10. in Sārārtha Darśinī.
Dhyānena prāptaḥ sphūrtyā āgato yo’ cyutas tena tadaivādbhutasya tasya prema pūrṇa cinmayasya tādṛśa-svabhāvābhimānādimato dehasya ya āśleṣas tenāśleṣeṇa yā nirvṛtis tayā kṣīṇāni kṛśībhūtāni maṅgalāni prākṛtāprākṛtāni yāsāṃ tāḥ, yāsāṃ sphūrti-prāpta-preṣṭhāśleṣottha-sukhaṃ vīkṣya koṭī brahmāṇḍa gata viṣaya sukha nirviṣaya brahmānubhava sukha sahasrāṇi maṅgala śabda vācyāni kṣīṇāni yad apekṣayā nikṛṣṭāny eva babhuvur ity arthaḥ | Bhagavad viraha saṁyogottha duḥkha sukhābhyāṁ prārabdha pāpa puṇyāni naṣṭāni teṣāṃ sva phala bhogaika nāśyatād iti vyākhyā tu vaiṣṇavānāṃ mate na yujyate ||10||

7 BhP 10.29.35.

8 BhP 10.31.7.

9 BhP 10.31.14: Surata-vardhanaṃ śoka-nāśanaṃ svarita-veṇunā suṣṭhu cumbitam itara-rāga-vismāraṇaṃ nṛṇāṃ vitara vīra nas te’dharāmṛtam ||14||

10 BhP 10.33.17.

11 BhP 10.32.8.

12 BhP 10.29.16, 10.29.42, 10.32.14, 10.33.3.

13 BhP 10.29.16, 10.29.42.

14 BhP 10.32.8 Taṃ kācin netra randhreṇa hṛdi kṛtvā nimīlya ca pulakāṅgy upaguhyāste yogīvānanda samplutā ||8||

15 BhP 3.28.34 Evaṃ harau bhagavati pratilabdha-bhāvo bhaktyā dravad-dhṛdaya utpulakaḥ pramodāt autkaṇṭhya-bāṣpa-kalayā muhur ardyamānas tac cāpi cittabaḍiśaṃ śanakair viyuṅkte ||34||

16 Patañjali, Yoga Sūtra 2.30. The five yama-s are nonviolence (ahimsā), truth (satya), non-stealing (asteya), subsistence with minimum (aparigraha), and continence (brahmacarya).

17 Patañjali, Yoga Sūtra 2.31. The five niyama-s are purity (śauca), satisfaction (saṁtoṣa), penance (tapas), reading of scriptures (svādhyāya), and meditation on God (Īśvara-praṇidhāna).

18 BhP, 11.19.33. The twelve yama-s are nonviolence, truthfulness, not coveting or stealing the property of others, detachment, humility, freedom from possessiveness, trust in the principles of religion, celibacy, silence, steadiness, forgiveness, and fearlessness.
Ahiṁsā satyam asteyam asaṅgo hrīr asaṣcayaḥ āstikyaṁ brahmacaryaṃ ca maunaṃ sthairyaṁ kṣamābhayam ||33||
BhP 11.19.34, The twelve niyama-s are internal cleanliness, external cleanliness, chanting the holy names of the Lord, austerity, sacrifice, faith, hospitality, worship of Kṛṣṇa, visiting holy places, acting and desiring only for the supreme interest, satisfaction, and service to the spiritual master.
Śaucaṁ japas tapo homaḥ śraddhātithyaṃ mad-arcanam tīrthāṭanaṁ parārthehā tuṣṭir ācārya-sevanam ||34||

19 BhP 3.28.8 Śucau deśe pratiṣṭhāpya vijitāsana āsanam tasmin svasti samāsīna ṛjukāyaḥ samabhyaset ||8||

20 BhP 3.28.9 Prāṇasya śodhayen mārgaṁ pūra-kumbhaka-recakaiḥ pratikūlena vā cittaṁ yathā sthiram acaṣcalam ||9||

21 BhP 3.28.11 Prāṇāyāmair dahed doṣān dhāraṇābhiś ca kilbiṣān pratyāhāreṇa saṁsargān dhyānenānīśvarān guṇān ||11||

22 BhP 3.28.8–11.

23 Ibid.

24 BhP 3.28.17 Apīcya-darśanaṃ śaśvat sarva-loka-namaskṛtam santaṁ vayasi kaiśore bhṛtyānugraha-kātaram ||17||

25 BhP 3.28.6 Sva-dhiṣṇyānām eka-deśe manasā prāṇa-dhāraṇam vaikuṇṭha-līlābhidhyānaṃ samādhānaṃ tathātmanaḥ ||6||

26 BhP 3.28.2–11.

27 BhP, 3.28.13–33.

28 BhP 10.30.19, 10.30.43, 10.31.10, 10.31.17, 10.46.4.

29 BhP 10.29.4.

30 BhP 10.22.23, 10.29.34, 10.30.2.

31 BhP 10.22.5.

32 BhP 10.29.23.

33 BhP 10.30.3, 10.44.15, 10.47.52.

34 BhP 10.35.26 Evaṃ vraja-striyo rājan kṛṣṇa-līlānugāyatīḥ remire’haḥsu tac-cittās tan-manaskā mahodayāḥ ||

35 BhP 3.28.6: Samādhānaṁ tathātmanaḥ||

36 BhP 3.28.34 : Evaṁ harau bhagavati pratilabdha-bhāvo bhaktyā dravad-dhṛdaya utpulakaḥ pramodāt autkaṇṭhya-bāṣpa-kalayā muhur ardyamānas tac cāpi cittabaòiśaṁ śanakair viyuṅkte ||34||

37 Yoga Sūtra, 2.25, 3.50, 3.55, 4.26, 4.34.

38 BhP 3.29.13: S ālokya-sārṣṭi-sāmīpya-sārūpyaikatvam apy uta dīyamānaṃ na gṛhṇanti vinā mat-sevanaṃ janāḥ ||13||

39 Bryant, Krishna, the Beautiful Legend of God, xxix.

40 BhP 10.29.15 Kāmaṃ krodhaṃ bhayaṁ sneham aikyaṁ sauhṛdam eva ca nityaṁ harau vidadhato yānti tan-mayatāṃ hi te ||

41 Bhagavad Gītā 7.25: Daivī hy eṣā guṇa-mayī mama māyā duratyayā mām eva ye prapadyante māyām etāṃ taranti te ||25||
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6
SRI CHINMOY ON THE NATURE AND GOALS OF CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE

Kusumita P. Pedersen1

Sri Chinmoy declares,


In this world there is only one thing worth having, and that is illumination.… The highest illumination is God-realisation. This illumination must take place not only in the soul, but also in the heart, mind, vital and body. God-realisation is a conscious, complete and perfect union with God.

(1974e, i–ii)



Sri Chinmoy understands God to be the infinite Source and Ground of all that exists, which is both personal and impersonal and also dwells in each being as its true self; the Supreme is both transcendent and immanent. Indeed, Sri Chin-moy often speaks of “God the Creator” and “God the creation” (Pedersen 2006),2 affirming that,


The purpose of life is to realize the highest Truth, to reveal the highest Truth, and to manifest the highest Truth. Our earthly existence is the opportunity to grow and develop both within and without. Inwardly, we grow in our realisation of Truth, and outwardly we grow into the manifestation of our realisation.

(1978a, 218)


This growing – the process of realization, revelation, and manifestation – is yoga, according to Sri Chinmoy.


What is Yoga? Yoga is the language of God. If we wish to speak to God, we have to learn His language.… If we wish to see through God’s Eye and feel through His Heart, if we wish to live in God’s Dream and know God’s Reality, if we wish to possess the Breath of God, and finally if we wish to become God Himself, Yoga will beckon us.

(1996c, 55)


Born Chinmoy Kumar Ghose in 1931 in the village of Shakpura in Chittagong, East Bengal, Sri Chinmoy was the youngest of seven children in a prosperous and well-educated Kāyastha family.3 He was himself beckoned to the spiritual life at an early age and years later recalled, “I have known intuitively, since my early childhood, that there is a deeper Self within me” (1996c, 91). His parents, Shashi Kumar Ghose and his wife Yogamaya, were orthodox Hindus, observing annual festivals and other customs and practices in a traditional manner. Each of the child’s parents and older siblings was engaged in the practice of prayer and meditation, and in this setting his own spirituality was formed and nourished. The oldest child in the family, Hriday Ranjan, at twenty-one became a disciple of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, Mirra Alfassa, leaving home to join their Ashram in Pondicherry when his youngest brother was still an infant. The whole family soon became disciples of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother and made the journey from Chittagong to Pondicherry several times. Chinmoy’s childhood was a deeply happy one, spent roaming the countryside and exploring the city of Chittagong, where his father worked, when he was not in school or in the bosom of his family.

This idyllic time came to an end when Chinmoy was eleven. Shashi Kumar died late in 1942 and Yogamaya passed away a year later. In April 1942 on the western front of World War II Asia, Burma had fallen to Japanese forces, which then began to bomb Chittagong and the Bay of Bengal. Severe food shortage developed, leading to famine throughout Bengal in 1943 (Greenough 1982). Under these drastic circumstances, the Mother of the Sri Aurobindo Ashram changed the policy that did not allow children to become residents. With those of his brothers and sisters not already there, Chinmoy joined the Ashram in July 1944, just before his thirteenth birthday. His six brothers and sisters remained there for the rest of their lives and none ever married. They were a close-knit family of spiritual practitioners.

Upon his arrival in the Ashram, the young Chinmoy plunged into the practice of meditation. As he has recounted, at once there took place a great opening of his inner life, with a flood of spiritual experiences that rapidly increased in height and depth, culminating in samādhi and God-union. Some of these early experiences are recorded in his autobiographical writings and in poems such as The Absolute, the first lines of which are:



No mind, no form, I only exist;

Now ceased all will and thought.

The final end of Nature’s dance,

I am It whom I have sought.

(1972)




In his fourteenth year, by his own account, he became fully conscious of the spiritual realization attained in his previous lives, saying that, “it was just like turning the pages of a book that I had already devoured” (2015b, 786). In the years that followed, he would expand and solidify this realization, meditating many hours a day. At the same time, he continued his studies, excelled in athletics, and wrote poetry and prose. For eight years, he was the secretary of the well-known Bengali man of letters, Nolini Kanta Gupta, who had been one of Sri Aurobindo’s first disciples and was Secretary of the Ashram.4 During this time he translated dozens of Nolini’s essays and articles from Bengali into English.5 After twenty years on the Ashram, Chinmoy travelled to New York in 1964, answering an inner call to share his knowledge with spiritual seekers in the West and later throughout the world.

For more than 40 years until his passing in 2007 he gave talks, wrote, composed and performed music, created innovative sports programs, and engaged in dialogue with people from all walks of life while teaching a growing community of disciples. Beginning in 1970 he led meditations for peace at United Nations headquarters in New York (Pedersen 2010b) and was a strong supporter of the interfaith movement (Pedersen 2010a). He became known as an advocate of peace and the exponent of a dynamic spirituality of transformation accepting all areas of human endeavor as venues of spirituality. His teachings on contemplative practice are founded on his own inner experience and articulated in his distinctive poetic and philosophical voice. He draws from the works of his teacher Sri Aurobindo, and also from Sri Ramakrishna and Swami Vivekānanda, with whom his family felt a strong connection and whose influence also permeated the life of the Ashram (Pedersen 2011). Sri Chinmoy powerfully affirms the worldview of these immediate forebears, and like them he looks to the Upaniṣad-s and the Bhagavad Gītā as fountainheads of Indian tradition (1996a). Allowing for differences of style and vocabulary, as well as areas of special focus, we may say that this shared world-view includes the following features: a concept of the Divine as a plentitude of being having many aspects – with form and formless, personal and impersonal, and both within and beyond the world (as already mentioned, a panentheistic view); pluralism of the yoga-s or spiritual paths, each of which is a valid approach to realization; acceptance of evolution as a cosmic progress which unfolds aspiring consciousness from within matter, taking yoga to be part of this progress; and acceptance of the manifested world and the necessity of service to others, working to transform not only the individual but society at large. This is, needless to say, the briefest outline of an exceedingly rich and nuanced subject, but provides some general context for what follows. The exposition of contemplative practice given here is based on Sri Chinmoy’s extensive writings and is aided in understanding by my own observation and practice under his guidance as his student since 1971.6



Basic elements of contemplative practice

The diverse traditions of yoga include concentration, meditation, prayer, and mantra repetition, along with other disciplines that support these contemplative practices. Sri Chinmoy prioritizes meditation but does not recommend any particular technique and in fact hardly ever uses the term “technique.” On one occasion, he transposed the word into a context far beyond its usual one, saying, “Our technique is the practice of conscious surrender to God’s Will, divine love for God, and constant self-dedication to the Supreme within us. This is the technique which my disciples follow” (1974b, 81). He nonetheless explained a good many specific procedures and exercises for meditation, which comprise a toolbox of techniques from which the practitioner can choose. His students have collected many of these in a book called 222 Meditation Techniques (2016).7

In addition to regularity, there are certain basic practices that are necessary for everyone if meditation is to be effective, such as keeping the spine straight, breathing slowly and regularly, having a regular time to meditate early in the morning and, if possible, setting apart a special sacred space used only for meditation. Sri Chinmoy also recommends meditation with the eyes half open to prevent drowsiness and to maintain a connection with the outer world (1978b, 45). Beyond this, however, each practitioner learns over time through personal experience and from inner guidance what works best for her or him. Sri Chinmoy says,



Each person has his own way of meditating. What actually happens is that sometimes an individual gets from within himself a kind of meditation. An inner being comes forward and tells the individual to pray or meditate in this or that way, that this or that will help.… When you have a teacher, you are extremely lucky, especially if the teacher is a genuine one. If you don’t have a teacher, but you have genuine aspiration, God within you will tell you the correct meditation.

(1996c, 87–88)



The real inner voice that gives true guidance can be recognized because it brings “a feeling of inner joy or peace, where there are no questions or problems or doubts” (Ibid.). While stating that a qualified teacher can be of enormous help to the aspirant, Sri Chinmoy at the same time insistently maintains throughout his writings that ultimately the real Guru, for everyone, is the Supreme.




Concentration and meditation

Sri Chinmoy speaks of three stages of contemplative practice: concentration, meditation, and contemplation.8 While lower stages of meditation may admit some kinds of thought, namely thoughts that help one progress spiritually, in the higher levels of meditation there is no thought at all. The ordinary or unillumined “physical mind,” the mind enmeshed in and governed by experience of the physical world, is by nature limited, limiting, and divisive. It has its appropriate and necessary functions but is incapable of attaining higher or deeper levels of consciousness (here I bracket discussion of the spatial-ontological language of “higher” and “deeper”).9 Thus, the mind must be controlled, be eventually silenced, and become obedient to the heart, which plays a central role in Sri Chin-moy’s teachings. Concentration, the achievement of a one-pointed awareness, is therefore the prerequisite of meditation practice, especially in the initial stages. He describes concentration as follows:



Concentration is the surest way to reach our goal, whether the goal is God-realisation or merely the fulfillment of human desires. A real aspirant sooner or later acquires the power of concentration either through the Grace of God, through constant practice or his own aspiration.

When we concentrate, we are like a bullet entering into something or we are like a magnet pulling the object of concentration toward us. At that time we do not allow any thought to enter our mind, whether it is divine or undivine, earthly or heavenly, good or bad. In concentration the entire mind has to be focused on a particular object or subject.

(Ibid., 131–132)



Simple concentration exercises might be focusing on a candle flame, one’s fingertip, or a word which is repeated. Sri Chinmoy advises, “When you want to practice concentration, you should choose something that gives you immediate joy” (Ibid., 143). Activities requiring practice, discipline, and focused attention, such as musical performance or athletics, can also help develop concentration.

When the mind has been quieted to some extent, meditation proper becomes possible. In meditation consciousness is enlarged and identification with the object of one’s meditation is developed. Sri Chinmoy explains:



When we concentrate, we focus our attention on one particular thing.… But when we meditate, we feel we have the capacity deep within us to see many things, deal with many things and welcome many things all at the same time. When we meditate, we try to expand ourselves, like a bird spreading its wings. We try to expand our finite consciousness and enter into the universal Consciousness where there is no fear, jealousy or doubt but only joy, peace and divine power. Meditation means our conscious growth into the Infinite. When we meditate, what we actually do is to enter into a vacant, calm, silent mind and allow ourselves to be nourished by Infinity itself. When we are in meditation, we only want to commune with God.

(Ibid., 133)



Intention is at the core of meditation practice. Why am I meditating? And what am I meditating on? The highest goal of yoga is God-realization and for all who aspire to this goal, yoga or “the spiritual life” as Sri Chinmoy calls it, is a process of transformation.

For Sri Chinmoy, this transformation calls for an ongoing cultivation of positive qualities such as peace, light, joy, and love, as well as the purification of negative qualities which are their opposites. Within this process, each aspirant develops a unique way of meditation suited to that person’s disposition and circumstances, as already mentioned. Accordingly, the individual practitioner must discern what qualities he or she needs to cultivate at a given moment, as well as in the long run, and meditate on these. Thus, in Sri Chinmoy’s instructions for meditation, imagination and invocation related to the practitioner’s intention and need are continually mentioned. Imagination is an important power of thought that can and should be employed in yoga. Sri Chinmoy says, “Imagination is not / A whim of the mind. / It is a reality in its own right” (2007, 48). One can use imagination to access a sought-for reality in the many realms of consciousness. Thus in describing meditation procedures Sri Chinmoy frequently says, “try to feel that…,” encouraging students to invoke a certain image and experience, and through “feeling” to identify with and assimilate a particular quality found there.

To give a few examples from the many meditation procedures Sri Chinmoy has offered, here is a simple meditation on peace. One should try to feel that as one breathes out, one is breathing out all of one’s stress, worry, and frustration. Then one should try to feel, as one breathes in, that one is breathing in peace (a good meditation at the end of a working day). If one feels tired, Sri Chinmoy suggests, “Imagine a blue-green forest or field, and feel that you are walking through it. Then, no matter how tired you are, you will feel energized” (in a more elaborate meditation to overcome fatigue one imagines breathing in cosmic energy through the eyes, ears, forehead, and other parts of the body) (1978b, 108–109). These meditations, along with many more, engage the individual’s imagination to increase positive or “divine” qualities and to evoke the more advanced experiences towards which contemplative practice is aiming.




Prayer and mantra

Sri Chinmoy often speaks of “prayer and meditation” together in one phrase, indicating that they are joint practices, and observes that many saints have realized God solely through prayer (1974d, 2). This naturally does not mean petitionary prayer for the fulfillment of ordinary desires, but prayer for those things that will expedite spiritual progress. “If we want to differentiate between prayer and meditation,” Sri Chinmoy says, “prayer is the conscious ascent of the human consciousness and meditation is an invitation to the Infinite or an offering to the Infinite” (Ibid.). A special kind of prayer may appear spontaneously in very high states of meditation when the mind is totally silent and “light itself automatically forms its own thoughts and ideas,” which may even be without words (Ibid., 12–13).

Sri Chinmoy has composed hundreds of prayers and upholds the indispensable role of prayer. He often says that the highest prayer is that of Jesus, “Thy Will be done.” Rather than requesting something for oneself or others, one asks that God’s Will be done in God’s own way. At the core of Sri Chinmoy’s philosophy is surrender, and until one unites one’s own will with God’s Will in surrender, there is neither complete oneness nor the fullness of peace. In an early talk he says, “If we can surrender in absolute silence, we shall ourselves become the Reality of the Real, the Life of the Living, the Centre of true Love, Peace and Bliss. We shall become an incomparable blessing to ourselves” (1996c, 21). He comments that while “Everything about love, devotion and surrender is written in the Bhagavad Gītā,” these norms are found in many traditions (1974f, 13). One might even aver that cross-culturally, in theistic spiritualities that speak of love, surrender or self-offering is likely to assume a prominent place.

How then are we to know what God’s Will is? On one occasion, Sri Chinmoy offered a detailed meditation when asked how to make correct decisions based on inner guidance.



If you want to make the correct decision, you have to meditate most soulfully for at least ten minutes. During this time, you must not have any thought – good or bad. The mind has to be completely empty. After meditating for about ten minutes, you will bring tremendous will-power from the third eye. Then you will try to uncover your heart chakra. If you feel that there is something covering your heart chakra like a lid, you will just uncover it. Once you uncover the heart chakra, you will receive a whisper. That whisper will come in the form of light or in your own language. It will not form a sentence – only one word. The light will be connected with your vision-eye [the third eye] and the connection will be there inside the heart. There we do not form sentences. But from that one syllable or one word you will be able to correctly get the message and that will be your final and infallible decision.

(2015b, 1135–1136)



Here one sees again the phenomenon of meaning appearing from the midst of silence, as in the case of the special kind of prayer previously mentioned. Given the great importance of discerning God’s Will along with the challenge of doing so in everyday life, Sri Chinmoy has discussed different approaches to the question of knowing the divine Will. In general, it is needful to pray regularly to do God’s Will, which brings us back to prayer and its importance. One should also attend to the messages of the heart rather than those of the mind, as will be explained further later, and again, a qualified teacher can help significantly. Meditation differs from prayer because rather than asking for anything, one throws oneself into a sea, as it were, of divine qualities where any and all of one’s needs can be fulfilled. One enters into a larger reality or invites it to enter into one’s own being.

Concerning mantra, Sri Chinmoy observes that each mantra has a particular effect, and thus the use of mantra, like prayer, differs from meditation and for a similar reason – prayer seeks a specific result, while meditation is expansive and open to myriad “results” including those which may be unexpected. For Sri Chin-moy, the mantra that goes beyond limitations of particularity is AUM, or Om, “the mother of mantra-s,” which, he says,



is the soundless sound. It is the vibration of the Supreme. It is a single, indivisible, ineffable sound. When we hear the soundless sound within, when we identify with it, when we live within it, we can be freed from the fetters of ignorance and realize the Supreme within and without.

(1974d, 51)



This soundless sound can be heard within one’s heart, where its source is located. It attunes the practitioner to a plane of consciousness where cosmic harmony is perceived. “AUM is God’s sound. Every second God is creating Himself anew inside AUM. This sound He uses to create the world; this sound He uses to preserve the world; this sound He uses to transform the world” (Ibid., 54; for a general explanation see 47–58).

First known in Vedic texts, AUM is not only prevalent in Hindu prayer, ritual, and meditation but is also found in Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism. Finnian McKean Moore Gerety has traced the emergence of AUM over one thousand years from its occurrence in different branches of the Veda to an “exalted position” as a pan-Vedic sacred syllable which is “the sonic essence of the Vedas and the audible realization of their supreme theological principle (brahman)” marked by its “cosmogonic potency” (Moore Gerety 2015, 415, 420). In our context here of contemporary contemplative practice, it is important to note not only AUM’s salience in the Upaniṣad-s and the Bhagavad Gītā (8.13, 10.25, 17.24) but also its mention by Patañjali in the Yoga Sūtra, as this text is studied worldwide by yoga practitioners and explicitly recommends the repetition of AUM. It states: “Its [Iśvara’s] expression is praṇava (oṃ). Repetition of it [results in] cultivation of its purpose. Thus, inward consciousness is attained and obstacles do not arise” (1.27–29, Chapple 2008, 152). Christopher Chapple comments,



One of the great feats of Indian philosophy is its penchant for pointing to the unspeakable without naming it.… Puruṣa is the silence prior to all sound. Īśvara, referred to as the “pranava (oṃ),” is the closest of all approximations to puruṣa and hence an appropriate object of meditation. Oṃ is a “saying” that is simultaneously no-saying and all-saying, the closest sound to silence.

(Chapple 2008, 28)



In the modern period, eminent spiritual teachers have held up the importance of AUM. In his conversations, Sri Ramakrishna often refers to AUM and says, “By following the trail of Om you attain Brahman, of which the word is the symbol,” for AUM as cosmogonic sound. He gives the illustration of the striking of a gong, whereby “Waves begin to rise, the Relative rises from the Absolute; the causal, subtle and gross bodies appear out of the Great Cause; from Turiya [the transcendent reality, or consciousness of it] emerge the states of deep sleep, dream and waking” (Gospel 1984, 404, 653). Sri Aurobindo similarly describes AUM as,



[T]he mantra or expressive sound symbol of the brahman in its four domains from the turīya to the external or material plane (i.e., the outward looking, the inward or subtle, and the superconscient causal – each letter A, U, M indicating one of these three in ascending order and the whole bringing out the fourth state, turīya); used as an initiating syllable pronounced as a benedictory prelude and sanction.

(1992, 447)



Swami Vivekānanda also emphasizes its significance, not only in Raja Yoga, his commentary on Patañjali, but in Bhakti Yoga and elsewhere. In a lengthy 1897 talk on “The Vedānta” he exhorts his listeners to know that “You are the Om; know the secret of this Tattvamasi [You are That]” (1979).10 In sum, with this strong current of transmission from India to the West, both an acquaintance with AUM’s meaning and adoption of its use as a mantra in meditation practice have now become widespread.11 For those concerned with yoga as a spiritual discipline today, this ancient mantra has retained its power and applicability.




Aspiration and transcendence of the ego

The key to both prayer and meditation is aspiration (1974d, 2). Aspiration is the longing for a higher, deeper, and more fulfilling reality, imaged as a “cry,” a “hunger,” or a “flame” mounting within us. It is the principle of self-transcendence innate in all existence. Sri Chinmoy holds that the Godhead Itself, as sat-cid-ānanda, is always going beyond Its own infinity, and throughout his writings calls God “the ever-transcending Beyond” (Pedersen 2006, 171–173). He says, “Brahman, the infinite Consciousness, is always in the process of transcending the limitless expanse of the Beyond” (2004, 4). When the Supreme creates the universe, the process of the One becoming the many is an expression of God’s own Aspiration, the dynamism of self-transcendence inherent in the Divine itself:



In the world of aspiration, God, who was at the very beginning one, wanted to become many. When He wanted to become many, He sang the song of self-transcendence. By fulfilling Himself in the world of multiplicity, He offers us the dance of perfection.

(1976, 11)



Within each of the numberless finite beings in the manifested world, there is unconscious or conscious aspiration. In the evolutionary worldview mentioned earlier, aspiration is the driving force of all evolution, progress, and creativity. In yoga, conscious spiritual aspiration is the “inner urge” that moves contemplative practice forward.

Whether through the yoga of knowledge of reality, the yoga of love and devotion, or the yoga of selfless service to others – or some combination of these – to unite oneself with the Supreme one must transform the ego, or sense of self. Sri Chinmoy explains,



There is a Self that is the transcendental Self – the silent Self. When we go deep within, in our highest, most sublime meditation, we discover this Self.… The self that we use in our day-to-day life, in our earthly reality, is the self of the physical world, of the mental and of the vital world. Each world has a kind of self.

(1974a, 104)




Self-realization and God-realization are equivalent because God the One, when immanent in the many, is the individual soul: the ātman or jīva. The finite and illusory selves of the physical, vital (emotions and life-energy), and mental existence must be set aside if one is to perceive the transcendental Self. One of Sri Chin-moy’s songs, composed in both Bengali and English, gives a condensed expression of this: Khudra āmire hāraite habe brihat āmire labhite “I must lose the little ‘I’ to get the big ‘I’” (1986, No. 21). Because the construction of the limited ego depends to a great extent on the physical mind, the control of thought is indispensable in contemplative practice directed to realization. A poem says: “The physical mind / Not only has the barrier / But also is the barrier itself. / If you want to surmount the physical mind, / Then go to the beautiful garden / Of lovelight inside your heart” (1982b, No. 4021).

The oneness of all existence cannot be seen intuitively or felt through love until the mind’s maintenance of the illusion of separateness has been dismantled. On the path that Sri Chinmoy teaches of love, devotion, and surrender, the fastest and most effective way to accomplish this is to enter into the heart and to remain in the consciousness of the heart as much as possible. By “the heart” he means the heart center or chakra that is part of the “subtle body” in many yoga traditions. The heart is where the soul abides and possesses the qualities of light, joy, peace, and love naturally because of its proximity to the soul. Further reflection on the ontology of the heart as the boundary between the world and the transcendent is beyond the scope of this chapter, but let us note that the heart is a faculty of knowledge as well as the center of love, affection, and compassion. Sri Chinmoy often refers to the heart as knowing through “feeling” – a kind of psychic emotion distinct from, and more subtle than, the ordinary emotions of the unillumined vital. But he speaks as well of “the eye of the heart” (an expression also found in Sufism) and says, for example, “To see the ultimate Truth / We must open / Our heart-eye,” (2003b, No. 30,096) and “The vision / Of the heart-eye / Is unlimited” (2002, No. 25,806). Therefore, Sri Chinmoy offers an array of meditations intended to focus consciousness on the heart, open the heart, and bring the heart’s qualities of love, peace, and joy into the outer being, that is, into the mind, the vital, and the body. One may imagine that one is a young child, playing spontaneously in a flower garden which is the heart. Or one may visualize a flower in one’s heart, then that one’s heart is itself the flower, which is opening petal by petal, and then feel that one’s body and the heart-flower have become co-extensive and that one’s entire body is permeated with the fragrance of the flower. Additionally, one may visualize the sun rising within one’s heart, or the vast sky within one’s heart (2009, 116–118), images as old as the Upaniṣad-s, which speak of the soul as located in the heart (hṛd, hṛdaya) on numerous occasions (see Olivelle 2006).

Contemplative practice attenuates the ego by reducing or removing its components and the supports that energize it, correcting thoughts that reinforce the sense of a separate self divided from others, and instead constantly directing awareness to a larger reality through the increase of love and devotion and cultivation of a wider, more universal perspective. It is here that traditional ascetic practices of restraint have a role to play. If the mind surrenders to the heart – by no means easy to bring about – and receives light and instruction from the soul through the heart, then the emotions, vital energy, and the body can also receive illumination in the course of time. Love may here be defined as the affective awareness or “feeling” of an ontological oneness (oneness meaning unity-in-difference). Devotion intensifies and sweetens love and impels it to action; surrender is an active volitional identification.

These three phases of love move towards a more and more complete consciousness of oneness with the Divine that is already actual in being, but not yet known. In full realization, love and knowledge converge.




Contemplation

In Sri Chinmoy’s terminology, the most advanced stage of contemplative practice is called contemplation.12 Contemplation is done “when one is very advanced in the spiritual life.… Contemplation is required before God-realization, it cannot be ignored or avoided,” but before the practice of contemplation both concentration and meditation have to be perfected (1978b, 147). Contemplation brings one to the verge of full realization and is the mode of concrete union of being, beyond less complete experiences of identification. Sri Chinmoy says:



The Truth we have seen and felt in meditation, we grow into and become totally one with in contemplation.… Contemplation means our conscious oneness with the infinite, eternal Absolute. Here the creator and the creation, the lover and the beloved, the knower and the thing known, become one. One moment we are the divine lover and God is the Supreme Beloved. The next moment we change roles. In contemplation, we become one with the Creator and see the whole universe inside us. At that time, when we look at our own existence we don’t see a human being. We see something like a dynamo of peace, light and bliss. In contemplation, the entire universe and farthest Goal we feel deep inside ourselves. When we are contemplating, we feel that we are holding within ourselves the entire universe with its infinite Light, Peace, Bliss and Truth. There is no thought, no form, no idea; it is all one stream of consciousness. In our highest contemplation we feel that we are nothing but Consciousness itself; we are one with the Absolute.

(Ibid., 134–136)


In the foregoing passage it is mentioned three times that in contemplation we “see” or “feel” the entire universe “inside” ourselves, and the description later of nirvikalpa samādhi says that in this state the whole universe is seen as a dot inside one’s “vast heart.” Such yogic experiences of expanding into a vast divine consciousness correspond to certain major themes of panentheism: that the world is within God, that God is more than the world, and that God is conscious. This is not surprising, as it is recognized that Indian traditions, which generally acknowledge a possible relation of mystical experience and philosophical construction, house a wealth of panentheistic views and resonances. Especially relevant in this context is that Sri Chinmoy’s own spiritual teacher, Sri Aurobindo, whose philosophy is yoga-based, is considered panentheistic by a number of scholars (Clayton 2010; Stensell and Phillips 2010; Murphy 2014).13

Even though contemplation is highly advanced, Sri Chinmoy has offered a visualization that may give some idea of this experience: “Try to imagine a golden being, and feel that he is infinitely more beautiful than the most beautiful child that you have ever seen on earth. This being is your beloved Lord Supreme.” One then imagines the existence of oneself as the lover and the golden being as the Beloved on the top of a mountain in the Himalayas or at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, “whichever is easier” Next, one is instructed to feel one’s self as the Beloved Supreme and to imagine that the golden being is the divine lover. “It is like a game of divine hide-and-seek. When you become the Supreme Beloved, the divine lover seeks you, and when you become the divine lover, you search for your Beloved Supreme”(1978b, 140). Sri Chinmoy’s description of contemplation resembles his account of certain states of samādhi, to which we now turn.




Samādhi and realization

There are a number of “minor samādhis” and the highest of these is savikalpa samādhi, in which “the conception of time and space is altogether different… there are thoughts and ideas coming from various angles, but they do not affect you” (1974e, 76–77). There is a tremendous gap between this state and the higher stage of nirvikalpa samādhi. In a remarkable passage in his book The Summits of God-Life: Samadhi and Siddhi,14 Sri Chinmoy attempts to describe this experience, first emphasizing that “the consciousness of nirvikalpa samādhi can never be adequately explained or expressed. The revelation of the experience can never be like the original experience.”

After this admonition, he continues,



In nirvikalpa samādhi we have no mind. We see the Creator, the Creation and the Observer as one Person. There the object of adoration and the person who is adoring become totally one; the Lover and the Beloved become totally one. We go beyond everything and at the same time we see that everything is real… when we enter into nirvikalpa samādhi, the first thing we feel is that our heart is larger than the universe itself.… When we are in nirvikalpa samādhi, we see the universe like a tiny dot inside our vast heart.

(Ibid., 82–83)




What does it mean that the whole universe is seen within one’s “vast heart”? It may be said that the heart center or chakra, like other centers of the “subtle body” as described in yoga traditions, links an individual to the macrocosmic dimension. We have already seen that Sri Chinmoy gives great importance to the spiritual heart, which can be developed to open the practitioner’s awareness to the cosmic and universal. He compares this process to the growth of a seed into a tree and says, “When we have developed the spiritual heart, at that time we come to realize our identity with the Mother and Father of the universe” (Ibid., 96). He adds that in nirvikalpa samādhi there is unimaginable Bliss and Power, emphasizing again that these cannot be expressed in words (Ibid., 81–84). Although these pinnacle experiences are beyond verbal expression, Sri Chinmoy has composed many poems seeking to give some intimation of them, such as The Absolute, quoted earlier, or this Bengali song:






	
Nīi, nīi, nīi, īmi īr nīi

	No, no, no! I no longer exist.



	
Shudhu īchhe ek chhīyī

	What exists is only a fragile shadow,



	
Sahīsī sonīli īlor jhalake

	And that, too, has lost its existence-life



	
Seo je hīrai kīya

	In a golden lightening spark



	
	(1975, 7)








The awakening of the kuṇḍalinī and the opening of the chakras may result in experiences like those just described, but no experience as such as is equivalent to realization. There is an enormous difference between samādhi and full realization; one may enter samādhi and then leave it and return to ordinary consciousness, while God-realization is a lasting transformation. In contrast to samādhi, “In realisation, one’s whole consciousness has become inseparably and eternally one with God” (1974e, 85–86).

God-realization is not merely an experience, but a conscious and also permanent oneness with the Supreme, who is and has always been our highest Self. “Self-awareness / And / Conscious oneness with God / Are not / Two different things,” Sri Chinmoy says (1982a, 24). The phrase “another God” occurs throughout his writings, and in one poem he asks, “What is it like to be another God? / It is like attaining / Not only your unattained self / But also your unattainable Self” (1983a, No. 66). One’s entire being including the mind, vital, and body receive this God-consciousness in an integral and irreversible illumination. In the process of yoga as described by Sri Chinmoy, concentration enables us to lay aside whatever is an impediment, meditation enables us to “see,” “feel,” and then expand and grow into the divine Reality, while contemplation enables us to become that Reality in consciousness.

Beyond God-realization lie the further goals of revelation and manifestation. “God-manifestation” – the ever-transcending transformation and divinization of the world – is of central importance in Sri Chinmoy’s philosophy. It draws together all aspects of his spiritual vision and ethical concerns, and here only a brief indication can be given. Sri Chinmoy compares realization to touching a tree and then climbing it and picking the fruit (something he did countless times in his childhood). If I possess the fruit, this is realization. If I take it out and show it to others, this is revelation. To share the fruit with others so that they eat it themselves and digest it is manifestation (1974e, 127–128). All the varied activities of human life can become ways of sharing the fruit with others and can be places of contemplative practice. “Meditation in action is manifestation,” Sri Chinmoy says. “God has to occupy one’s mind, and in this state of divine concentration,” one should serve the world while seeing the Divine in all (1974c, 47).

The very purpose of creation, the divine Play or līlā, is a cosmic progress in which God’s qualities are increasingly assimilated and become more and more concretely present in the world. Because this transformation is the ultimate goal of humans and of all life, dedication to the process of God-manifestation is an inseparable part of conscious aspiration and contemplative practice in the teachings of Sri Chinmoy. “Realisation is not / The end of the road,” Sri Chinmoy says. “It is only a challenge / On the way to God’s / Perfect Manifestation on earth” (1983b, No. 1800).




Conclusion

In conclusion, all of the contemplative practices here described, from the most basic to the most advanced, are to be done in the midst of life. Sri Chinmoy strongly holds that meditation and prayer must not be separated from our outer experience. This is because the goal of God-manifestation requires acceptance of the world, and what is not accepted cannot be transformed. He declares,



We have to accept life and then we have to transform it to make it a perfect instrument of God… if we do not accept the world, we can never transform it. If something is imperfect, only by touching it, making it part and parcel of our lives, can we make it perfect.

(2015a, 718)



If we want to make the world better, we have to live in the world. Moreover, seclusion or withdrawal do not help us to progress towards realization – for that what is needed is aspiration, self-offering, and love for God. To be sure, every practitioner does need to establish meditation in quietude and can then draw from its reserves of peace and light while immersed in the day’s activities, but as one becomes more advanced one will develop the capacity to also meditate even while involved in action and in spite of all distractions and problems. We should not fear the world or reject it because of its darkness and ignorance, but be spiritual heroes as we aspire for our own illumination and simultaneously work for the common good, dedicating each action to God. As Sri Chinmoy often says, we should “love God the Creator and serve God the creation.”

A fully realized person is constantly united with the inner reality of truth and light and is at all times conscious of it, yet this person too is engaged in striving as she or he embraces the challenges of revelation and manifestation. At all stages, contemplative practice builds a bridge between the inner and outer realities. Meditation is practiced not only in silence but eventually also in sound. Its outer expression guides and empowers the seeker’s service to the world, without which there can be no transformation. When the divine qualities of the inner life can be manifested in the outer world, it will then be changed into a world of perfection and fulfillment.




Notes

1 I would like to thank Chidananda Burke, Christopher Key Chapple, Adhiratha Keefe, Jeffery D. Long, Christopher Miller, Mahatapa Palit, Brahmacharini Michelle Rebidoux, Nilima Silver, and Swami Yatidharmananda for their helpful comments during the writing of this chapter, which was previously published as Kusumita P. Pedersen. (2016) “Sri Chinmoy on the Nature and Goals of Contemplative Practice.” International Journal of Dharma Studies 4(15), https://doi.org/10.1186/s40613-016-0038-4.

2 Sri Chinmoy’s vision of the Divine can be characterized as panentheistic. For succinct statements of the panentheistic perspective see Loriliai Biernacki (2014, 3) and Philip Clayton (2010, 184–185); both refer to Charles Hartshorne’s “classic definition” (Hartshorne and Reese, 2000, 16–18).

3 The following account of Sri Chinmoy’s early life is based on his autobiographical writings, including 1992, 1994, 1998 and 1996b. Autobiographical passages are also found in many of his other works.

4 Sri Aurobindo has published excerpts from his journal of his years with Nolini (Chin-moy 2003a, 2003b).

5 See, for example, Gupta (1970); the essays first appeared in English serially in Mother India, 1961–1963.

6 My purpose in this chapter is to give a straightforward summary of Sri Chinmoy’s account of contemplative practice primarily, with a very condensed statement of the larger worldview in which the practice is embedded. While much that is essential is drawn together in the anthology on meditation (1978b) and his book on samādhi and God-realization (1974e), much else is found throughout his voluminous writings (more than 1,500 works), in which poetry is as important as prose for virtually any topic under consideration. I have quoted from a wide range of these works as needed.

7 An expansion of the earlier 101 Meditation Techniques from the Writings of Sri Chinmoy (2009).

8 These three correspond roughly to the dhāraṇā, dhyāna, and samādhi of the Yoga-Sūtra of Patañjali.

9 For Sri Chinmoy’s discussion of this question, see 1978b, 74–75.

10 In Raja Yoga, Vol. 1, 217–220; in Bhakti Yoga, Vol. 3, 56–59; “The Vedanta.” Ibid., 426.

11 AUM has also occasioned theological reflection drawing on Western and Christian concepts, such as John G. Arapura’s identification of AUM as the “self-evoking aspect of Brahman” within his interpretation of the Upaniṣads as “the Logos (Vāk) in its self-manifestation – and the Logos is the assurance of both thought and mystical experience; it is that which makes them possible” (1989, 78, 66).

12 We should bear in mind that in English the terms “contemplation” and “meditation” do not have precise or technical meanings apart from one or another specific religious context.

13 Philip Clayton comments on the connection of spirituality to panentheism: “panentheism fosters its own distinctive spirituality.… From yogic practices to Quaker worship, these spiritualities make their own contribution to the storehouse of the world’s spiritual practices” (2010, 190–191).

14 The Sanskrit word siddhi means “attainment,” “success,” or “perfection.” It most often refers to the various supranormal or “occult” powers attainable through the practice of yoga but can also be used to mean the state of enlightenment or realization attained by a siddha or spiritually perfected being. Sri Chinmoy almost always uses the term “realization” but chose to use “siddhi” in the second sense for the title of this book.
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THE ROLE OF SĀDHANA IN ADVAITA VEDĀNTA


Varun Khanna


The core texts of Advaita Vedānta, upon which all other Advaitic texts rest, are the Upaniṣads.1 These texts proclaim the non-duality (advaita) of the individual self (jīva) and the Total Self (Brahman). The position of the Upaniṣad-s is that there is nothing other than Brahman, and all appearances of any duality is exactly that: merely an appearance (adhyāsa) superimposed on Brahman the substratum (adhiṣṭhāna), just as waves may appear on water. But in reality there is nothing other than water, and the forms we perceive are simply given the name “wave” at a conventional level. The ultimate goal of life, according to the Upaniṣad-s, is to achieve “immortality,” “infinitude,” or “liberation” by identifying with Brahman alone and not falsely identifying with any of the finite conditionings that constitute the individual identity (the body, mind, and any other means of individuation).

This much is well known. It is also thoroughly established within the Advaitic tradition that no karma, or action, can ever be directly instrumental in achieving the ultimate goal of human life, mokṣa, or liberation through realizing one’s total identity with Brahman.2 Brahman also cannot be perceived. It cannot be described in words. It cannot be cognized. It cannot be known. It cannot be taught.3 Then what can a person do? Be Brahman.4 This is all. On top of all this, there is no way to “be Brahman” because one is already Brahman.

It appears incongruous at first glance, then, that a philosophy of non-duality should speak of sādhana, or individual spiritual practice, given that the ultimate ontological conclusion of Advaita Vedānta is that nothing other than Brahman or the Supreme Reality exists, and that there is no “reaching” it because it is, by nature, our innermost Self. Yet Advaitic commentators, including Śaṅkara (688–720 CE) himself, have gone to great lengths to describe and prescribe sādhana for Advaitin-s. So what does sādhana mean, and what is its role in Advaita Vedānta? This chapter seeks to investigate this issue and explicate, using primary sources as much as possible, the nature and role of sādhana within Advaita Vedānta, culminating in a remarkable conclusion about the relationship among Advaita Vedānta, sādhana, and mokṣa.




The three types of Sādhana according to Advaita Vedānta

The definition of the word sādhana in Sanskrit is a means, an instrument, a performance (of ritual, worship, contemplation, or other propitiative act), or accomplishment. It is derived from the verbal root sādh, which means to complete, to accomplish, to effect, to bring about, to perform, or to perfect. But what is it a means to? What is the goal of sādhana? The ultimate aim of sādhana is mokṣa, which is characterized as liberation from the cycle of birth and rebirth due to a re-identification with Brahman, who is birthless and infinite. But we have already shown that according to Advaita Vedānta there is no possible action that can bring about this mokṣa. Thus, what is the place of sādhana in the grand scheme of Advaitic philosophy? What can sādhana possibly mean in the context of a system where there is no subject–object duality?

There are several uses of the word sādhana, and they all have a place in the Advaitic framework. I will attempt to present them in a systematic order in this chapter, so that the reader may understand the broader framework of sādhana as it pertains to Advaita Vedānta. Through this exercise, the reader may come to understand Advaita Vedānta not as a system within which there is a place for sādhana, but rather we can understand Advaita Vedānta as nothing but a systematic presentation of sādhana for the sake of one overarching goal, the direct realization (experience) of non-duality with Brahman. This realization is called mokṣa, or liberation, and marks the end of all sorrow (ātyantika-duḥkha-nivṛtti) and the achievement of the highest, unending, infinite bliss (paramānanda-prāpti).

In the influential text Vicārasāgara,5 Sādhu Niścaldās (1791–1863 CE) divides sādhana into three types:



	Sākṣāt-sādhana – sādhana of “direct means”

	Antaraṅga-sādhana – “internal” sādhana

	Bahiraṅga-sādhana – “external” sādhana




We will discuss these in what follows.




Sākṣāt-sādhana

sādhana can be seen as consisting of concentric circles of “means of achievement”, the center point of which is the ultimate achievement, the liberating knowledge of Brahman. The centrality or “internality” of a sādhana, then, can be determined by its proximity to or instrumentality in delivering this liberating knowledge. The most central, direct sādhana is known as sākṣāt-sādhana, or “direct means.” It is central precisely because it is the means that is directly connected to liberation. The knowledge produced by this type of sādhana is the goal of Advaita Vedānta. This knowledge (the sākṣāt-sādhana- s) is instigated by particular declarations in the Upaniṣad-s known as mahāvākya-s, or “great statements,” which declare the identity between the jīva (the individual life-form) and Brahman.6 When a student, having been prepared through the outer concentric circles of sādhana, hears these mahāvākya- s, the knowledge produced from them is untainted by any other opposing knowledge, and the student is impelled into liberation. Thus, that mode of listening to a mahāvākya, which is capable of generating aparokṣa-jñāna (direct, experiential, liberating knowledge of Brahman), is sākṣāt-sādhana. After all, one may listen to a mahāvākya, but not attain liberation due to unpreparedness. So to put it more simply, sākṣāt-sādhana is when a mahāvākya bestows liberating knowledge.7

Although conventionally we hear of four such mahāvākya-s taken from four different Upaniṣad-s (from four different Veda-s), there are in fact several more such statements found all over the Upaniṣadic corpus. The four conventional mahāvākya-s are as follows:



	Prajñānaṁ brahma – “Brahman is (of the nature of) Consciousness” – from the Aitareya Upaniṣad 3.3 (Ṛg Veda)

	Ayam ātmā brahma – “This ātman (self) is Brahman” – from the Māṇḍūkya Upaniṣad 1.2 (Atharva Veda)

	Tat tvam asi – “You are that” – from the Chāndogya Upaniṣad 6.8.7 (Sāma Veda)

	Aham brahmāsmi – “I am Brahman” – from the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad 1.4.10 (Yajur Veda)




These mahāvākya-s are considered as such because they declare the oneness between jīva and Brahman in some way or another. But these are hardly all. The following are selected examples from various Upaniṣads.

The first verse of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad (ĪU) is an example of sākṣāt-sādhana. The first half of the verse provides the sādhana – “All this, whatever is there in the universe, should be covered by the Lord.”8 Śaṅkara comments on this line to explain:



“The Lord” is Parameśvara, the eternal Self (Paramātman) of all. For by being everyone’s own Self, He rules over all beings. One must use the notion of one’s own innermost Self, which is that Lord, to cover. Cover what? All of this. Whatever is there in the universe. One must cover it all with the idea that ‘I alone (who am the Lord of all things as their Self) am all this.’



And by covering it, the entire universe of names, forms, and activities that is subject to modification (nāma-rūpa-karmākhyaṁ vikārajātam) is renounced (tyaktam). Hence the second half of the verse provides the rest of the sādhana – “By renouncing that world (of names, forms, and activities, or in other words duality), protect yourself. And do not covet; for whose is wealth?”9 The point of the last quarter of the verse is to say that, if you already are everything, then what is the meaning of ownership? You already own everything. There is nothing left to covet. By itself, this verse constitutes the sākṣāt-sādhana given in the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad. This is the practice for those who are ready, having prepared themselves through the outer circles of sādhana (which will be discussed further on in this chapter) to hear the final teaching – in this case, of covering the entire universe with the Self (achieving the non-duality of the individual jīva and Brahman) as both the goal and the practice. The rest of the Upaniṣad, from the second verse onwards, consists of another type of sādhana, as we shall see.

For the sake of brevity, I will now mention in shorter detail other instances of sākṣāt-sādhana found in other Upaniṣad-s. In the second chapter of the Kaṭha Upaniṣad, we find the phrase Etadvai tat, or “This, verily, is that,” repeated over and over again to the student. It is another form of sākṣāt-sādhana, whereby the student is shown, repeatedly, that everything in the universe (including the practitioner I) is that Brahman alone. Other teachings and practices given in the Kaṭha Upaniṣad are for other sādhana-s, which we will explain in the coming sections of this chapter.

The well-known phrase in Taittirīya Upaniṣad (TU) 2.1.1, Satyam jñānam anantaṃ brahma, which means “Brahman is truth (existence), consciousness, and infinite” is also clearly a sākṣāt-sādhana. Upon hearing this statement, after having already equated the ātman and consciousness elsewhere in their sādhana, the student comes to realize their identity with Brahman. And when the Kaivalya Upaniṣad emphatically declares Tat tvam eva tvam eva tat, or “That is you alone, and you alone are that,” then the student is left with no doubt that their identity is Brahman alone.

I have mentioned a few examples of sākṣāt-sādhana, but this is by no means an exhaustive list. The principle of sākṣāt-sādhana, however, I believe has been clarified. This is the final sādhana, or the most proximate sādhana to aparokṣānubhūti (aparokṣa-jñāna; direct or immediate experience or knowledge). Every Upaniṣad must have some form of sākṣāt-sādhana, because by definition the Upaniṣad-s are the knowledge of the self or knowledge of Brahman and any text which grants this knowledge.10




Antaraṅga-sādhana

In order for the statements of the sākṣāt-sadhanā to actually be “bestow liberation,” they must be listened to with a mind that is prepared to hear them. A mind that is not under the influence of any doubt whatsoever about one’s identity with Brahman is required as the instrument with which to perform sākṣāt-sādhana. A mind that is still doubtful is not prepared to be pushed over the edge of limitation into liberation simply by hearing a statement from the Upaniṣad-s about one’s non-dual infinite nature. Otherwise, anyone who ever hears a mahāvākya would indeed be liberated, but this is observably not the case. The doubts will hold one back to their conditioned identification, which is with the limited apparatus (body and mind) known as the jīva. Hence, the Upaniṣad-s themselves prescribe the next layer of concentric circles of sādhana as antaraṅga-sādhana. It is known as “antaraṅga,” or “internal,” because it is the closest in its instrumentality to sākṣāt-sādhana.

Perhaps the most well-known explicit prescription of antaraṅga-sādhana is in the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad 4.5.6, where Yājñavalkya tells his wife, Maitreyī, “Oh Maitreyī, the Self (ātman) is verily to be realized – it should be heard about, reflected upon, and meditated upon.”11 The threefold path of śravaṇa (“hearing about”), manana (“reflecting upon”), and nididhyāsana (“meditation upon”) is prescribed here. These three together constitute antaraṅga-sādhana, for they are collectively instrumental in preparing the mind of a seeker for sākṣāt-sādhana. I shall discuss them now.

At first an individual, convinced of their individuality, has no conflicting idea about who they are. But when that individual comes into contact with the Upaniṣads, or a guru who teaches the Upaniṣad-s, then they are introduced to the possibility of being the infinite, immortal, blissful Brahman. Thus the individual undergoes the removal (nivṛtti) of the absence of any idea or possibility (abhāvanā) of being Brahman. This stage is known as śravaṇa and is characterized as abhāvanā-nivṛtti, “removal of the absence of perception” (Sarasvatī 1986, 18). In this stage, the individual not only knows about the possibility of being Brahman but also fully comes to understand the single-pointed vision (tātparya) of the Upaniṣad-s, or what exactly the Upaniṣads are trying to say. Thus, śravaṇa is also characterized as “decisively understanding the central message of the Upaniṣad,”12 which is known as the “identity or oneness between the Jīva and Brahman.”13

Having come to know exactly what the Upaniṣad-s are saying, the individual on the path towards liberation has two conflicting ideas about oneself. On the one hand, there is the old conviction, the idea that “I am this body, this mind, these identity markers such as sister, mother, daughter, teacher, doctor, or homeowner.” On the other hand, there is the newly acquired knowledge that says, “I am Brahman.” But both cannot be simultaneously true. One cannot simultaneously be finite and infinite. Thus the seeker undergoes the removal (nivṛtti) of the impossibility (asambhāvanā) of being (only) Brahman. This stage is known as manana, “thinking about,” and is also characterized as “removal of the absence of perception” (asambhāvanā-nivṛtti) (Sarasvatī 1986, 18).

In this stage, even though what the Upaniṣads are trying to say is clear, there are still doubts as to the truth of those statements and about the sole possibility of being Brahman – to the exclusion of all other possibilities about one’s identity. The seeker may ask, “I know what Brahman is, and I know that I am supposed to be Brahman, but is it really true?” Through the process of manana, the seeker finally concludes, using various modes of reasoning about the Upaniṣadic statements, that there is no possibility other than being Brahman. This intellectual conviction is the product of manana.

But it is not enough to know “I am Brahman,” even to the exclusion of all else, if one does not feel like Brahman. The seeker may intellectually know that they are Brahman, but still experience anger, jealousy, or any other form of sorrow, from time to time. Thus the goal of Advaita Vedānta is not yet complete. This is due to the existence of subtle residual feelings, in the form of rāga (likes) and dveṣa (dislikes), known as vāsanā-s (“conditionings”). These vāsanā-s operate at the subconscious level, giving rise at the conscious level to feelings that are opposed to the knowledge that “I am Brahman,” and are the product of repetitive exposure to the ephemeral feeling of relief associated with the procurement of something that one likes and the avoidance of something that one dislikes (rāga dveṣa respectively). At this stage, mere intellectual knowledge is not enough to remove these vāsanā- s, for they are subconscious and consist of the feeling that is the opposite (viparīta-bhāvanā) to being Brahman. Thus, the seeker must undergo the removal (nivṛtti) of these oppositional feelings (viparīta-bhāvanās).

This stage is known as nididhyāsana, “meditation upon,” and is characterized as “the removal of oppositional feelings” (viparīta-bhāvanā-nivṛtti) (Sarasvatī 1986, 18). The practice of believing oneself to be finite can only be countered by the practice of knowing oneself to be infinite. In nididhyāsana, the practitioner meditates on the newly formed, doubtless conviction and attempts to integrate this into their subconscious mind, so that the vāsanā-s that were directed outward, such as “I like this ice cream” or “I dislike that color,” can be replaced at the subtlest level by the thought “I am Brahman.” This is done by cultivating “a flow of thoughts where the content of each successive thought is the same as the preceding thought.”14 With such a reconditioning, even external circumstances that would have formerly precipitated sorrow become powerless in determining the inner experience of the Advaitin.

Another way of explaining the threefold process of śravaṇa-manananididhyāsana is this. During śravaṇa, one is introduced to the means of knowledge (pramāṇa) for Brahman – the Upaniṣad-s. The process of śravaṇa then includes the removal (nivṛtti) of any doubts (sandeha) with respect to the pramāṇa (pramāṇa-gata) for knowing Brahman. Thus śravaṇa is also known as “pramāṇa-gata-sandeha-nivṛtti” (Sarasvatī 1986, 18). Being convinced that the Upaniṣad-s are the right means of knowledge for one’s identity as Brahman, one reflects on the nature of Brahman as revealed by the Upaniṣad-s, in order to remove any doubts about the object of that knowledge (prameya), Brahman. Thus manana is also known as “removal of doubt with respect to going to the object of knowledge”15 (Sarasvatī 1986, 18). Once the seeker is free from any doubt regarding the pramāṇa and prameya, the only thing that remains to be done is to utilize the conviction born from śravaṇa and manana to remove the inner conditionings that prevent one from realizing one’s own nature as Brahman through the process of nididhyāsana, or “the removal of oppositional feelings” (viparīta-bhāvanā-nivṛtti).

All three of these antaraṅga-sādhana-s are also enjoined throughout the Upaniṣad-s. Any time an Upaniṣad proceeds to explain the nature of the Self, or the nature of Brahman, this can become the starting point for antaraṅga-sādhana for a seeker. At one level, it is śravaṇa, upon hearing it for the first time and understanding its central message. At the next level, it is manana, having understood the teaching, reflecting upon the logical arguments and examples provided for the purpose of intellectual conviction. And at the highest level, it is nididhyāsana, meditating upon that same teaching in order to remove the residual inner tendencies that precipitate actions opposed to the knowledge of Brahman. It can also often be seen that the Upaniṣad explicitly instructs the seeker to undertake śravaṇa-manana-nididhyāsana (examples will follow later).

In the often-cited story of the Kaṭha Upaniṣad (KU), the young boy Naciketas is sent by his father in exasperation to the halls of the Lord of Death, King Yama. Yama is away on business, however, and returns only after three days. Upon feeling bad for making the young boy wait, Yama offers him three boons. Naciketas first asks for his father’s acceptance and his good health and then requests to be initiated into the secret of Vaiśvānara (a fire sacrifice), both of which are granted by Yama. Naciketas then drops the difficult question:



There is one doubt which I should like to have cleared by you as my third boon: Some say that after the death of a man, he remains, and some say he does not. Please teach me this knowledge.

(KU 1.1.20)



King Yama is at first reluctant to answer, for according to him, even the deva-s have not been able to grasp the answer to this question – so how can a young boy understand it? Instead, Yama offers Naciketas wealth, prosperity, health, women, and progeny, but Naciketas is unwavering in his resolve. In return, Yama praises Naciketas’ qualities as the ideal student and seeker (this, as we shall see, is an example of bahiraṅga-sādhana). As soon as the question-and-answer session between Naciketas and King Yama turns from the qualities of the seeker to the nature of the self, the discussion turns into antaraṅga-sādhana for the seeker. In verses 2.12 and 2.13, King Yama states:



By contemplating on that imperceptible, closely guarded, hidden (as though in a cave), deeply placed, ancient deity using the practice of adhyātma-yoga, the wise one goes beyond joy and sorrow.

(KU 2.12)





Upon hearing, understanding, and extracting this subtle teaching, the mortal (man), having achieved this, feels happiness, having found the source of happiness. I consider (you) Naciketas to be one for whom (this) house is open.

(KU 2.13)



Here, he is enjoining adhyātma-yoga (“the yoga of the highest self”) for a seeker to get rid of their vāsanā-s. According to Śaṅkara’s commentary on verse 2.12, adhyātma-yoga is the practice of removing the attention from external objects and focusing it upon the ātman.16 King Yama then also makes sure to say that one must hear it (śravaṇa) and grasp it fully (manana) in order to perform this adhyātma-yoga (nididhyāsana), which ultimately leads to total happiness and freedom from death. Moreover, it can be gained only through the mind, which is another indication of antaraṅga-sādhana. The Kaṭha Upaniṣad 2.1.11 declares strongly:



This (homogenous nature of Brahman and one’s identification with it) can only be gained by the mind; there are no two ways about it in this matter. He who sees multiple options here travels from death to death.

(KU 2.1.11)



It is yet again reinforced here that gaining the vision of one’s identity with Brahman can only be done through the mind, which indicatively points to śravaṇa-manananididhyāsana, or antaraṅga-sādhana. The performance of antaraṅga-sādhana can seem tricky. I will now provide examples of passages that are fit for the performance of this type of sādhana.

Śravaṇa pertains to listening to the whole of the Upaniṣad and determining from what one hears the central message of the Upaniṣad, which is jīva-brahma-aikya (“identity or oneness between the Jīva and Brahman”). No single example is apt to illustrate the use of śravaṇa, though the following two examples will serve our purposes nicely. Upaniṣadic passages that are designed for manana, however, are the plethora of yukti- s, or “logical arguments” developed at various points throughout the Upaniṣad-s and any examples given to illustrate the nature of Brahman. A quintessential example of an Upaniṣadic passage that is fit for performing manana is in the sixth chapter of the Chāndogya Upaniṣad (CU), the site of the famous mahāvākya tat tvam asi. In this story, Uddālaka tells his son Śvetaketu about “that teaching by which all that is unheard comes to be heard, all that is unperceived comes to be perceived, and all that is unknown comes to be known” (CU 6.1.3):



Just as, dear boy, by knowing one lump of clay all that is made of clay comes to be known, the modification being only a name, arising from speech, but the truth of it being clay alone;

(CU 6.1.4)





Just as, dear boy, by knowing one lump of gold, all that is made of gold comes to be known, the modification being only a name, arising from speech, but the truth of it being gold alone;

(CU 6.1.5)





Just as, dear boy, by knowing one nail-cutter, all that is made of iron comes to be known, the modification being only a name, arising from speech, but the truth of it being iron alone; So too is that teaching.

(CU 6.1.6)


In this way, a series of examples is brought forth to illustrate the point that a created thing is in fact nothing other than the original substance but with a new name and form, and so too with Brahman, whose creation is nothing but Brahman with different names. Reflecting on this point about that which is to be known (prameya) is an example of manana. In the same chapter of the Chāndogya Upaniṣad, we can see an example of a passage that is fit for nididhyāsana as well. Since nididhyāsana is characterized as “the flow of thoughts with the same content” (sajātīya-vṛtti-pravāha), any passage in the Upaniṣad-s where the same thought is repeated several times to reinforce an idea is occasion for performing nididhyāsana. In this chapter, we find the phrase tat tvam asi repeated nine times. This is exactly the type of repetition that is fit for nididhyāsana.

Antaraṅga-sādhana, I believe, has been sufficiently explained. The examples are again indicative of a wide variety of passages from the Upaniṣad-s that can be used as starting points for this type of sādhana. It is called antaraṅga because it is the innermost concentric circle surrounding sākṣāt-sādhana, leading to liberation.




Bahiraṅga-sādhana

Before the seeker can be ready for performing antaraṅga-sādhana to perfection, they need a set of four even more basic sādhana-s, or qualifications, known as sādhana-catuṣṭaya, or the “fourfold qualifications” of a fit student of Advaita Vedānta. These are:



	Viveka, or the ability to distinguish between real (Brahman) and unreal (everything else)

	Vairāgya, or the dispassion from the world that is a natural result of the development of viveka

	Śamādi-ṣaṭ-sampatti, or the sixfold qualities beginning with śama, or equanimity of mind17

	Mumukṣutva, or the desire for liberation




Any sādhana-s (practices) that helps to cultivate these sādhana-catuṣṭaya, whether they be karma yoga (selfless action) or upāsanā (ritual worship), are collectively known as bahiraṅga-sādhana. It is called “external” (bahiraṅga) because it is the outermost concentric circle of sādhana. It is the most basic sādhana needed for an Advaitic practitioner and constitutes all the ancillary teachings of Advaita Vedānta pertinent to antaraṅga-sādhana. These are designed to develop two qualities in the mind of the seeker. Through karma yoga, the seeker develops citta-śuddhi, or “purity of mind,” and through ritual worship (upāsanā), the seeker develops cittaekāgratā, or “single-pointedness of mind.” Bahiraṅga-sādhana instructions are relatively easy to identify. Any time a particular karma or upāsanā is prescribed, the performance of these is bahiraṅga-sādhana.

For example, verses 2 and 9 through 18 of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad all prescribe the seeker to perform karma along with upāsanā. This is a perfect example of bahiraṅga-sādhana, because the Upaniṣad directly states:



One who knows both upāsanā (vidyā) and karma (avidyā) together crosses over death through karma and obtains immortality through upāsanā.

(ĪU 11)



The rest of the Upaniṣad proceeds to describe in detail the particulars of combining karma and upāsanā, as well as the ahaṃgṛha-upāsanā. The Kena Upaniṣad (KeU), too, prescribes karma yoga for the seeker. It says:



Knowledge has its support in austerity (tapas), charity (dāna), ritual (karma), the Veda, and the ancillary Vedic knowledge (vedāṅga), and its abode is truth (satya).

(KeU 4.8)



In the Kaṭha Upaniṣad (KU), the qualities of a seeker are enumerated by King Yama to Naciketas, which constitute bahiraṅga-sādhana as well. Another well-known example of the enumeration of bahiraṅga-sādhana is in the Taittirīya Upaniṣad (TU1.11.1–4), when upon “graduating” from the gurukula, the student is given the final teaching instructing them on how to live in the outside world. These examples are of course also indicative, but constitute much of the Upaniṣad-s, for they are the most commonly needed qualities in the Advaitin.




Putting them all together

As we put these sādhana-s together, we find that they make up the entirety of the Upaniṣadic corpus. Furthermore, the practice of these sādhana-s (sākṣāt, antaraṅga, and bahiraṅga) is not chronological. These sādhana-s are practically practiced simultaneously, each providing positive feedback for, and strengthening, the others. In so doing, the Advaitic seeker is encouraged to engage in all three at all times, cycling through the sādhana-s in order to keep prIthemself for receiving the final teaching. One thing to note here is that until the seeker is ready for sākṣāt-sādhana, the same practice is called nididhyāsana. In other words, meditating upon a mahāvākya without gaining liberation is still within the realm of antaraṅga-sādhana. When nididhyāsana is complete, then any encounter with a mahāvākya will bestow liberation upon the seeker, and it will become sākṣāt-sādhana.




Conclusion

In this short chapter, I have attempted to show that there are many uses of the word sādhana, and not only do they all have a place in the Advaita Vedānta framework, but they appear to in fact constitute the Advaita Vedānta framework. Thus we begin to see Advaita Vedanta itself as the sādhana for the ultimate realization, which admittedly cannot be perceived with the senses, described in words, or intellectualized in any way. In fact, what we are finally looking for in this chapter becomes not “the role of sadhana in Advaita Vedānta,” but rather “the role of Advaita Vedānta as a sādhana.” Advaita Vedānta then is all nothing but a sādhana, a means, for aparokṣānubhūti, or the direct realization of the infinite Self, which is mokṣa, the goal of human life.




Notes

1 Sadānanda Yogīndra in his Vedāntasāra starts off by defining Vedānta thus: vedānto nāma upaniṣat-pramāṇaṁ tadupakārīṇi śārīrakasūtrādīni ca, meaning “Vedānta is the taking of the Upaniṣad to be a valid means of knowledge (for knowing the oneness of the jīva and Brahman, or the conditioned individual and the unconditioned Total Self), and all ancillary texts such as the Śārīraka Sūtra (Brahma Sūtra), etc. that help in understanding the Upaniṣad.” The word “etc.” refers in a primary way to the Bhagavad Gītā, and in a secondary way to all ancillary texts that are instrumental in understanding the three core texts of Vedānta, the Upaniṣads, the Brahma Sūtra, and the Bhagavad Gītā, which are known collectively as the Prasthānatraya (“The Three Points of Reference”) (Nikhilananda 1931).

2 The famous statement from the Mahānārāyaṇa Upaniṣad 12.3.4 and the Kaivalya Upaniṣad 1.3 extolling renunciation explains, na karmaṇā na prajayā dhanena tyāgenaike amṛtatvam ānaśuḥ, which means, “Neither by action, nor by offspring, (nor by) wealth, but by renunciation do some achieve immortality.”

3 The Kena Upaniṣad 1.3 declares, na tatra cakṣur gacchati. na vāg gacchati. no manaḥ. na vidmo na vijānīmo yathaitad anuśiṣyāt, which means, “The eyes (senses) do not go there. Speech does not go there. Nor does the mind. We do not know (it), nor do we understand how it should be taught.”

4 The Muṇḍaka Upaniṣad 3.2.9 states, brahmavid brahmaiva bhavati, which means, “the one who knows Brahman is Brahman alone.” This is also interpreted as a “becoming” of Brahman, but that is impossible since Brahman is never separate from the Self. Rather, this statement implies that in order to “know” Brahman, one must simply “be” Brahman.

5 The original nineteenth century text is in Avadhi verse, but I am referring to the subsequent Sanskrit prose translation of it by Vāsudeva Brahmendra Sarasvatī.

6 There are two types of knowledge-producing statements in the Upaniṣad-s, according to the Vicārasāgara. The first type is called avāntara-vākya (literally, a “secondary” or “subordinate statement”), which is a statement designed to explain that there is something called ātman or Brahman. “There is Brahman” is an example of such a statement. It produces knowledge, but this knowledge is indirect knowledge, or mediate knowledge of Brahman. On the other hand, a statement that produces direct or immediate knowledge of Brahman, such as “I am Brahman,” is called a mahā-vākya (Sarasvatī 1986, 18).

7 In the Sanskrit version of the Vicārasāgara, Vāsudeva Brahmendra Sarasvatī writes, Aparokṣajñānasākṣātsādhanam… śrotrendriya-saṁbaddha-mahāvākyam evāparokṣajñāna-hetuḥ, which means, “The direct means for immediate (liberating) knowledge is that mahāvākya, being connected with the sense of hearing, which is the cause of immediate knowledge” (Sarasvatī 1986, 18).

8 Īśā vāsyam idaṁ sarvaṁ yatkiñca jagatyāṁ jagat ||

9 Tena tyaktena bhuñjīthā mā gṛdh aḥ kasyasvid dhanam ||

10 In his introductory commentary on the Kaṭha Upaniṣad, Śaṅkara states that in its primary sense, the word “Upaniṣad” means brahmavidyā, or “knowledge of Brahman,” and in its secondary sense, it means any text which grants this knowledge. Therefore, the texts, which have come to be known as the Upaniṣad-s, must contain, by definition, statements that grant the knowledge of Brahman. This means that sākṣāt-sādhana is necessarily a component of every Upaniṣad.

11 Ātmā vā are draṣṭavyaḥ – śrotavyo mantavyo nididhyāsitavyo maitreyi ||

12 Upaniṣat-tātparya-nirṇaya ||

13 Jīva-brahma-aikya ||

14 Sajātīya-vṛtti-pravāha ||

15 Prameya-gata-sandeha-nivṛtti ||

16 Viṣayebhyaḥ pratisaṃhṛtya cetasa ātmani samādhānam adhyātmayogaḥ||

17 Śama is equanimity of mind; dama is control of the senses; uparama is withdrawal from external stimuli; titikṣā is forbearance; śraddhā is faith in the teaching; and samādhāna is total engagement with the teaching and the resulting poise.
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THE INSTABILITY OF NON-DUAL KNOWING

Post-gnosis Sādhana in Vidyāraṇya’s Advaita Vedānta1


James Madaio


The Advaita Vedāntic sampradāya at the Śṛṅgeri maṭha in southern Karnataka was a tradition favored by Vijayanagara kings, particularly during the Saṅ gama Dynasty (c. 1346–1485). Philosophical, praxeological, and integrative shifts introduced in the works of the patronized scholars associated with the maṭha played an important role in shaping the trajectory of Advaita Vedānta into the modern period. Historically, the most well-known teacher at Śṛṅgeri was the fourteenth century brahmin scholar-renouncer Vidyāraṇya, a mahant of the maṭha who was hagiographically linked to the very establishment of Vijayanagara kingdom.

Vidyāraṇya’s influential work, the Jīvanmuktiviveka (“Clarifying liberation-while-living”) [JMV],2 has been boldly called “the most important” (Olivelle 1992, 17) independent3 medieval text on renunciation (saṃnyāsa).4 The core theological problem underpinning the JMV’s account of the saṃnyāsic path to liberation-while-living (jīvanmukti) is the instability of non-dual realization. In general, Advaita Vedāntins hold that liberation is none other than the realization that the pure presence at the basis of subjectivity (called ātman) is non-different from the all-constituting consciousness (called brahman). Various positions were articulated within the tradition to explain the philosophical and practical problem of how hindrances could arise after awakening and whether or not perfect liberation was truly possible while still living or only after the “fall of the body” (Srivastava 1990; Prajnanananda 1992; Nelson 1996; Fort 1998; Suthren Hirst 2016).5 In the JMV Vidyāraṇya argues that the perfection of non-dual knowing – or liberation-while-living – is indeed possible here and now. However, he also emphasizes the instability of advaitic realization and draws attention to a number of obstacles encountered by the awakened sage or “knower of brahman” who is not yet considered a jīvanmukta (or liberated-while-living).6

In what follows, I analyze, and explore the implications of, the specific post-gnosis obscurations posited by Vidyāraṇya in the JMV. I explicate how such obstacles are counteracted, or prevented, through a disciplinary program that is designed for the knower of brahman who is not yet a jīvanmukta. Before turning to these issues, I first introduce the renouncer audience of Vidyāraṇya’s work as well as his account of two sequential forms of saṃnyāsa: the renunciation for the one who seeks gnosis (vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa) and the renunciation for the gnostic (vidvat-saṃnyāsa).



The saṃnyāsic path to liberation-while-living

The JMV assumes an audience of Advaita Vedāntin saṃnyāsin-s who are called paramahaṃsa- s. According to Vidyāraṇya, the renouncer of the paramahaṃsa class exhibits the highest degree of detachment (vairāgya, virakti) as well as an urgent desire for non-dual liberation.7 Vidyāraṇya describes the paramahaṃsa saṃnyāsin as having cultivated a form of detachment that is not dependent on, or a reaction to, changes that occur within the saṃsāric world, such as the dispassion that may arise temporarily due to the loss of wealth, son, or wife (cf. JMV 1.0.6–8). In contradistinction to the intellectual pursuits of paṇḍitas or those who pursue knowledge of the arts out of eagerness for learning, the paramahaṃsa is single-mindedly focused on liberation in the same way that an intensely hungry person seeks only food (cf. JMV 1.2.38–39). I will return to the issue of prerequisite qualities later, but here it suffices to say that the paramahaṃsa is one who is ready to “cast off” (saṃ+ni√as) all objects, experiences, and relationships that constitute saṃsāric life, typified in the utterance “may there never be a world of rebirth.”8

In his celebrated dharmaśāstric commentary on the Parāśara-Smṛṭi, called Parāśara-Mādhavīya (PāM), Mādhava[-Vidyāraṇya] (1893) mentions two types of renunciations undertaken by paramahaṃsa class renouncers: the renunciation for the one who seeks gnosis (vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa) and the renunciation for the gnostic (vidvat-saṃnyāsa).9 In the JMV, Vidyāraṇya thoroughly elaborates on this issue, explicating the theological rationale and praxeological implications of both stages of renunciation through a siddhāntin-pūrvapakṣin debate. He stipulates that “even though the state of paramahaṃsa has been established as the same [for both renunciations], a sub-distinction (avāntarabheda) should also be acknowledged because they are of the nature of opposite dharma s.”10 I will return to the nature of this dharma qua sādhanic disciplines shortly but want to first make clear the fruition, or liberative results, of each renunciation. With regard to vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa, Vidyāraṇya holds that knowing alone is the fruit of the renunciation for the one who seeks gnosis (vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa).11 “Knowing” here is what Vidyāraṇya elsewhere calls tattvajñāna, or the recognition of the non-dual nature of reality, which is the experience12 and conviction that consciousness is “all this.”13 The aspirant who comes to this recognition is then called a gnostic or knower of brahman and is enjoined to undertake the renunciation for the gnostic (vidvat-saṃnyāsa), which is the cause of liberation-while-living (jīvanmukti).14 “Therefore,” Vidyāraṇya summarizes, “in the same way that vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa ought to be carried out for the sake of knowing, so also vidvat-saṃnyāsa ought to be carried out for the sake of liberation-while-living.”15 Implicit here is Vidyāraṇya’s key distinction between the soteriological status of a gnostic and a jīvanmukta. As I show later in this chapter, Vidyāraṇya argues that the gnostic or knower of brahman remains susceptible to certain post-gnosis hindrances while the jīvanmukta is beyond all obstacles.

Drawing on his most frequently cited source text, the Laghuyogavāsiṣṭha (LYV) (Pansikar 1985),16 Vidyāraṇya correlates the saṃnyāsic path to liberation with three main soteriological-eudaimonic aims: the recognition of reality (tattvajñāna),17 the establishment of mental quiescence (manonāśa),18 and the effacement of latent tendencies (vāsanākṣaya).19 In different contexts, the categories of tattvajñāna, manonāśa, and vāsanākṣaya are employed in reference to not only soteriological goals but also the disciplines through which each goal is realized.20 With regard to such disciplines, Vidyāraṇya succinctly notes “the means of tattvajñāna begins with listening (śravaṇa) [to the scriptures, etc.], the means of manonāśa is yoga, and the means of vāsanākṣaya is developing opposite tendencies [i.e., pure tendencies].”21 These three interdependent aims,22 and the dharmic disciplines associated with them, are pursued with different emphasis during each stage of renunciation: “for the renouncer who seeks gnosis tattvajñāna is principal while manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya are subsidiary; however, in the case of the renouncer who is a gnostic, it is just the opposite.”23 In other words, during vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa, the aspirant principally pursues the recognition of non-dual reality “through the proper practices of listening (śravaṇa), reflection (manana) and deep contemplation (nididhyāsana),”24 particularly with regard to the “great statements” (mahāvākyas) of the Upaniṣad-s that disclose advaitic truth.25 This śruti-mediated, gnoseological approach must, however, be supported by the practices of manonāśa,26 which culminates in mental cessation, as well as vāsanākṣaya,27 which involves the uprooting of ego and object-oriented tendencies through the cultivation of pure dispositions. The mendicant who comes to the direct realization of brahman28 through the disciplinary scheme of vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa is considered a gnostic and is enjoined to undertake vidvat-saṃnyāsa.

It is during vidvat-saṃnyāsa that the renouncer, who is now a knower of brahman, “should carry out manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya for liberation-while-living.”29 In other words, during vidvat-saṃnyāsa the disciplinary scheme is inverted so that manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya are the principal sādhana (qua dharma) while tattvajñāna is subsidiary. Since brahman has already been realized, tattvajñāna here entails the application of discernment or viveka as a means of undercutting impure tendencies that cause mental disturbances.30 In that way, tattvajñāna, once realized, cannot be abrogated31; however, non-dual reality must be continuously recognized and thus safeguarded (√ rakṣ) from obscuration.32 The post-gnosis sādhana carried out during vidvat-saṃnyāsa is therefore designed for the preventing or removing of obstacles (pratibandha-nivāraṇa)33 so that non-dual knowing, or the perpetual “awareness of the all-encompassing essence,”34 is uninterrupted. Once the knower of brahman is beyond the possibility of all impediments, advaitic knowing is considered secured and the gnostic is regarded as a jīvanmukta.35 Before outlining the specific post-gnosis hindrances identified in the JMV, which the dharmic disciplines of vidvat-saṃnyāsa are designed to counteract, it is useful to consider some of the ways in which Vidyāraṇya situates his innovative saṃnyāsic-soteriological project in relation to his Śaṅkarite sampradāya.




Contemplative prerequisites and Vidyāraṇya’s contemporaries

It is well known that Śaṅkara, the systematizer of Advaita Vedānta, held an aspirant as qualified for inquiry into brahman only if the person had cultivated a number of prerequisite qualities,36 including discernment (viveka), detachment (vairāgya), desire for liberation (mumukṣutva), quiescence (śama), control of the senses (dama), and, on the basis of BṛUpBh 4.4.23, other virtues such as withdrawal (uparati), forbearance (titikṣā), focused attention (samādhāna), and trust (śraddhā).37 With this foundation in view, it will be recalled that Vidyāraṇya requires that the paramahaṃsa renouncer who undertakes vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa possesses the highest degree of detachment as well as an urgent desire for liberation – both of which imply the presence of discernment (otherwise detachment and liberative aspiration would be baseless). Indeed, it is clear that Vidyāraṇya considers one who undertakes vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa as mapping on to the Śaṅkarite adhikārin.38 From Vidyāraṇya’s vantage point, the prerequisite qualities established by Śaṅkara are pure vāsanā-s, some of which overlap with dispositions required in the development of mental quiescence or manonāśa.39 It should also be noted that Śaṅkara teaches that purification of the mind (citta-śuddhi), through various methods, is necessary for inquiry into brahman. Vidyāraṇya, of course, argues that tattvajñāna, which is none other than the realization of brahman, must be supported by manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya, which involves the development of attentional stability and the cultivation of pure or sattvic tendencies.

With that being said, Vidyāraṇya does not engage in his theological tradition as if it were a static entity crystallized in the exegetical works of ā di Śaṅkara; rather, he articulates his teaching in relation to the exigencies of his own time albeit within certain tradition-circumscribed parameters. For example, Vidyāraṇya argues that among his contemporaries there are two kinds of people pursuing non-dual gnosis: the practitioner who has undergone contemplative training (upāsana, upāsti) and the one who has not.40 In the case of the former, manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya are secured through contemplative training and therefore vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa and vidvat-saṃnyāsa are undertaken simultaneously.41 Vidyāraṇya, however, contends that upāsana is no longer sufficiently practiced among his contemporaries. On account of this, seekers do not adequately establish manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya before non-dual awakening.42 In such cases, realization may be genuine but not sustainable:



Contemporary [practitioners], however, generally do not carry out contemplative training (upāsti)43 and proceed towards gnosis rashly and out of mere impatience. Moreover, they accomplish both vāsanākṣaya and manonāśa momentarily. [Having done] this much, they perform listening, reflection and deep contemplation.… However, since [such practitioners] lack a resolute practice and on account of being harassed at times due to [the ripening of] operative karma,44 which produces [empirical] experience, vāsanākṣaya and manonāśa quickly blow out like a lamp in a windy place.45



Although Vidyāraṇya does not detail what he specifically means by upāsana, the term is generally understood by Advaita Vedāntins as referring to various kinds of venerational and contemplative practices that are engendered by micro-macro correspondences, among other issues.46 Śaṅkara describes upāsana as bringing about a “flow of identical thoughts,”47 a description that resonates with the development of a one-pointed mind in the meditational yoga valorized in the JMV.48 Vidyāraṇya may have avoided pinning down an exact definition of upāsana not only because it entails a range of disciplines – or a culture of contemplative “attending”49 – but also because he implicitly takes a functional approach that is more concerned with the results of upāsana training (e.g., developing an uninterrupted flow of identical mental events) rather than with the specific nature of the disciplines involved.50 Upāsana therefore provides a range of meanings, and a compelling tradition-internal logic, that facilitates Vidyāraṇya’s integration of yogic practice into Advaita Vedāntin soteriology.51

This notion of the inability to sustain non-dual awakening on account of insufficient preliminary training dovetails with a distinction Vidyāraṇya makes elsewhere between a steady or stable (sthita) realization and one that is unstable (asthita).52 In the former case, given that the practitioner has the proper disposition, “when tattvajñāna arises… he continuously attends to reality.”53 However, if there is a lack of the necessary attitudinal and attentional qualities, tattvajñāna is unstable and, eventually, “the reality is forgotten.”54 Considering that non-dual awakening is susceptible to obstruction, or the “forgetting” of reality,55 the disciplinary program of vidvat-saṃnyāsa is enjoined to remove obstacles in order to secure non-dual knowing or the “the continuous remembering of reality.”56




Post-gnosis obstacles




Enlightenment and the karmic body


In the passage from the JMV on upāsana cited earlier, Vidyāraṇya points out that a knower of brahman may be “harassed at times by (the fructification of) operative karma.” Vidyāraṇya does indeed hold that karmically determined experiences can impede or obstruct (pratibandha) the recognition of reality (tattvajñāna).57 Not unlike the issue of dharma, karma is a law-like feature of the cosmology assumed by brahmanical traditions.58 Within this cosmological understanding, the person, as a karmic body, is forced to reckon with the experiential consequences of actions carried out across innumerable lives within an intersubjective, karmically coordinated world.59 In particular, Vidyāraṇya inherits the view established by Śaṅkara that there are two types of karma that constitute the karmic continuum of a particular jīva: (a) that which is accumulated (saṃcita) and extinguished with the dawning of gnosis60 and (b) that which is operative or currently manifesting (prārabdha) and “ceases only when the momentum is spent; this kind of karma produces experiences that must be lived through to exhaust it”61 (ChUBh 6.14.2 in Potter 1981, 266). From this vantage point, “knowledge has no power” (BSBh 4.1.15 in Potter 1981, 178) to terminate prārabdha-karma, which must fructify on its own accord.62

Working within this relative framework, Vidyāraṇya argues that non-dual realization (tattvajñāna) removes ignorance (avidyā) and its products,63 including accumulated or stored (anārabdha) karma, which is “the cause of future births.”64 Tattvajñāna, however, is unable to dissolve the appearance of the present embodiment because it is fixed or sustained by fructifying or activated (prārabdha) karma, which is already in motion, as it were, and can only be extinguished through experience (bhoga).65 However, since the sukha-duḥkha spectrum of experiences determined by prārabdha-karma are merely mental events,66 manonāśa is a counteragent (pratīkāra)67 because “it is possible to neutralize (abhi √ bhū) all mental events by the practice of yoga,”68 i.e., during absorptive concentration or samādhi.69 In that way, rather than dismissing the karmic nature of the relative world as inconsequential, it is, in fact, crucially important to Vidyāraṇya’s rationale for the yogic oriented sādhana of vidvat-saṃnyāsa, which is designed to prevent obstacles that can obscure non-dual knowing.





The mind and embodied conditioning


Within the horizon of the karmic cosmos articulated earlier, the mind–body complex, which includes both subtle and gross bodies, is regarded as the vehicle, or abode, through which karmically determined experiences – ranging from suffering to happiness – come to fruition and are exhausted. However, the continuation of the mind–body complex after non-dual awakening presents other obstacles in addition to the ripening of karmically determined experiences. One such problem involves embodied conditioning or the residual momentum of tendencies (vāsanā) toward various kinds of objectification.70 Before unpacking this issue, I want to first point out a related post-gnosis hindrance that Vidyāraṇya identifies with the very nature of the inner instrument or mind. Notably, Vidyāraṇya posits that a sense of agency inheres in the very “substance” of the mind, which can cause a sense of ownership to creep into the phenomenology of a knower of brahman:



And one should not doubt the complete absence of agency in the knower of reality because even if the agency that is superimposed on the Self-consciousness is removed through gnosis (vidyā [= tattvajñāna]), agency, which is naturally established in the delimiting factor that is the mind, which is [itself] endowed with a shadow of consciousness and associated with innumerable modifications, is not removed given that it exists as long as the material substance [exists].71


Although the inner instrument is an āvidya-derived delimitation of unbounded consciousness, the very nature of the mind, according to Vidyāraṇya, is bound up with a sense of agency or doership. Given the continuation of the mind–body complex after awakening, what is implicit here is the need for the gnostic, or knower of brahman, to keep at bay the re-emergence of any agential framework. This is, in part, why the knower of brahman must continue to restrain the mind through the yogic methods of manonāśa, which are enjoined as a principal dharma of vidvat-saṃnyāsa.

As noted earlier, the karmically determined body is multi-layered and includes a subtle, transmigrating “body” that is, not unlike the inner instrument, conditioned by behavioral imprints or tendencies (vāsanā). Vidyāraṇya explains that “impure tendencies, such as egoity, personal ownership, desire, anger, etc., arise in the present birth, without instruction from another, due to the intense conditioning [that is acquired] over many lives.”72 These predilections, or residual impressions (saṃskāra),73 are also, of course, accrued during one’s present life in every passing moment of agential, egocentric experience. Vidyāraṇya interestingly identifies three main areas around which habits cluster: “tendencies related to society, tendencies related to tradition, and tendencies related to the body.”74 He argues that “although the three [categories of] latent tendencies pertaining to society, tradition, and the body appear acceptable to one who lacks discernment, they are to be abandoned by those with discernment because they obstruct the arising of understanding in those desirous [of knowing] and obstruct the stability of knowing in the gnostic.”75 Notwithstanding the radical non-dual metaphysics of Advaita Vedānta, Vidyāraṇya sets forth here a rather pragmatic concession to the way in which people are acculturated and deeply habituated into dualistic frameworks that reinforce the felt-sense of being a bounded, temporal, and vulnerable self in a world of apparently intractable objects.

That even a knower of brahman is susceptible to the sudden arising of ego and object-centered tendencies is a key reason that Vidyāraṇya holds that the effacement of impure tendencies (vāsanākṣaya) is a principal dharma of vidvatsaṃnyāsa. As he puts it, “even when there is realization, mental faults, starting with conceit in being a knower of brahman and desire to procure objects of experience, etc., continue to arise.”76 When the fictive interlocutor queries the kind of tendencies that persist after realization, Vidyāraṇya responds by quoting the LYV: “The seizing (ādāna) of things through firm conception (dṛḍha-bhāvanā) without deliberation on antecedent [causes] and subsequent [consequences] is called latent tendency (vāsanā).”77 This account highlights how affective latent tendencies may arise post-gnosis and provoke the reification of objects (as if distinct from the all-constituting consciousness) and trigger unreflective courses of action. Vidyāraṇya’s citation of the LYV continues by indicating:



A person of such a nature, being subjugated by vāsanā s, is confused [in thinking that] a thing which he sees is real. On account of losing control of himself in the momentum of latent tendencies he abandons his true nature. A person with poor vision therefore sees everything confusedly as if under the influence of intoxication.78



On this account, residual tendencies may obscure non-dual knowing so that a “poor vision” resumes, which entails the mistaken construal of appearances as inherently real. In that way, what disappears after advaitic realization (or tattvajñāna) is not the shared world of public experience but rather the erroneous belief that experience is actually bifurcated into subject and object. Latent tendencies, however, are powerful enough to overcome (para √ vaś)79 non-dual seeing and to activate a delusional relationship with an apparently independently existent alterity.80

Vāsanā entails more than object saliency or the configuring of phenomenality but also, crucially, attitudinal and dispositional ways of relating to “objects” – that is, not merely seeing x but seeing x in a certain affective and value-laden way. Elsewhere called affective dispositions (bhāva),81 latent tendencies not only concretize “objects” but also color them with desire. Indeed, there are a number of instances where Vidyāraṇya treats vāsanā as synonymous with desire (kāma),82 such as having a taste (rasa) or thirst (tṛṣṇā) for objects.83 Kāma, of course, implicates the interpretive framework of a separate self since valuing, pursuing, or craving objects not only reinforces the apparent dualism between a desiring subject and desired object but also shapes the delimited ahaṃkāric space of experience in relation to egoic aims.84 That desire is part and parcel of egoity is made plain when comparing the (apparent) ahaṃkāric entity to the ever-present “full” (pūrṇa)85 consciousness that is its substratum. Indeed, consciousness, which is unbounded and infinite (ananta),86 lacks nothing and thus desires nothing. Since there is nothing other than it, it is “complete” (i.e., pūrṇa) and so quiescent or peaceful (śānta).87 A sense of lack (or incompleteness) and thus desire is, however, endemic to persons who think and feel themselves to be limited, temporal, and located entities, even if passingly or suddenly.

The interrelationship the JMV posits among the mind, vāsanā- s, and prāṇa also means that impure latent tendencies impel mental movements and prāṇa, and vice versa.88 In particular, Vidyāraṇya argues that “when there is a lack of mental quiescence (citta-viśrānti [= manonāśa]), doubt (saṃśaya) and erroneous understanding (viparyaya) may result.”89 Vidyāraṇya elaborates that “saṃśaya and viparyaya, which are of the nature of the impossibility of [liberative] knowledge (asaṃbhāvanā) and contrary understanding (viparītabhāvanā) respectively, obstruct the fruit of tattvajñāna.”90 In other words, without mental quiescence, which ultimately requires vāsanākṣaya, doubts and contorting ideation may arise and obscure non-dual knowing or the perpetual awareness of “the self-illuminating space that is consciousness.”91 The post-gnosis program of vidvat-saṃnyāsa is therefore necessary to eliminate the possibility of obstructions, such as misunderstanding and doubt, which may occur if the gnostic has a “mind that lacks quiescence.”92

The perfection of mental quiescence (manonāśa, citta-viśrānti) is absorptive concentration or samādhi, which Vidyāraṇya highlights as a practice useful in counteracting lapses in advaitic knowing.93 The Advaita Vedāntin gnostic, who has advanced through the disciplines of vidvat-saṃnyāsa, is, in fact, heralded as “the lord among yogin s” (yogīśvara).94 This is not surprising considering that Vidyāraṇya posits that the three subdivisions of jīvanmukti are distinguishable by their respective degrees of quiescence (or viśrānti [= manonāśa]).95 Notably, in the first two stages of jīvanmukti, the jīvanmukta is capable of arising from non-conceptual concentrative absorption (nirvikalpa samādhi) albeit with differing levels of difficulty; however, in the third and final stage there is no emergence from objectless samādhi but merely absorption in “the one natural condition”96 that is brahman.97 However, unlike the gnostic or “mere knower,”98 when a jīvanmukta comes out of nirvikalpa samādhi no lapses are possible. In that way, for the jīvanmukta, the phenomenal “appearance of duality is [continuously] annulled”99 and there is the “state in which knowing of the Self is stabilized.”100

According to Vidyāraṇya, the perfection of non-dual knowing is supported by pure latent tendencies such as viveka:



even when there is sometimes the sudden apprehension [of apparent objects] when there is the state of activity, he [i.e., the jīvanmukta] does not have the thought that he should abandon or accept [those things] due to the strength of his discernment (viveka).101



The pure residue of viveka thereby ensures the continuous knowing of all appearances as translucent to consciousness so that apparent objects are not apprehended as if separate or independently existent. Vidyāraṇya also links the stabilization of non-dual knowing to the pure residues cultivated through samādhi:



the one who is established in the practice of samādhi, due to the power of latent tendencies derived from that [practice], maintains perfect lucidity in the circumstance of activity even while carrying out transactional interactions with the senses.102



Indeed, in the case of a jīvanmukta only sattvic tendencies that support “the functioning of the senses with continued [non-dual] realization”103 persist after awakening.104

Vidyāraṇya’s multi-staged model of liberation-while-living conceptualizes how a jīvanmukta is perfectly awakened while active in the (apparent) world and, eventually, remains in nirvikalpa samādhi as self-luminous consciousness.105 The stabilized non-dual knowing of a jīvanmukta – that is, when out of samādhi – entails uninterruptedly seeing all “things” in relation to the equality (samatva) of consciousness only (cinmātra). On Vidyāraṇya’s account, the transcendental status of such a jīvanmukta is distinct from that of the “knower of brahman,” who is susceptible to obstacles or re-identification with an enworlded self. Insofar as re-identification is possible, the gnostic, unlike the jīvanmukta, remains, at least potentially, a cosmological entity subject to karma and dharma.106 This is why Vidyāraṇya asserts that



because even when there is gnosis (jñāna [= tattvajñāna]), the one bereft of quiescence (viśrānti [= manonāśa]) is not one who has “done what is to be done” since he is not fulfilled [and] because there really remains something that ought to be done, namely the procuring of quiescence.107



The gerundive here cues us to the fact that what ought to be done is the “dharma that is the inner quiescence of the mind”108; namely, the continued practice of manonāśa during vidvat-saṃnyāsa until the “fulfilment” of liberation-while-living, which is none other than one’s very own nature (svarūpa).





Conclusion

Addressing the Advaita Vedāntic renouncer community presumably under the jurisdiction of the Śṛṅgeri maṭha, Vidyāraṇya’s JMV provides an influential systematization of the dharma of paramahaṃsa saṃnyāsins. The underlying theological problem that the JMV addresses is the instability of non-dual knowing, which formalizes the problem of post-gnosis hindrances (or “forgetting”), an issue with cryptic antecedents in the works of Śaṅkara and his early successors. Indeed, in the JMV, the rationale underpinning the necessity of vidvat-saṃnyāsa, which culminates in jīvanmukti, is precisely the need to counteract post-gnosis obstacles in order to ensure the stabilization of non-dual knowing. In his explication of post-gnosis obscurations, Vidyāraṇya pays particular attention to the fructification of prārabdha karma, the inherent agency-provoking structure of the mind, as well as the stubborn persistence of latent tendencies. All of these issues can lead to mental disturbances, such as erroneous understanding and doubts, which obscure advaitic realization. Given the possibility of obscurations, Vidyāraṇya argues that the knower of brahman must carry out disciplines, such as samādhi, in order to prevent or neutralize obstacles that trigger re-identification with an enworlded self. While Vidyāraṇya’s articulation of the saṃnyāsic path to liberation coheres and builds on earlier positions evident in his sampradāya, it also elevates the role of yoga in Advaita Vedānta, an intervention that would have important reverberations in the development of the Advaita Vedāntic tradition into the early modern and colonial periods.
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Notes

1 A version of this chapter was delivered at a Dharma Academy of North America (DANAM) panel at the American Academy of Religion, Atlanta, November 20, 2015, and previously published as James Madaio. January 2018. “The Instability of Non-dual Knowing: Post-gnosis Sā dhana in Vidyā raṇ ya’s Advaita Vedā nta.” Journal of Dharma Studies I(1), 11–30, https://doi.org/10.1007/s42240-018-0005-5. I am grateful to Jason Birch, Jonathan Duquette, and Lucian Wong for comments on earlier drafts.

2 Citations to the JMV are to Robert Goodding’s (2002) critical edition. All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.

3 In other words, the JMV is not a commentary on a singular source text. On the text genre of the JMV, see Madaio (2016).

4 The JMV was a key intervention in the development of the yogic-oriented renouncer stream of the Advaita Vedāntin tradition (Madaio 2016). The work is also a conversational partner with present-day advaita related movements. Works attributed to Vidyāraṇya are continuously reprinted and widely translated into Indian vernacular languages; they are also utilized in the public teaching courses and monastic training curriculum of contemporary transnational religious organizations, such as the Ramakrishna Mission and Chinmaya Mission. This is, of course, no less the case among the “traditional” Advaita Vedāntic maṭha s. A publication of the Śṛṅgeri maṭha, for example, declares that Vidyāraṇya’s works are the “greatest treatises of post-Shankara Advaitic literature.… His marvellous interpretative skill reconciled many apparent differences in philosophic texts. No other thinker and writer acquired a reputation close to that of Adi Shankara in spreading the truths of Advaita. Special importance has been given to two of his popular works on Vedanta – Panchadasi and Jivanmukti Viveka” (Sringeri Mutt 2012 [1951]: 57). In the important collection Preceptors of Advaita that was compiled in conjunction with the Kāñcī maṭha and dedicated to Candraśekharendra Saraswatī, the purported sixty-forth Śaṃkarācārya of the Kāñcī Kāmakoṭī Pīṭha, T.M.P. Mahadevan points out that Vidyāraṇya “takes his rank with the best preceptors of Advaita after Śaṅkara. His contribution to Advaita is as immense as it is abiding” (Mahadevan 1968, 189).

5 The possibility of j īvanmukti was not, in fact, assented to by all Advaitins, and it was often the subject of vehement critiques from rival Vedāntins (see, e.g., Skoog 1996; Deodhar 2004; Framarin 2009; Stoker 2011; Stoker 2016). Also see infra 65.

6 In this chapter, I employ “knower of brahman” and “gnostic” interchangeably in reference to the one who has realized brahman (but is not yet a jīvanmukta). Vidyāraṇya uses various terms in the JMV to indicate the soteriological status of such a gnostic, including vidvat, jñānin, tattvavit, and brahmavid.

7 Olivelle notes “Vidyāraṇya… makes two significant theological statements regarding renunciation [in the JMV]. First, he grounds renunciation solidly on the internal disposition of the renouncer: the only legitimate motive for renunciation is detachment.… Second, Vidyāraṇya bases the classification of the higher types of renunciation on their objectives.… Paramahaṃsas seek liberation in this very life” (Olivelle 1993, 172). Moreover, Olivelle identifies the Jābāla Upaniṣad (JU) as the locus classicus for the understanding that renunciation is based on detachment (vairāgya) within the context of brahmanism (Ibid., 118–119, 178). Vidyāraṇya quotes the relevant verse from the JU at JMV 1.0.3.

8 punarāvṛttisahito loko’yaṃ māstu kaś cana at JMV 1.08.

9 See PāM 162–166 (Olivelle 1986). On Vidyāraṇya’s authorship of the PāM, and his identity as Mādhava before entering the saṃnyāsa stage of life, see Narasimhachar (1916).

10 samāne’pi paramahaṃsatve siddhe viruddhadharmākrāntatvād avāntarabhedo’py abhyupagantavyaḥ. JMV 1.2.24. On the different dharma of each renunciation also see JMV 1.2.32.

11 vedanasyaiva vividiṣāsaṃnyāsaphalatvāt. JMV 1.2.14. Also see “vedanahetuḥ paramahaṃsāśramaḥ” at JMV 1.1.15. Also see “vedanahetūnāśramadharmān” at JMV 1.2.26. It should be noted that there are two types of vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa and that both are considered causes of knowing (“vedanahetuḥ saṃnyāso dvividhaḥ” at JMV 1.1.11). The first type is the formal renunciation taken up by a mendicant who has entered the saṃnyāsa-āśrama, which is our main concern here. The second type of vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa is a mental or internal renunciation, which is available to those who are unable to undertake the renunciate stage of life. Interestingly, Vidyāraṇya argues that women are eligible for such an internal renunciation (JMV 1.1.13–15). While the JMV addresses a formal renouncer audience, Vidyāraṇya’s stipulation regarding the possibility of an informal renunciation suggests that the advanced teachings of the work are not necessarily out of reach of householders.

12 sarvadānubhava- at JMV 5.4.46. Also, see “aparokṣeṇa anubhūyate” at JMV 1.2.12.

13 “The recognition of the reality (tattvajñāna) is this conviction: the Self alone is all this. While forms, tastes, etc., are experienced (as if other than consciousness), they do not ultimately exist but comprise the phenomenal illusion which is the world.” idaṃ sarvam ātmaiva, pratīyamānaṃ tu rūparasādikaṃ jaganmāyāmayam na tv etad vastuto’stīti niścayas tattvajñānam. JMV 2.2.8. Vidyāraṇya later reiterates that tattvajñāna entails the understanding of (a) the non-dual nature of brahman, the substantival cause of everything (sarvajagad-upādāna), and (b) that the “world,” which is merely names and forms (nāma-rūpa), is superimposed on brahman. See JMV 4.1.47. Vidyāraṇya also argues that the dawning of tattvajñāna, which is the result of vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa, prevents any future rebirth. On the latter issue, see infra 64.

14 “vidvatsaṃnyāsasya jīvanmuktihetutvāt” at JMV 1.2.22. On the knower of brahman as qualified to undertake the renunciation for the gnostic see vidvatsaṃnyāsādhikāra-at JMV 1.9.2.

15 tasmād vedanāya yathā vividiṣāsaṃnyāsa evaṃ jīvanmuktaye vidvatsaṃnyāsaḥ saṃpādanīyaḥ. JMV 1.2.46. The renunciation for the gnostic is also described as being “the fruit of that (renunciation for gnosis)” (tatphalarūpaṃ vidvatsaṃnyāsam) at JMV 1.2.22.

16 On Vidyāraṇya’s usage of the LYV, see Raghavan (1938–1939). For an approach to the LYV that is sensitive to that work’s depiction of “awakened” characters, who are not yet perfectly liberated, see Madaio (2019).

17 Strictly speaking, tattvajñāna – employed in its ultimate sense as synonymous with brahmajñāna – is not something that is gained, caused or achieved but ever-present and atemporal. One, then, can speak of tattvajñāna as a goal or aim only from the relative standpoint of the seeker or from the point of view of a person who thinks they are not brahman (abrahmatva, JMV 2.3.64).

18 Often rendered as “destruction of the mind,” manonāśa would be better translated literally as the disappearance or end of the mind (i.e., in samādhi). See infra 26.

19 “The recognition of reality, mental quiescence, and the effacement of latent tendencies are the means to that [liberation-while-living].” tattvajñānamanonāśavāsanākṣayās tatsādhanam. JMV 2.1.2.

20 These three aims compose Vidyāraṇya’s understanding of genuine well-being and maximal human potential. The polyvalent character of the categories can be seen in relation to the term sādhana from √ sādh meaning “to go straight to any goal or aim” as well as “to accomplish.” So, for example, manonāśa can be used in reference to not only mental quiescence but also to the disciplines by which quiescence is achieved, i.e., yoga. On yoga as the means of manonāśa, see infra 21.

21 tattvajñānasya śravaṇādikaṃ sādhanam, manonāśasya yogaḥ, vāsanākṣayasya pratikūlavāsanotpādanam…. JMV 2.2.16.

22 On the interdependence of tattvajñāna, manonāśa, and vāsanākṣaya see JMV 2.1.1–2.2.16. In short, Vidyāraṇya argues for their mutual causality so that the practices associated with each aim must be carried out simultaneously. In that way, an unwavering non-dual realization requires manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya. Likewise, the perfect establishment of manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya ultimately necessitates tattvajñāna since it is precisely the realization of non-duality that renders the apparent multiplicity of the saṃsāric world incapable of catalysing the dualistic framework at the basis of mental agitations and impure tendencies. Similarly, mental quiescence cannot be truly established unless one has uprooted latent tendencies since residual impressions, in conjunction with prāṇa, provoke the desires of an intentional mind (and vice versa). On prāṇa see infra 88.

23 vividiṣāsaṃnyāsinas tattvajñānaṃ pradhānam, manonāśavāsanākṣayāv upasarjanab hūtau; vidvatsaṃnyāsinas tu tadvaiparītya.... JMV 2.3.2. Also, see JMV 2.3.27.

24 “samyaganuṣṭḥitaiḥ śravaṇamanananididhyāsanaiḥ” JMV 1.2.1.

25 On the mahāvākyas see JMV 3.10.8, 5.2.18, 5.2.41.

26 Drawing on the PYŚ, Vidyāraṇya defines manonāśa as the development of mental restraint (nirodha, JMV 2.3.3–5), which ultimately results in samādhi. Indeed, a restrained (niruddha) mind entails an increasing flow of quiescence (praśama pra +√ vah, cf. JMV 3.6.19), culminating in the cessation (virāma, uparama) of mental transformations (vṛtti) (cf. JMV 3.6.26). It is principally in chapter three of the JMV that Vidyāraṇya explicates the methods of manonāśa, including a graduated (krama) scheme of practices from the LYV (cf. JMV 3.2.1–3.4.33). At JMV 3.5.1, Vidyāraṇya turns his attention to the aṣṭāṅ ga yoga taught in PYŚ, particularly absorptive concentration (samādhi). Drawing on PYŚ 3.9, he defines nirodha-samādhi as the cessation of mental transformations (JMV 3.6.1–2, 15), which is the same definition he provides for manonāśa. The culmination of nirodha results in asaṃprajñāta-samādhi (or nirvikalpa samādhi). Given the mutual causality of tattvajñāna, manonāśa, and vāsanākṣaya (see supra 22) there are, however, multiple ways (upāya) of bringing about mental quiescence, including gnostical means (see JMV 1.3.27, 3.2.8–9). On Vidyāraṇya’s engagement with PYŚ, also see Fort (1999).

27 Particularly in chapter two of the JMV, Vidyāraṇya sets out a number of methods of effacing impure (aśubha, malina) or negative (dur-) tendencies through the cultivation of pure (śubha) or good (su-) – that is, soteriologically efficacious – predilections. In particular, he teaches a number of contemplative remedies (pratīkāra) for counteracting impure tendencies and stresses the importance of pure tendencies accrued from absorptive meditation (samādhi), discernment (viveka), and the esoteric practice of consciousness-only (cinmātra). On the tendency of samādhi, see JMV 1.6.26; on viveka, see JMV 2.8.1–8, 2.10.1–49; and on cinmātra, see JMV 2.11.1ff. Vidyāraṇya also emphasizes the cultivation of virtues, such as the divine (daiva) qualities taught in chapter 13 and 16 of the BhG, as well as kindness (maitrī), compassion (karuṇā), empathetic joy (muditā), and patience (upekṣā). On the latter virtues, see LYV 4.5.21 at JMV 2.6.3, PYŚ 1.33 at JMV 2.7.1, and JMV 2.7.1–27. Although PYŚ 1.33 is Vidyāraṇya’s main source (which is correlated with the LYV), these virtues are also representative of a broader yogic-śramaṇic heritage shared with the Jaina and Buddhist traditions and taught in, for example, the Aṅ guttara-nikāya, Majjhima-nikāya, and Buddhaghosa’s Visuddhimagga. It should be noted, however, that the cultivation of (or habituation toward) virtues such as kindness is an ethos Vidyāraṇya clearly locates within a non-dual metaphysics.

28 As Vidyāraṇya puts it, “the direct realization of brahman is achieved by the means of listening, reflection and deep contemplation.” śravaṇamanananididhyāsanaiḥ sādhyaṃ brahmasākṣātkāraṃ. JMV 1.2.6. In addition: “the renunciation for the gnostic is carried out by gnostics who have known the ultimate reality by properly practising listening, reflection, and deep contemplation.” samyaganuṣṭhitaiḥ śravaṇamanananididhyāsanaiḥ paratattvaṃ viditavadbhiḥ saṃpādyamāno vidvatsaṃnyāsaḥ. JMV 2.1.1.

29 “In the same way the renouncer seeking gnosis should carry out listening (śravaṇa), etc., for the sake of tattvajñāna, the renouncer who is a gnostic should carry out manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya for the sake of jīvanmukti.” yathā vividiṣāsaṃnyāsinā tattvajñānāya śravaṇādīni saṃpādanīyāni, tathā vidvatsaṃnyāsināpi jīvanmuktaye manonāśavāsanākṣayau saṃpādanīyau. JMV 1.2.16.

30 On the application of viveka post-gnosis, see JMV 2.8.7, 2.10.9, 2.10.15, 2.10.30. On viveka as a prerequisite or means to gnosis, see infra 37 and 38.

31 See JMV 2.4.3, 2.4.6. Ultimately, tattvajñāna is ever-present and therefore never “gained” nor “lost”; however, from a relative standpoint, it can be obscured or forgotten.

32 One of the purposes (prayojana) of jīvanmukti, which is realized through vidvatsaṃnyāsa, is the stabilization or safeguarding of gnosis (jñānarakṣā). See, for example, JMV 4.1.1ff.

33 See JMV 5.1.38.

34 paripūrṇasvarūpānusaṃdhāna- 1.4.26.

35 Vidyāraṇya posits three subdivisions (avāntarabheda) of jīvanmukti (see the discussion later in this chapter).

36 For example, see BSBh 1.1.1, BSBh 3.4.27, Upad G 2, BṛUpBh 4.4.23.

37 BSBh 1.1.1 refers to śamadamādi; I have unpacked the list of attributes here that have become standardized within the tradition by at least the time of ā nandagiri (c. 1300) who grouped them together in his commentary on BSBh 1.1.1. My thanks to Jacqueline Suthren Hirst on this point. The attributes of the adhikārin are perhaps best viewed as a working framework given that Śaṅkara and other Advaita Vedāntins also emphasize other virtues, such as compassion (karuṇā). The cultivation of prerequisite tendencies should also be understood within the context of a teacher–student relationship (Suthren Hirst, 2005). Vidyāraṇya likewise stipulates that an aspirant must have a teacher who is compassionate (guru-karuṇā) and introspective (antarmukha, JMV 2.4.51). He reiterates the issue when he describes the student’s trust in the teacher whom he depicts as an introspective yogin (JMV 4.2.18). Vidyāraṇya’s depiction of the Advaita Vedāntin teacher as a yogin dovetails with other epithets that signal the yogic orientated renouncer context of the JMV (see infra 94 and 98).

38 Vidyāraṇya points out, at PāM v. 175, that the “paramahaṃsa who seeks gnosis is qualified for the knowledge that is ātman” (paramahaṃsasya vividiṣor ātmavidyādhikāraṃ) (Olivelle 1986, 125). In the JMV Vidyāraṇya cites the Nāradaparivrājaka Upaniṣad (NpU), which states that “in order to acquire the knowledge of Brahman a man bearing the name Paramahaṃsa should equip himself with all the requisites such as tranquillity and self-control.” brahmavijñānalābhāya parahaṃsasamāhvayaḥ | śāntidāntyādibhiḥ sarvaiḥ sādhanaiḥ sahito bhaved || NpU at JMV 1.1.9. For the translation of NpU, see Olivelle (1992, 196). Vidyāraṇya makes a similar point when he notes that dharmic qualities, presumably in reference to those associated with the Śaṃkarite adhikārin, are already present in the one who undertakes vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa (JMV 4.3.3–4). Inversely, he argues that impure tendencies in a seeker indicate a lack of the means (i.e., prerequisites), such as śamadamādi, which thereby prevents the dawning of gnosis (JMV 2.2.10). On śāntidānti as pure vāsanās and śamādi as a cause (hetu) of gnosis, see JMV 2.2.6 and 2.2.14; for daiva-vāsanā-s as a means (sādhana) to gnosis see JMV 2.3.76; and for viveka as a means to gnosis see JMV 2.8.6–7. Further, JMV 2.7.21 is suggestive of how pure vāsanā-s can be understood to conceptually map the path to liberation. Indeed, “bondage is just the bondage of latent tendencies [and] liberation is just the effacement of latent tendencies.” bandho hi vāsanābandho mokṣaḥ syād vāsanākṣayaḥ at LYV 4.5.20 at JMV 2.6.2. Also, see JMV 2.3.15.

39 Śaṅkara, for example, glosses śama as antaḥkaraṇasya upaśama (BGBh 10.4.), dama as bāhyendriya-upaśama (BGBh 10.4.), and samādhāna as ekāgratā (Upad P 17.23–24.) (Mayeda 1973).

40 See JMV 2.4.2–2.4.6. Vidyāraṇya holds that the practitioner of upāsana is depicted as the foremost qualified for gnosis (mukhya-vidyādhikarin) in the śāstra- s. Nakamura points out that the semantic range of upa √ ās includes “service done in an attitude of self-dedication as well as the sense of [mental] continuity [established] through repetition” (Nakamura 2004, 737).

41 In this case, the post-gnosis program of vidvat-saṃnyāsa is not necessary as such because the aspirant is already in a suitable condition to sustain non-dual realization. In other words, “vidvat-saṃnyāsa and jīvanmukti are fulfilled naturally, as it were, on their own” (vidvatsaṃnyāsajīvanmuktī svata eva sidhyataḥ, JMV 2.4.2).

42 It is worth pointing out that various forms of meditation were indeed advanced in the BS as a necessary component of the vedāntic path. For details see Nakamura (1983, 519ff).

43 Vidyāraṇya uses upāsana and upāsti interchangeably with the latter having the more literal sense of “adoration” or “worship.” See infra 50.

44 For a discussion of operative or activated (prārabdha) karma, see the next section of this chapter.

45 idānīṃtanās tu prāyeṇākṛtopāstaya evautsukyamātrāt sahasā vidyāyāṃ pravartante. vāsanākṣayamanonāśau ca tātkālikau saṃpādayanti. tāvatā śravaṇamanananididhyāsanāni niṣpādyante.… vāsanākṣayamanonāśau tu dṛḍhābhyāsābhāvād bhogapradena prārabdhena tadā tadā bādhyamānatvāc ca savātapradeśadīpavat sahasā nivartete. JMV 2.4.3.

46 Śaṅkara depicts upāsana as being carried out in a seated position and as constituted largely by substitution and identification or intentional superimposition. For upāsana in the works of Śaṅkara see, for example, TaitUpBh 1.3.2–3; BhGBh 12.3; BṛUpBh 1.3.9, 1.4.7; BSBh 4.1.7–11, and the introduction to ChUpBh. Helpful here is Nakamura’s discussion of upāsana in the works of Śaṅkara and his remarks on how the term overlaps with, and is distinguished from, dhyāna, nididhyāsana, and samādhi (Ibid., 734–755). Also, see Bader (1990) and Dalal (2016).

47 tulyapratyayasantatiḥ at TaitUpBh 1.3.4. Also, see Goodding (2002, 59). Śaṅkara’s description certainly aligns with the kind of attentional training evident in a range of classical Indian works. For example, the bhāṣya on PYŚ 3.2 explains that “the flow of the mental modifications relating to the same object of meditation being continuous, i.e., being uninterrupted by any other knowledge or thought is known as Dhyāna or meditation” (Hariharānanda 1977, 251).

48 Putting aside the disputed authorship of the Pātañjalayogaśāstravivaraṇa, the earliest commentarial literature attributed to Śaṅkara does not indicate that he taught the kind of yogic disciplines evident in the “yogic advaita” (Fort, 1998) espoused in the JMV. It is worth noting though that Śaṅkara only rejects Sāṃkhya and Patañjali on matters of explicit disagreement. In fact, Śaṅkara occasionally quotes Patañjali approvingly and he does not argue against yogic praxis in a preliminary context. On related topics, see Sundaresan (2003) and Rukmani (2006). Further, if there were indeed sampradāya-s on the ground linked to Kapila or Patañjali in the eighth century, one suspects that Śaṅkara would have been inclined to draw out the differences between his views and theirs (which are, in fact, strikingly similar in terms of the nature of the seer, i.e., ātman / puruṣa). Unlike Śaṅkara, Vidyāraṇya, in the fourteenth century, does not engage with Sāṃkhya or Patañjali as rivals but rather as pan-brahmanical traditions/technologies prevalent among the renouncer community he is addressing. Likewise, Vidyāraṇya is not concerned with differentiating Advaita Vedānta from Mīmāṃsā or Mahāyāna Buddhism, two traditions that, in different ways, deeply shape Śaṅkara’s articulation of the advaita he inherited from Gauḍapāda.

49 For an interesting discussion of upāsana in the works of Śaṅkara, and among contemporary Advaita Vedāntins at Śṛṅgeri, see Dubois (2015).

50 According to Vidyāraṇya, for the aspirant who has successfully carried out upāsana, “the object contemplated is directly realized” (upāsyasākṣātkāra- at JMV 2.4.2). Whatever Vidyāraṇya was intending as the upāsya of upāsana – and I believe he is intentionally open-ended on this point – it could include “reverent concentration on a visualization to be realized” (Nakamura 2004, 735). The taking of a deity as an object of upāsana is already indicated in Śaṅkara’s well-known account at BṛUpBh 1.3.9, which describes the continuous contemplating on a deity (devatā) until one’s sense of self becomes that of the deity. This type of contemplation qua identification is not unlike the meditation (dhyāna) technique Vidyāraṇya derives from PYŚ wherein one identifies oneself with the mythical snake Ananta (JMV 3.3.5). In any case, while some upāsana practices are oriented toward identification, a deity could also serve as the object or support for a continuous flow of identical thoughts. This type of upāsana practice perhaps anticipates Advaita Vedāntic descriptions of bhakti that utilize yogic models of the mind during the early modern period. While bhakti is not at all central to the concerns of the JMV, Vidyāraṇya does proffer an example of a teacher imparting knowledge (vidyā) of saguṇa-brahman to an aspirant who is afflicted by a type of impure tendency called addiction to study (pāṭhavyasana). See JMV 2.4.50. On the issue of faith and devotion among contemporary practitioners at Śṛṅgeri, see Sawai (1992).

51 This is not unrelated to the development, and systematization, of the renouncer tradition at Śṛṅgeri, which was part of a wider yogic-ascetical milieu that included non-brahmanical traditions (Madaio 2016). Interestingly, the model of saṃprajñāta-samādhi, derived from PYŚ, frames the way in which Vidyāraṇya describes advaitic realization. While much work remains to be done in mapping the integration of yoga with Advaita Vedānta, it is well known that from at least the medieval period onward meditational yoga was valorized by Advaita Vedāntins (Comans 1993; Fort 1998; Madaio 2017). Further, during the early modern period, Advaita Vedāntin engagement with yoga broadened to include disciplines featured in Haṭha and Rāja yogic traditions (Bouy 1994). For example, Advaita Vedāntin compilations on yoga, such as the Yogacintāmaṇi by Śivānanda Sarasvatī (c. early seventeenth century), incorporate tantric, epic, and purāṇic yogas in addition to Haṭha and Rājayoga (Birch 2013). For echoes of Vidyāraṇya’s JMV in the teachings of certain contemporary Śaṃkarācāryas, see infra 74.

52 Vidyāraṇya makes this point in his discussion of the sthitaprajña depicted in the BhG, which he understands as referring to a jīvanmukta (JMV 1.6.1 ff.).

53 “utpanne tattvajñāne… nairantaryeṇa tattvaṃ dhyāyati” at JMV 1.6.3. Vidyāraṇya here likens the continuous knowing of reality to a besotted woman who uninterruptedly thinks of her lover. A similar analogy is used by Śaṅkara in reference to dhyāna: “The meaning of the term concentration is this, namely the setting up of a continuous stream of similar thoughts. The verb ‘to concentrate’ is applied figuratively to one having his limbs relaxed, gaze fixed, and mind concentrated on a single object, as in such sentences… ‘The woman who has her lover in exile has her mind fixed (on him)’” (BSBh 4.1.8 in Gambhirananda 2009 [1965], 831). Also, see BSBh 4.1.1.

54 “tattvaṃ vismaryate” at JMV 1.6.3.

55 As in the LYV: “when one’s own nature, which is true [and] pure, is forgotten, even for a moment, the world-appearance emerges like a cloud in the rainy season.” svarūpe nirmale satye nimeṣam api vismṛte | dṛśyam ullāsam āyāti prāvṛṣīva payodharaḥ || LYV 6.9.220.

56 “punaḥ punas tattvānusmaraṇam” at JMV 2.3.4.

57 See JMV 1.3.5. Technically the pūrvapakṣin asserts this view here but it is assented to by the siddhāntin.

58 Vedāntic-brahmanism posits a multi-tiered cosmos, which undergoes cycles (yuga) of emergence and dissolution and is structured by the language of the Veda and sacrificial ritual (yajña). Within this world – which is saṃsāra – there are many types of beings, of various orders, which endure affliction in a transmigratory existence in accordance with karmic causality. From an Advaita Vedāntic perspective, however, the cosmos issues from ignorance (avidyā) and is generally regarded as indeterminate (anirvacanīya) or as having a merely transactional (vyāvahārika) ontological status. As will become clear, identification with the non-real world (including the mind–body complex) is not so easily terminated despite advaitic awakening.

59 Vidyāraṇya appears to link operative karma to aspects of the natural world, such as the rising of the moon, which suggests a sense of collective karma: “Prārabdha-karma brings about by itself certain objects of sensory perception that cause happiness and suffering such as the rising of the moon and darkness. As for other [objects], such as houses, fields, etc., [it brings them about] by the intermediary of human effort. Among [these various objects], the rising of the moon, etc., cease to appear only on account of a previous samādhi consisting in the withdrawal of sense-organs, not otherwise. But [objects such as] houses, etc., cease even without samādhi.” prārabdhaṃ karma sukhaduḥkhahetūn kāṃścid viṣayāṃś candrodayāndhakārādirūpān svayam eva saṃpādayati. anyāṃs tu gṛhakṣetrādīn puruṣodyogadvāreṇa. tatra candrodayādayaḥ pūrveṇendriyasaṃhāralakṣaṇena samādhinaiva nivartante, nānyathā. gṛhādayas tu samādhim antareṇāpi nivartante. JMV 1.6.17.

60 Only meritorious and de-meritorious karma “that have not begun to yield their fruits [apravṛtta-phala] and that were accumulated in earlier lives [janma-antara-saṃcite] or even in this life before the dawn of knowledge are alone destroyed” (BSBh 4.1.15 in Gambhirananda 2009 [1965], 839). On liberation and related issues in the works of Śaṅkara, see Nelson (1996), Fort (1998), and Suthren Hirst (2016).

61 The arrow example is also employed in BSBh 3.3.32 and BṛUpBh 1.4.3. Some variant of this view was already evident at SK 67 (Mainkar 2004 [1964]) and BS 4.1.15.

62 “[S]ince the resultant past actions that led to the formation of the present body must produce definite results, speech, mind and the body are bound to work even after the highest realisation, for actions that have begun to bear fruit are stronger than knowledge; as for instance an arrow that has been let fly continues its course for some time” (BṛUpBh 1.4.7 in Mādhavānanda 2008 [1965], 93, my emphasis). Also see BSBh 3.3.32, 3.4.51, 4.1.15, 4.2.19; ChUpBh 6.14.2; BṛUpBh 1.4.3, etc.

63 “Indeed, this triad, starting with the knot [=superimposition], on account of being a production of ignorance, is removed by seeing the Self.” tad etad granthyāditrayam avidyānirmitatvād ātmadarśanena nirvartate. JMV 1.2.42. The triad here includes superimposition (adhyāsa), doubts (saṃśaya), and stored or un-commenced (anārabdha) karma. However, despite the fact avidyā has apparently been removed – see infra 65 – tattvajñāna can be obscured, causing a reemergence of superimposition and doubts. This is, in part, why post-gnosis obstacles must be prevented through disciplines carried out during vidvat-saṃnyāsa. On the post-gnosis arising of super-imposition (or “erroneous understanding”) and doubts, see infra 89 and 90.

64 karmāṇy anārabdhāny āgāmijanmakāraṇāni, JMV 1.2.42. According to Vidyāraṇya, the gnostic who has eliminated un-commenced karma has simultaneously realized “bodiless liberation” (videhamukti) in the sense of freedom from a future body (cf. JMV 2.3.73). Also, see JMV 2.3.55. This innovative reading of videhamukti is why Vidyāraṇya can claim, at the start of the JMV, that vividiṣā-saṃnyāsa causes videhamukti (JMV 1.1.1), which, given statements he makes later in the text, clearly means here liberation from any future birth/body. Vidyāraṇya, however, also employs videhamukti in the more traditional sense of liberation after the fall of the body when it suits his exegetical agenda. On this usage of videhamukti, see infra 97 and 104.

65 “This [present] body, however, has already commenced, therefore even by gnosis it is not possible to prevent the commencement of this [body]. Nor is gnosis resulting in the ceasing of this body because even for people who are not realized this body ceases at the time of the exhausting of operative karma.” ayaṃ tu dehaḥ pūrvam evārabdhaḥ, ato jñānenāpi nāsyārambho vārayituṃ śakyate. etaddehanivṛttir api na jñānaphalam, ajñānaninām apy ārabdhakarmakṣaye tannivṛtteḥ. JMV 2.3.55. Vidyāraṇya does not, however, directly address the problem of what the substratum of prārabdha karma could be if tattvajñāna (i.e., brahmajñāna) vanquishes avidyā. While this issue was not systematically treated by Śaṅkara, the great ācārya did concede that a residual impression of avidyā remains until prārabdha karma dissipates, not unlike how an ocular illusion persists for some time even after one realizes that it is an illusion (also see infra 75). Later Advaita Vedāntins, who endorse the jīvanmukti position, attempted to explain how a jīvanmukta could be perfectly liberated if an impression, trace, shadow or scent of avidyā remains in order to sustain post-gnosis phenomenality until the dissipation of prārabdha karma. They also grappled with how any remnant of avidyā could persist post-awakening given that ignorance is utterly antithetical to gnosis (see, e.g., Nelson 1996; Fort 1998). In the JMV, which is not a polemical work, Vidyāraṇya’s account of jīvanmukti is not shaped by these philosophical problems and critiques.

66 “sukhaduḥkhayoḥ prārabdhakarmaprāpitatvāt” at JMV 1.6.11. For operative karma as the cause of empirical experience (“bhogapradena prārabdhena”) see JMV 2.4.3.

67 On manonāśa as a remedy or counteragent (pratīkāra) to karmically determined experiences, see JMV 2.3.25.

68 sarvāś cittavṛttayo yogābhyāsenābhibhavituṃ śakyante at JMV 1.3.4.

69 Vidyāraṇya therefore asserts that “since operative-karma is more powerful than tattvajñāna, let it be that yogic-practice is more powerful than [operative] karma.” athavā prārabdhaṃ karma yathā tattvajñānāt prabalaṃ tathā tasmād api karmaṇo yogābhyāsaḥ prabalo ‘stu. See JMV 1.3.11. Compare supra 62.

70 On this view, fructifying karma constitutes a range of empirical experiences while vāsanā pertains to the conditioning or character of the transmigrating jīva who identifies with those experiences. The first is determined while the latter is malleable.

71 na ca tattvavidi kartṛtvasyātyantābhāvaḥ śaṅkanīyaḥ cidātmany āropitasya kartṛtvasya vidyayāpohitatve’ pi cicchāyopete’ ntaḥkaraṇopādhau vikriyāsahasrayukte svataḥsiddhasya kartṛtvasya yāvad dravyabhāvitayānapohitatvāt. JMV 5.1.36. For usage of dravyabhāvita, see also Nyāya-Sūtra 3.2.47. The innumerable (or “thousand”) changes (vikriyāsahasra) mentioned here is used in reference to mental dispersion or agitation (vi √ kṣi) at JMV 5.1.29. Later in this chapter, I discuss the problem of mental disturbances that may arise after awakening if the gnostic has not sufficiently established manonāśa and vāsanākṣaya.

72 bahuṣu janmasu dṛḍhabhāvitatvenāsmiñ janmani vinaiva paropadeśam ahaṃkāramamakārakāmakrodhādayo malinavāsanā utpadyante.... JMV 2.4.41. Elsewhere mind is described as āśānidhāna or the storehouse of desires (cf. LYV 5.10.22 at JMV 3.12.7).

73 “Latent tendency (vāsanā) is a residual impression (saṃskāra) in the mind, which is the cause of particular mental activities, such as anger, etc., which are arising suddenly without reflection on antecedent [causes] and subsequent [consequences].” pūrvāparaparāmarśam antareṇa sahasotpadyamānasya krodhādivṛttiviśeṣasya hetuś cittagataḥ saṃskāro vāsanā…. JMV 2.2.5. Vidyāraṇya elsewhere explains: “There are three types of desires, namely [desires that are] outer, inner, and consisting simply in latent tendencies. Outer [desires] [concern things] such as sweetmeats, etc. that are acquired; inner desires [concern things] such as sweetmeats, and the like, which are hoped for; and [desires that have] the nature of latent tendencies [are desires which are] cognized suddenly like [when we suddenly desire] herbs found on a path.” kāmās trividhāḥ, bāhyāḥ āntarā vāsanāmātrarūpāś ceti. upārjitamodakādayo bāhyāḥ, āśāmodakādaya āntarāḥ, pathigatatṛṇādivad āpātataḥ pratītā vāsanārūpāś ca. Jīvanmuktiviveka 1.5.8. This is instructive because it points to how vāsanā-s are not in the conscious field of the mind until they are triggered or suddenly arise.

74 lokavāsanā śāstravāsanā dehavāsanā. JMV 2.4.43. He includes subsets for the aforementioned types and also adds a fourth category he calls mental tendencies (mānasa-vāsanā), which are afflictive emotions he identifies with the demonic conditions (āsura-sampad) enumerated in the BhG. Vidyāraṇya’s typology of vāsanā-s – and the verses he cites from the LYV on this and other issues – were certainly influential on later Advaita Vedāntins, as well as recent Śaṃkarācāryas (Bhā ratī 2008 [1973], 42, 431–432; Tīrtha 2010 [2001], 27–39; Sri Vidyatheertha Foundation 2017, 610–613) and “Neo-Vedāntins” such as Swami Śivānanda (Sivananda 1994 [1940], 135–136).

75 tad etal lokaśāstradehavāsanātrayam avivekinām upādeyatvena pratibhāsamānam api vividiśor vedanotpattivirodhitvād viduṣo jñānapratiṣṭhāvirodhitvāc ca vivekibhir heyam. JMV 2.4.85. Also: “Impure latent tendencies persist in knowers of brahman beginning with Yājñavalkya.” brahmavidāṃ yājñavalkyādīnām asty eva malinavāsanānuvṛttiḥ.... JMV 2.9.28. Also, see JMV 2.9.2. Vidyāraṇya’s account here is reminiscent of certain scattered remarks of Śaṅkara, such as those in his introduction to the eighth chapter of the Chāndogya Upaniṣad: “In the case of persons who have realised Brahman… it is not easy to divert, all at once, the longing for objects of sense gratification that has grown through long continued indulgence extending over several births” (Jha 1942, 413). On the continued “power of impressions” (saṃskāra-vaśa) after realization, see BSBh 4.1.15. Also BṛUpBh 1.4.10. On related issues in Śaṅkara, see Suthren Hirst (2016).

76 saty api bodhe jāyamāno brahmavittvābhimānādir bhogārthāpāditakāmādiś ca dhīdoṣaḥ…. JMV 1.4.16.

77 dṛḍhabhāvanayā tyaktapūrvāparavicāraṇam | yad ādānaṃ padārthasya vāsanā sā prakīrtitā || LYV 5.10.48 at JMV 2.4.8. Vāsanā is equated here with the seizing (ādāna) of things, which is caused by firm conception (dṛḍha-bhāvanā). The term bhāvanā derives from √ bhū meaning, among other definitions, to become or to arise, as well to cultivate or to perform habitually (Monier-Williams, [1899] 1956, 760). While bhāvanā is used in other contexts to refer to meditation, it suggests here a repetitive attachment that is also an imaginative act (on the latter sense see Shulman [2012]). With regard to the verse cited, vāsanā connotes an impulsive, conceptual evocation, or “coming into being” of “things,” which is to say the imagining of objects as if they were truly “existent” (from the Latin existere meaning to “stand forth, come out, emerge”).

78 tādṛgrūpo hi puruṣo vāsanāvivaśīkṛtaḥ | saṃpaśyati yad evaitat sad vastv iti vimuhyati || vāsanāvegavaivaśyāt svarūpaṃ prajahāti tat | bhrāntaṃ paśyati durdṛṣṭiḥ sarvaṃ madavaśād iva || LYV 5.10.50–51 at JMV 2.4.10–11.

79 See JMV 2.9.25, 3.6.4.

80 The susceptibility of non-dual knowing to the arising of latent tendencies assumes that the gnostic has not sufficiently established vāsanākṣaya and manonāśa before realization (tattvajñāna). With regard to impure vāsanā-s that arise post-gnosis, Vidyāraṇya pays particular attention to anger, desire, and pride, highlighting a number of scenarios in which learned gnostics, despite being knowers of brahman, demonstrate impure tendencies (Madaio 2016). Implicit in a number of these examples is a critique of object-oriented learning as well as the predilections associated with brahmanical intellectuality. Indeed, Vidyāraṇya’s view of soteriological transformation emphasises the limits of knowledge when learning is pursued outside of a meditational and virtue-centred path.

81 Citing, and then glossing LYV, Vidyāraṇya explains: “‘Now if an inauspicious affective disposition compels you into difficulty then that earlier disposition, sir, is to be conquered by your own effort.’ Affective disposition (bhāva) indicates latent tendency (vāsanā).” atha ced aśubho bhāvas tvām yojayati saṃkaṭe | prāktanas tad asau yatnāj jetavyo bhavatā svayam || bhāvo vāsanā. JMV 1.3.22 (citing LYV 2.1.8). The sense of bhāva as a “way of thinking or feeling” and “the seat of the feelings or affections” (Monier-Williams [1899] 1956, 754) is useful in this context.

82 See JMV 1.6.8, BāU 4.4.5 at JMV 2.4.16, and verses from the BhG, which are cited as examples of āsuric vāsanā-s (e.g., BhG 16.10–12 at JMV 2.4.22–24).

83 The equivocation of v āsanā and kāma is part of Vidyāraṇya’s exegetical genius that skilfully correlates and repurposes positions across a range of scriptural resources, particularly, Upaniṣadic works, the LYV, the BhG, and PYŚ. On Vidyāraṇya’s glossing of taste for objects as mental thirst (raso mānasī tṛṣṇā), see JMV 1.6.17; for other usages of tṛṣṇā, see JMV 3.11.40–44 (which cites PYŚ 1.15–16) and JMV 4.5.7 (which cites LYV 5.7.24).

84 At JMV 2.6.6, Vidyāraṇya suggests another way of modelling vāsanic conditioning that correlates mānasa-vāsanā with impressions formed from desiring (√ kam) phenomenal experiences and viṣaya-vāsanā with impressions formed from undergoing (√ bhuj) those experiences.

85 The understanding that ultimate reality is the plenum or pūrṇa (“fullness,” “complete,” “satisfied,” “accomplished”) is well-known from BāU 5.1.1; for usage of pūrṇa in the JMV, see LYV 4.5.43 at JMV 2.1.31 and LYV 6.15.78 at JMV 4.21.55–56.

86 See, for example, the well-known phrase “satyaṃ jñānam anantam brahma” at Taittirīya Upaniṣad 2.1 and Śaṅkara’s gloss that anantam is a liṅga of brahman. Also, see BSBh 1.1.22.

87 Vidyāraṇya describes the “self that is peace” (śāntātman), which is without adjuncts (nirupādhika-), as follows: “that [self] exists as ‘all this’ being interiority and exteriority. The self that is peace, which is within everything, is of the same essence as consciousness.” tad etat sarvam antarbahirbhāvena vartate. śānta ātmā sarvāntaraś cidekarasaḥ. JMV 3.8.2.

88 On mental disturbances see, for example, vyagracitta- at JMV 1.9.16, citta-vi √ kṣi at JMV 1.9.21, cittakāluṣya- at JMV 1.9.24, manaśceṣṭā- at JMV 3.4.1, etc. Given the reciprocal relationship among vāsanā- s, prāṇa, and the mind (cf. 3.2.11, 17) – a position also found in the LYV and medieval Haṭha and Rāja yogic works – Vidyāraṇya teaches regulated breathing (prāṇāyāma) as a means of subduing the mind and impure vāsanā-s (cf. 3.2.11ff).

89 cittaviśrāntyabhāve saṃśayaviparyayau prasajyeyātām. JMV 4.1.3.

90 saṃśayaviparyayābhyām asaṃbhāvanāviparītabhāvanārūpābhyāṃ tattvajñānasya phalaṃ pratibadhyate. JMV 4.1.21. During Vidyāraṇya’s explication of yoga at JMV 3.11.1ff., he cites PYŚ’s depiction of afflicted and unafflicted mental modes (vṛtti), including erroneous understanding (viparyaya). This includes Patañjali’s definition of viparyaya as an error or a “mistaken cognition based on the form of something appearing as what it is not.” Putting aside the broader metaphysics of the two traditions, this definition parallels the Advaita Vedāntic account of superimposition (adhyāsa, adhyāropa). See PYŚ 1.8 at JMV 3.11.7. (PYŚ 1.8 in Larson and Bhattacharya 2008, 162). I have indicated earlier that Vidyāraṇya glosses viparyaya with viparītabhāvanā or contrary understanding; it is worth noting that viparīta connotes the sense of “turned around, reverse, inverted.” In other words, it is a misconstrual or contortion of the true non-dual nature of experience.

91 svayam prakāśamānaṃ cidvyoma-, JMV 1.4.12.

92 aviśrānti-citta- at JMV 4.1.25.

93 Drawing on chapter two of the BhG, Vidyāraṇya points out that “the practice of samādhi (is carried out) to remove occasional bouts of inattentiveness” kādācitkapramādaparihārāya samādhyabhyāsaḥ. JMV 1.6.21.

94 See, for example, JMV 4.5.1.

95 See JMV 4.1.32–58. Also relevant here is JMV 1.5.3. Vidyāraṇya’s explication of the avāntarabheda of jīvanmukti is based on his adaption of the sapta-bhūmi model(s) of yoga posited in the LYV. See Sprockhoff (1970).

96 svabhāvaikaniṣṭhatva-, LYV 3.9.123 at JMV 4.1.44.

97 The final stage of jīvanmukti is by implication indistinguishable from the traditional understanding of videhamukti, or liberation after the fall of the body, which is “like wind that stops moving” (pavano’spandatām iva, LYV 3.1.98 at JMV 1.5.2) so that it remains in its own nature (svarūpenāvatiṣṭhate, JMV 1.5.3). See infra 104.

98 jñānimātra- at JMV 2.9.15. Vidyāraṇya deferentially refers to the “yogin paramahaṃsa” as greater than the “mere paramahaṃsa” (kevalaparamahaṃsa, JMV 5.1.24). Indeed, the gnostic who is also a yogin (i.e., the gnostic who has secured mental quiescence) remains in the very nature of the highest consciousness (paramātmasvarūpatva, JMV 5.1.27) as opposed to the gnostic who is a non-yogin (ayogin, JMV 5.1.28) who may be distracted by outward conditions.

99 “bādhitabhedapratibhām” at JMV 1.6.30. Vidyāraṇya is quoting here an unknown work that he refers to as śreyomārga. Vidyāraṇya, however, may not be referring to the title of a work but simply switching to meter to deliver key teachings about the “superior path.” On śreyomārga see Goodding (2002, f.38, 116).

100 avasthāṃ sthitātmasaṃbodhā- at JMV 1.6.30.

101 kadācid vyutthānadaśāyām āpātataḥ pratītāv api vivekadārḍhyena heyopādeyatvabuddhyabhāvād dharṣādirāhityam upapadyate. JMV 1.4.14. The term vyutthāna, which refers to the mundane, outgoing, or active state (cf. PYŚ 3.9, 3.37), also has the sense of emergence, i.e., when the jīvanmukta rises up from (or comes back from) samādhi (e.g., note the verbal usage of vi + ut √ sthā at JMV 4.1.50).

102 samādhyabhyāsayuktas tadvāsanābalād vyutthānadaśāyām indriyair vyavaharann api prasādaṃ samyak prāpnoti. JMV 1.6.26.

103 “bodhānuvṛttyā sahita indriyavyavahāraḥ” at JMV 2.4. 42. Pure latent tendencies are likened to dried seeds (saṃbhṛṣṭabījavat, LYV 1.1.12 at JMV 2.4.19) because they do not cause rebirth nor do they provoke dualistic frames of reference. Similarly, at JMV 2.7.14ff., yogic practice (yogābhyāsa) is not considered an action that causes rebirth because it is undertaken without a sense of desire.

104 Following the LYV, Vidyāraṇya distinguishes between jīvanmukti with form and jīvanmukti without form (JMV 3.12.1–13). The former, which has been discussed here, involves the presence of sattvic qualities. The latter, or jīvanmukti without form, is synonymous with bodiless liberation (videhamukti), or liberation after the fall of the body, wherein sattvic qualities are reabsorbed (pra +√ lī, LYV 5.10.27 at JMV 3.12.10), as it were, into the all-pervasive consciousness.

105 Vidyāraṇya’s model for understanding the jīvanmukta, who is also glossed as the bhagavadbhakta (cf. JMV 1.7.1ff.), casts a large interpretative net capable of making sense of a range of awakened sages that has proved influential from the medieval to contemporary periods. Swami Śivānanda (2011), for example, includes selections from the JMV in his Jīvanmukti Gītā, along with verses from certain Yoga Upaniṣad-s, the Avadhūta Gītā, and the Ātmavidyāvilāsa of Sadāśiva Brahmendra.

106 In other words, the jīva, who is impelled across a range of embodiments on account of karma, is also inscribed by dharma, the law-like sense of “what is to be done” that is inherent to the brahmanical conception of the veda-informed saṃsāric/cosmological world. The gnostic, who is not yet beyond all hindrances, is therefore enjoined to carry out the dharma of vidvat-saṃnyāsa. The jīvanmukta, on the other hand, who has stabilized non-dual knowing, is considered “the one who is beyond castes and stages” (ativarṇāśramin, JMV 1.4.7 and 1.10.1ff.), that is, beyond injunctive dharma and the hindrances that would otherwise arise from prārabdha karma, etc.

107 saty api jñāne viśrāntirahitasya tṛptyabhāvena viśrāntisaṃpādanalakṣaṇakartavyaśe ṣasadbhāvena kṛtakṛtyatvābhāvāt. JMV 5.1.36.

108 “cittoparama āntaro dharmaḥ” at JMV 5.1.15.
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9
ŚRĪVIDYĀ

A Śākta model of esoteric sādhanā of the Śrīcakra1

Madhu Khanna

The cult of Tripurasundarī is one of the most sophisticated and sublime streams of Hindu Śākta Tantra. The tradition came into prominence in the medieval period and has a very large corpus of literature in Sanskrit and vernacular languages in India. The Śrīvidyā form of worship, which exclusively centers around the worship of śrī-cakra, was promoted fervently by Śaṅkarācārya through his four monasteries. The śrī-cakra is an indispensable tool of Śrīvidyā worship and serves as a substitute for the goddess’ iconographic image. The śrī-cakra is conceived to be an atomic symbol of goddess Tripurasundarī, who is known widely as Lalitā, Kāmeśvarī, Rājrājeśvarī, Tripurā, in her maiden aspect as Bālā Tripurasundarī, or after her esoteric mantra as śrīvidyā. Most Hindu divinities have been represented in their aniconic abstract symbol in their specific yantra- s, or maṇḍala-s in the Tantras. There is a very important distinction between a concrete image of the deity (mūrti), anthropomorphic representation and a geometrical symbol of the śrī-cakra, or a deity’s yantra. Whereas in anthropomorphic image is a static presentation, the śrīcakra is conceived as a dynamic symbol of the totality of the cosmos. Hence it is represented as an expanding form originating from the central nucleus, the bindu.

Essentially a linear configuration, several concentric circuits composed of lotuses and triangles surround the śrī-cakra. Figure 9.1 is bounded by a square enclosure with four sacred doors opening out to the cardinal directions. The bindu at the center of the śrī-cakra is presided over by the goddess Tripurasundarī, while those of her emanations, or parivāra-devatā- s, are arranged concentrically in circuits. These are arranged in accordance with the hierarchical scheme of goddess who presides over each part of the cakra. These goddesses are known as āvaraṇadevatā-s, so called because they “conceal” (āvaraṇa) the luminous splendor of the deity in the center. The seminal feature of the śrī-cakra symbolism is the manner in which it is to be understood by the devotee – as a fully manifested emblem of creation in the sṛṣṭi-krama (the “order of creation”). In this mode, the cakra is visualized with the bindu outwards as an expanding cosmos from the center. Śrīvidyā masters have explained the evolutionary sequence of the theory of creation through the visual language of the śrī-cakra in the sṛṣṭi-krama. However, when the cakra is understood in exoteric ritual worship and contemplative practice the figure is read in the opposite direction, square inwards, in orderly sequence which begins from the outermost periphery of the figure, the square, moving inwards circuit after circuit, in nine stages. This is known as the saṁthārakrama, or the “involution mode.”


[image: Figure 9.1 Śrī-cakra]

Figure 9.1 Śrī-cakra

Source: Author


The term “dienergics” seems to be the most appropriate to convey these two modes. It connotes, an orderly process involving the union of opposite principles, whose creative activity is expressed through the dynamic interplay of expansion and contraction, sṛṣṭi and saṃhāra. The dienergic activity of the cosmos is a fundamental category of the theory of creation. By virtue of the fact that the śrī-cakra is a mirror of creation as the dienergic order of the twin cyclical movements: (sṛṣṭīsaṃhāra), emanation and involution, creation and dissolution (prasara-viśrānti), contraction and expansion (saṅkocavikāsa). Thus forms the most fundamental principle upon which Śrīvidyā worship is based.


I

The metareligious foundation of the cult of Tripurasundarī is firmly rooted in the Pratyabhijña-based2 Trika school of Kāśmir Śaivism. The śrī-cakra represents a graphic synthesis of the abstruse metaphysical theory of cosmogonist as expounded by the Trika School. According to the Trika School, reality is an equilibrium of two contrary principles united in a harmonious relationship. The world emanates from a single, all-inclusive transcendent essence called Parama Śiva, the silent seer of phenomena and the pulsing, mobile, energy known as vimarśa śakti or cognitive energy. While Śiva, as the prakāśa, is pure awareness (cit, saṃvid), cognitive energy is his dynamic aspect. These two opposed, yet complementary, principles are the ultimate cause of creation. Vimarśa śakti inheres in Śiva and they share equality throughout creation as one undivided whole.




The sṛṣṭi-krama


The primal, pre-creative stage of evolution is the state of total void, the purest principle of emanation – Parama Śiva. It is Śiva in his absolute state with his cognitive energy which is as pure as a spotless mirror that shines forth from the luminous trans-phenomenal point:



When the mass of sunrise of Śiva is reflected back [on his body] from the spotless mirror of his cognitive energy, then the supreme point appears on the surface of consciousness lit by the reflected light.3




The emanation of the cosmos is explained through the reductive aesthetics of the primal visual symbols of the Śaiva-Śakta Tantra, the dimensionless point; the bindu. The white bindu represents Śiva, the red Śakti, and the bindu with mixed color represents their union.

The first visual symbol, therefore, to appear on the pure void of awareness is the mahābindu, the “Supreme Point” that rests in the center of the śrī-cakra. This is also called turīya-bindu, or the “Transcendental Point.”4 The transcendental state (turīya) is the universal awareness of “I am all-inclusive” (pūrṇo’ham)5 which spontaneously rises like a flash of light as modification of awareness shining in itself. This is the first moment of immanence when the Supreme Śiva throbs spontaneously and observes himself. This is the stage at which the infinite powers of Śiva begin to be negated. Therefore, the limitless “contracts,” as it were, into a dimensionless point and has its first experience of cosmic location in the tractless void of consciousness that is the unchanging mirror of his essence. The Supreme transphenomenal point is Absolute, as the supreme known, and is the body of Śiva and Śakti in union.6

The power and its possessor co-penetrate in the intimacy of their union. They coalesce and part, closing in “like a bud” (mukalībhavan)7 and expand outwards. These are the two phases of pulsation when the Absolute has a simultaneous awareness of the two moments of transcendence and phenomena in a single movement of awareness. First Śiva penetrates Śakti. This is the stage of extraversion of phenomena. The Śakti is fused within Śiva; this amounts to the introversion of awareness. These two pulsations are the two phases of unfolding and enfolding that characterize the Absolute, which is neither of these entirely, but is the unity of the essence (sāmarasya) of both. Due to the pervasion of cosmic passion arising through the mutual interaction of the two bindu-s of Śiva and Śakti, the transcendental point of mixed color, which is symbolized as the sun of awareness, becomes swollen like a seed ready burst into life.

In the next phase of its unfolding and evolution the supreme bindu transforms into the primal triangle (mūlatrikoṇa). The triangle is the second symbolic form of cosmic location to emerge from the blissful unity of Śiva-Śakti. It is known as the “circuit of the supreme womb” (parayonimaṇḍala).8 The inverted triangle surrounds the infinitesimal nucleus, the bindu, and rests in the center of the śrīcakra. In line with the theory of creation, the transformation of the bindu into a triangle is the contraction (saṅkoca) of Śiva into the cosmic triad of knowledge, knower, and known. The emergence of the triangle marks the Śakti’s awareness of her three cosmic energies: the energy of will, cognition, and action, which are related to the cosmic triads that make up the world. As a matter of fact, all of the attributes that characterize Tripurā’s triadic nature are assimilable into the symbolism of the primal triangle. From the next stage onwards the expansion of the śrī-cakra takes place through luminous rays kindled by the flames of prakāśa and vimarśa. The combined light of their surging effulgences bursts forth from the luminous body of the triangle like pulsing vibrations (sponda) and transform into linear configurations of light.

After the initial crystallization of primordial energy, the subtle principles of matter and spirit begin to make their appearance, and the whole process of creation alters course, as matter begins to dominate spirit. At this stage, original unity splits into two streams, into subject and object in which all divisions and opposites appear. This phase of the śrī-cakra is indicated by the interaction of nine triangles.

The triangles of the śrī-cakra are called nine cosmic wombs (nava-yoni) and parallel nine categories of nature in the macrocosm. The triangles are in two sets: the four upward-pointing (known as śrīkaṇṭha- s) emanate from the Śiva principle and denote the individual soul (jiva) and its vital energies; the five downward-pointing triangles represent Śakti principles and from them emanate the material elements of the macrocosm – earth, water, fire, air, ether – their five corresponding subtle states (tanmātra- s), and all the human organs which react to the impression of the senses. These are the organs that facilitate action (mouth, hands, feet, bowels, and genitals) and sense experiences (ears, skin, eyes, tongue, and nose). The two sets of triangles are superimposed to show the imperishable unit of Śiva-Śakti. So united they form the creative cosmic field represented by forty-three smaller triangles, each presided over by a goddess, within the rings of lotus petals and the outer square fence. Metaphysically this stage constitutes the evolution of all the elements of nature, as we are told in the Bhairava-yamala: “O’ Supreme One, the whole Cosmos is a śrī-cakra formed of the twenty-five tattvas – five elements plus five tanmātra-s plus ten indriya-s, mind, plus māyā, śuddha-vidyā, Maheśa (Śiva), and Sadāśiva.”9





II

A devotee’s spiritual journey from the stage of material existence to ultimate enlightenment is mapped on the greatest of yantra-s, the śrī-cakra. The spiritual journey is taken as a pilgrimage in which every step is an ascent from the world of multiplicity to the unity of the center. Traditionally such a journey is mapped in nine stages, and each of these stages corresponds with one of the nine circuits of which the cakra is composed. Starting from the outer square and moving inwards, the nine circuits bear specific names, related to their characteristics.10 As meditation nears the innermost triangle, a dramatic change takes place with the fading of the Śakti-clusters into the emptiness of the center. The innumerable Śakti-s of the earlier phases presiding over the circuits are reduced to three principles of existence: the energy of will (icchāśakti), the energy of knowledge (jñanaśkati), and the energy of action (kriyāśakti).

The ninth cakra, the bindu, is the symbol of final release. It is summit of reality and represents the innermost center of the consciousness, the abode of the supreme goddess Lalitā, whose mysterious presence is experienced in the depths of one’s being. The bindu marks the completion of the spiritual pilgrimage where outer life ends and the inner life begins; there is no shape and no form, and all is immersed in the void.

The śrī-cakra’s nine śakti clusters are thus nine levels separating the devotee from their primordial wholeness, or conversely, nine steps that can lead one through the principles or spiritual evolution. When the highest stage of exaltation is reached, the cakra is internalized; it becomes a psychic complex. The truth of the cosmos, illuminated in the cakra, is the sādhaka themself illumined, and the sādhaka’s body itself becomes the śrī-cakra.

In Śākta pūjā (“ritual”), the building blocks of ritual consists of (a) empowering the body in the likeness of the divinity, (b) externalizing the invoked divinity in the heart on the object of worship, (c) worshipping the divinity by means of mantra-s, offerings, vivid visualizations, and mudra-s (ritualistic hand gestures), and (d) finally withdrawing the deity back into the heart, after the ritual worship is completed.

In their contemplations, the aspirant consistently and systematically rebuilds and reconstructs the image of the goddess and her parivāra dēvatās on the static image of śrī-cakra. This process of reconfiguration is not simple but complex in nature as it involves a continuous reinforcement or a rebuilding of an internal image of the goddess on the external image of the goddess. This process of contemplative reconfiguration is dynamic in that there is an orchestrated movement of contemplative imagination that draws from poetical imagery from Śakta works and ideals of feminine beauty embodied by the goddess Tripurasundarī, or Lalitā, who preside over the cakra. Simultaneously, it draws in the sonic theology and her mantras. In a ritual known as the Mātrikā-nyāsa, for instance, the ritual projection of the letters is achieved by touching various parts of the body while reciting mantra-s with the vivifying nasal sound “m.” The aspirant seeks to transpose the sound powers of the Mātrikā Śakti into their subtle body. In a similar ritual, the alphabetical conjunctions represent aspects of the physical universe (macrocosm) and affinities are struck with the human body (microcosm).

Although in the ultimate sense the adorer and the object of adoration are pure cit (“consciousness”), for the purpose of exoteric pūja the dualism of subject and object is presupposed as a necessary axiom. Esoteric ritual worship is based on the premise that various dichotomies11 are in some sense real – if only on the level of appearances. This is the assumption on which the pūjā is based. The ritual performance, therefore, is to be looked upon as a dynamic interplay of the seemingly opposed, but nonetheless unitary, categories.

The goal of ideal pūjā at its most elementary level, then, is to bridge the dualism between the adorer and the adored, to remove the screen of ajñana (“ignorance”) that splits the unitive awareness into differentiated cognitions. Non-dual awareness is the objective of pūjā. In the teaching of Pratyabhijña-darśana, it is non-dual awareness (advaitācāra) that is the ritual paradigm. The ultimate ideal is to blur the boundaries between dichotomies through an awareness of pervasive non-dualism by uprooting once and for all the generative source, vikalpa “contracted awareness,” that rests on the erroneous notion of the self. It is to restore the “I/that” (aham/idam) equation under which the influence of māyā appears differentiated and severed from the source. In the actual ritual performance, the goal is to bring about a unification of the goddess, the self, cakra and the devatā-s of the circuits:



The cognizer is one’s self (=adorer); the means of cognition is the libation (=offerings); the object of cognition (=the śrī-cakra) is what exists outside. It is proclaimed that the worship of the śrī-cakra is the unification of these [three, i.e., knowledge, knower and known].12




The pure cognitive awareness of unity is brought about by conditioning and reorienting the process of mentation, habitually given to impure partite awareness (aśuddha vikalpa) so that it becomes receptive to suddha vikalpa, the pure state of differentiated perception. The emergence of the counter-idea (prati-dvanda virūpō vikalpa),13 pure in essence grounded in nirvikalpa, undivided cognition, dissolves the germ of impure differentiated perception (aśuddha vikalpa). This process of cognitive awareness that rests solely on the knowledge (jñāna) of non-dual cognition is called sat-tarka, “rational reflection.” When this reflection gains vividness through reinforcement in ritual process, it forms the basis of bhāvanā, a meditative realization-state of non-dual awareness resulting from the succession of uninterrupted cognition. Sat-tarka refines the intellect’s ability to perceive unity. Bhāvanā maintains continuity of awareness. Together, these two bestow upon the adorer’s identity the śrī-cakra as the object of adoration. Concentrated practice brings about a gradual dissolution of the pramēya, the object of knowledge, into pramāṇa, the means of knowledge, and the pramāṇa into the pramātṛ, the cognizer. In the final phase when the mind is permeated with pure differentiation (śuddha vikalpa), the objects of knowledge are perceived as expressions of the light of the self.

In the first phase of worship, during the rite of invocation (āvāhana), the wor-shipper summons from their heart the radiant illumination – the goddess Tripurā – and transfers that light into the bindu of the cakra. They then visualize the central spark spreading as radiant effulgences and taking shape as the surrounding circuits of the śrī-cakra. This is the blossoming forth of the seed of creation as the manifold universe. It represents the deity’s emergence from the potential state of wholeness into the differentiated cosmos. This phase characterizes the centrifugal movement of the śrī-cakra, designated as śṛṣṭi-krama, the order of evolution. Then the worshipper accomplishes the involution of the recreated creation from the realm of manifoldness represented by the āvaraṇa- s, from the square up to the bindu in the center. The practitioner pays obeisance to each of the nine circuits presided over by the āvaraṇa-dēvatā-s and once again contemplates upon them as effulgences and visualizes that they are gradually melting into the center. This characterizes the centripetal movement of worship called the layakrama, the order of dissolution. After the worshipper withdraws the luminous point of light from the bindu into their heart center in the rite of visarjana, dismissal of the deity. In the last phase, nothing exists save the celebration of the practitioner’s own essence as Tripurā – the most sublime and exalted form of the divine.

The centrifugal and centripetal dynamics of the śrī-cakra expresses the doctrine that the deity’s essence is a reflection (pratibimba) of the adorer’s consciousness (caitanyam). The whole cycle of worship is simply an extraversion and an introversion of the pūjaka’s (“worshiper’s”) self-power and self-awareness (svasamvid) experienced through the interfacing reality of the objective image of creation, the śrī-cakra.




Notes

1 Some parts of this chapters are excerpted in my forthcoming book: The Śrī-Cakra: A Psychocosmic Paradigm of Self Awareness, Part I &II.

2 The Pratyabhijñā school is a monistic and theistic form of Kāśmir Śaivism originated in the ninth century CE. This is the school to which Abhinavagupta belonged.

3 Paraśivaravikaranikare pratiphalati vimarśadarpaṇe viśāde pratirucirucire kuḍye cittamaye niviśate mahābinduḥ ||
Kāmakalāvilāsa by Puṇyānanda with comm. Cidvallī, op. cit. See: Nityaṣoḍaśikārṇava with comms. Ṛjuvimarśinī by Śivānanda and Artharatnāvalī by Vidyānanda, ed. by V.V. Dvivedi, Yoga Tantra Granthamala 1, Varanasi, Research Institute, Varaṇaseya Sanskrit Viśvavidyālaya 1968, Chap 1, 28–45. Yoginīhṛdaya with two Sansk. Comms.

4 Setubandha by Bhāskarārāya, Chaps. 1–8, 1963, 2, p. 111.

5 Cidvallī, op. cit., p. 16.

6 edanārūpo bindu śivaśakti sāmarasyatanuḥ ||
Saubhāgyasudhodya Amṛtānanda-nātha, ed. V.V. Dvivedi in his edition on Nityaṣoḍśīkaraṇava, op. cit., pp. 306–321; 1, 24a.

7 Cidvallī, op. cit., p. 18.

8 Artharatnāvalī, op. cit., 1, p. 18.

9 Bhairava-yamala for enumeration of 36 categories see: Parāpraveśikā of Kṣemarāja, ed. Mukunda Rama Shastri, Kashmir Sanskrit Texts Series No. 15, Srinagar, 1918, p. 7; Pratyabhijñahṛdayam by Kṣemarāja, Sansk. Text with trans. Jaideva Singh, Delhi, Motilal Banarsidass, 1980 sūtra 2 and 3 with note no. 17, pp. 122–124.

10 The first circuit (trailokyamohana-cakra) “enchanter of the three worlds”; the second (sarvāśāparipūraka-cakra) “fulfils all desires”; the third (sarvasaṅkṣobhaṇa-cakra) “agitates all”; the fourth (sarvasaubhāgyadāyaka-cakra) “grants excellence”; the fifth (sarvārthsādhaka-cakra) is the “accomplisher of all”; the sixth (sarvarakṣākaracakra) “’protects all”; the seventh (sarvarogahara-cakra) “cures all ills”; the eighth (sarvasiddhiprada-cakra) “grants all perfection”; and the highest (sarvānandamayacakra) is “replete with bliss.”

11 These may include dichotomies between “I” and “that” (aham/idam), “knower” and “that which is known” (pramātṛ/pramēya), “external” and “internal” (bāhya/antara), “conceptual” and “nonconceptual” (vikalpa/nirvikalpa), self/world, “pure” and “impure” (śuddhi/aśuddhi), adorer/adored.

12 Tantrarāja-Tantra (with comm. Manorama). Edited by Arthur Avalon and Lakshmana Shastri, Tantrik Texts Vol. 9. (London: Luzac and Co., 1921), Chap. 35.6.

Jñātā svātmā bhavēd jñānam arghyam jñēyam bahih sthitam|
śrī cakram pūjanam tēṣām ēkīkaraṇam īritam||6||


13 Tantra-sāra by Abhinavagupta. Edited by Mukunda Rama Shastri. Kashmir Sanskrit Text Series No.17 (Bombay: Nirnaya Sagar Press 1918), Chap. 4. p. 21.
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THE BODY AND WONDER IN TANTRA


Loriliai Biernacki



The powerful mantra of this visible world is the Goddess of Speech, Parāvāk. She is the mantra ‘aham,’ (‘I’). Her innate and spontaneous essence is the rapture of wonder (camatkāra). As it is said, ‘all visible phenomena rest in the Self, which is the “I” – feeling.’ This is a secret beyond all secrets.1


In a recent TED Talk, neuroscientist Anil Seth tells the audience that our brains hallucinate consciousness. We may think that we see, hear, and touch the world around us, but really, consciousness, our intimate sense of self – is simply “a controlled hallucination generated by the brain.”2 Despite the rhetorical, emotional punch of language like “hallucination,” his neuroscientific speculations on consciousness follows a commonly accepted position in current cognitive science, that consciousness is a product of the brain.3 And of course, the language of “hallucination” is expressly designed to jar, to undercut some idea of a self, and implicitly to jolt us out of any lingering unarticulated remnants of a religious sensibility, a sense that we might have something like a soul somehow separate from our bodies. In his neuroscientific account, all can be explained through the mechanics of the body.4

What is especially curious – and this is something that we see across a spectrum of scientists – is that even as this brave new worldview deprives us of our familiar, comforting religious sense of self; even as with one hand Seth takes away our anchor in ideas of something like a soul that offers meaning in the chaos of life, with the other he gives a consolation meant to replace our loss – he offers us the sense of wonder. Concluding his stimulating talk, he tells us, “With a greater sense of understanding comes a greater sense of wonder.”

Science, it seems, as a discourse has embraced the trope of wonder, from Carl Sagan’s plentiful inspirational quotes,5 “Science arouses a soaring sense of wonder” to Scientific American Magazine’s “Wonders of Science” blog – telling its popular audience, “Science just gives facts. Our sense of meaning, in the big-picture, must derive from elsewhere. Right? Wrong. Below are 10 sublime wonders of science, to make your mind reel and your emotions swell”6 – to more scholarly venues such as noted atheist Michael Shermer’s review of cognitive scientist Gerald Edelman’s Wider than the Sky opening with Shermer’s invocation of wonder in relation to quantum physicist Richard Feynman (Shermer 2004, 103).

However, we might ask, why is it that “wonder” is the term one invokes when trying to sell a non-enchanted, non-religious worldview? Why has wonder become the go-to consolation prize for our loss of some greater power in the universe, a soul, a god?7 A shorthand phenomenology of wonder may point to its easy assumption of this areligious, atheistic role. Wonder, as an emotion, seems to propose a state of transcendence. It brings us outside our small ordinary sense of self, opening into something bigger, beyond self, outside of self. We think of wonder today associated with the speechless apprehension of the vastness of planets in the starry sky, beyond the scope of human ability to map it, or wonder at nature’s rich ability to weave a web of sunset colors over the mountains, or wonder in the face of the mind-boggling complexity of the human immune system. And while the affective significance of wonder certainly historically fluctuates, as Daston and Park amply demonstrate, a general depiction of wonder is traced with speechlessness and transcendence, leaving us in its wake with mouths gaping wide (Daston and Park 1998, 319). Moreover, as Mary-Jane Rubenstein points out, the phenomenology of wonder also lends itself to stopping short of the certainty of faith (Ruben-stein 2008, 7, 60, 145). Yet, wonder certainly operates as a kind of praxis, even a spiritual praxis; it offers a phenomenology of self in relation to the world that one cultivates to generate a particular state of mind. Wonder’s links to transcendence point to its current appeal for scientists. We look to religion for transcendence. Wonder offers this transcendence without the religious strings attached.

Now, we might ask, in this state of transcendence, what happens to the body? To bodies? To materiality? I argue here for a perspective on wonder that relocates its phenomenology as inextricable from the body and matter. Rather than simply a marker for transcendence, wonder is deeply connected to matter. The transcendence that wonder appears to elicit depends, I suggest, on a deeper, if mostly neglected and unarticulated embodiment.

To outline an argument for understanding wonder in terms of matter and embodiment, I draw from Abhinavagupta’s thoughtful phenomenology of wonder in its relationship to matter and subjectivity. This brilliant eleventh century Indian thinker was instrumental in philosophizing medieval India’s Tantric shift, and a part of this Tantric rearticulation of self (ātman) involved reclamation of the body as a key component of Tantric ritual praxis. In Abhinavagupta’s formulation, wonder (camatkāra) arises through linking matter and embodiment to subjectivity. This fusion generates the state of wonder.8

Our psychological attachments to transcendence tend to occlude this basal affinity for wonder with matter. Abhinavagupta’s articulation of wonder’s mutuality with matter directs us back to a recognition of our own imbrication within materiality and bodies. With this, the corollary to wonder’s link to matter is its inextricable entanglement with subjectivity, the “I-ness,” ahantā, that forms the basis of Abhinavagupta’s philosophy of Recognition (Pratyabhijñā). To us this may seem counterintuitive, since from our vantage point, subjectivity is as unlike matter as it can possibly be. Abhinavagupta’s non-dualism nudges us towards a materiality underwrit by a deeper liveliness that only a non-dualism that embraces the world, that is, a Tantric perspective, could engender. In this he proposes wonder as something like a phenomenological portal that makes bare an essential subjectivity undergirding everything. His foundational non-dualism discovers subjectivity not only in our own self-aware thoughts but also as an enlivening force, a secret sharer, embedded within the materiality of bodies and objects. With this also comes an understanding of wonder as fundamental to the basis of sentience, of life.

For this chapter, I discuss this Tantric tradition’s articulation of wonder in relation to four aligned components. First I look at wonder’s embeddedness within the body and matter. Following this I address wonder’s links to subjectivity. After this I discuss wonder as it specifically links to the Goddess. Finally, I look at wonder’s function as that which generates sentiency, that which makes bodies alive. More can certainly be said about wonder’s links to sentiency. Moreover, the short space of this chapter does not attempt to address in depth wonder in relation to agency either. These I leave for a later version of this chapter.



Wonder and bodies

It is perhaps not surprising to find wonder in this medieval Indian tradition foundationally linked to matter and bodies, given wonder’s close affinities with aesthetic experiences and their concommitant sensory emphasis. As Gerow notes, wonder (camatkāra) plays an important role not only in Abhinavagupta’s philosophical considerations but also in his writing on aesthetics, with its appeal to the senses and sensory experience (Gerow 1994, 93). Michel Hulin notes that wonder arises as one of the rasa- s, refined aesthetic experiences, again linking wonder to sensory aesthetic experience (Hulin 2013, 226). Similarly, David Shulman points out physical signs accompanying wonder (camatkāra) and its physical elements include bodily “trembling, horripilation, joyful movements of the limbs, etc.” (Shulman 2010, 255–256). In this context, Lyne Bansat-Boudon notes also that wonder comprises both mental and physical components (Bansat-Boudon and Tripathi 2011, 321). And Navjivan Rastogi in his study “Rasānubhūti Pratibhāna ke Rūpa Meṃ” also explicitly connects wonder to the body (Rastogi 2009, 194).

How might we understand this? For Abhinavagupta’s dual-aspect non-dualism,9 knowledge (jñāna) and activity (kriyā) form the two poles linking subjects to objects. In this schema, as we might expect, kriyā links to matter and objects. Interestingly, here, however, Abhinavagupta structurally links the experience of wonder to matter and activity, rather than, as we might anticipate, to a transcendent experience of knowledge. The speechlessness and transcendence so familiar to our images of wonder are not to be found here. Commenting on the Īśvara Pratyabhijñā Kārikā, Abhinavagupta explains,



Even those who have attained the supreme, highest level of pure consciousness still lack a capacity to act. They lack free agency, freedom (svātantrya). This is because they are linked with the concealment of wonder (camatkāra) and bliss, which is defined by abiding in one’s own Self, in the “I”. This is the highest goal.10



Wonder here functions to enable a capacity to be in the world, to act, to be an agent (kartṛ), rather than simply a “knower.” Wonder is thus the signpost of genuine free will. The logic here operates on a principle that sees activity in the world as the outcome of the movements of material bodies, with material effects. This logic is not so foreign to our own modern understanding; our contemporary understanding of matter follows this understanding of material causality as connected to material effects as well.11 It makes sense. However, what is curious here is that Abhinavagupta links this material causality to a state of wonder – itself linked to subjectivity. Agency, the capacity to act, arises out of wonder. On the one hand, it stands to reason that if agency is linked with wonder, then free will is also implicated with wonder, given that agency is foundationally dependent upon free will. But how does wonder connect to materiality in the first place? For Abhinavagupta, wonder is the expression of a foundational subjectivity, as he notes, “wonder and bliss… is defined by abiding in one’s own Self, in the “I.”12 This foundational subjectivity gives rise to inwardness as awareness and outwardly to external objects. Following Utpaladeva, who says, “In this way, kriyā, activity, functions both internally and externally.”13 Abhinavagupta comments,



[T]he form of consciousness can, out of its own freedom, appear both externally and internally… the writer of the Vivṛti states: both knowledge and action are connected with the elements of the physical world.14



Thus objects are the external expression of consciousness. The physical world is not a fundamentally different reality from consciousness and awareness, but is instead a piece of it.

Bansat-Boudan also notes that Yogarāja, commenting on Abhinavagupta’s Paramārthasāra, aligns subjectivity inextricably to the state of wonder (parāhantā-camatkāra). In this case, moreover, this wonder gives rise to the multiplicity of things all around us. Here, Śiva, “the Self of everything” is one’s own state of wonder, which expands outwards to make the diversity in the world around us (Bansat-Boudan and Tripathi 2011, 71). So, wonder is connected to the multiplicity of subjects and objects in the world. Similarly, Yogarāja tells us that the four principles classically connected to matter (prakṛti, māyā, śakti, and the earth)15 all have as their essence wonder, which is the nature of subjectivity (ahantācamatkāra) (Bansat-Boudan and Tripathi 2011, 79–80).

The material world in this sense harbors an essential subjectivity; that subjectivity is experienced as wonder. So we see here the structural equations of materiality with wonder and subjectivity. I argue elsewhere that linking subjectivity to matter is ultimately how Abhinavagupta manages to solve the hard problem, to link consciousness to bodies. For now, in any case, Abhinavagupta’s conception of wonder’s links to matter and bodies is not an outlier for his tradition; he formulates this understanding of wonder in keeping with the thought of his grand-teacher, Utpaladeva. Utpaladeva, glossing the Śiva Dṛṣṭi of Somānanda, tells us that the expansion of the universe arises from joy that is wonder (camatkāra) (Nemec 2012, 114). Indeed the opening verse of Utpaladeva’s commentary praises the god Śiva as the one who generates wondrous (adbhuta) things and who creates the universe on his own body (Nemec 2012, 99). Divine bodies seem especially akin to wonder. And later, Kṣemarāja, the disciple of Abhinavagupta, commenting on a poem of Utpaladeva, links wonder to materiality as well. In this poem, Utpaladeva’s verse poetically equates the name Śiva, Utpala’s beloved deity, with the experience of the joy of all sense-objects. Kṣemarāja glosses this sensuous joy as wonder – wonder is the bliss connected to the world (jagad-ānanda-camatkāraḥ).16




Wonder and subjectivity

The key to understanding the phenomenology of wonder looks to be an intuitive understanding that these writers have about how our own subjectivity engages that which exists outside of our familiar internal mental stream of consciousness; wonder is a kind of bridge state that links us to all those things that stand outside of the demarcated sense of self. In this respect, wonder seeks to point us to a deeper awareness of self, before the mind jumps in and builds border walls, closing off and demarcating itself as self proper against that which is other. The state of wonder reclaims the object as other, reminds us that the object, insofar as it phenomenologically is a part of our awareness, is also necessarily “I” as well. It is in this way that wonder as a state both undergirds the materiality of the world and at the same time points back to a pluripotent, expansive subjectivity.

Thus, in the Īśvara Pratyabhijñā Vivṛti Vimarśinī, Abhinavagupta tells us that “wonder, in fact, is just unrivaled resting in one’s own self.”17 Apart from Abhinavagupta’s coupling of wonder with the self and subjectivity, Jayaratha, his twelfth century CE commentator on Abhinavagupta’s Tantrāloka (Light on Tantra), also explains this expansive subjectivity as



[S]hining abundantly in everything, as the dense wonder of supreme joy which takes on simply the form of one’s own experience.18



Consequently, we find wonder (camatkāra, camatkṛti) often connected with the self and with the capacity of the self to be self-aware, to engage self-reflexively. So, again in Abhinavagupta’s Tantrasāra (Essence of Tantra), discussing how the ego (ahaṁkāra) evolves to come into existence, Abhinavagupta notes that his philosophical school, unlike the more mainstream Sāṃkhya philosophy, understands the “I” (aham) not only to entail awareness but also to comprise a sense of agency as well. This agency of the ego – indeed which in fact makes up the ego – Abhinavagupta tells us, is the



‘I,’ which has the form of wonder, which is one’s own self.

That is pure reflexive awareness (vimarśa), with nothing in its way.19




So the “I” (aham), the subjectivity that makes up the ego, is at its base a state of wonder. Out of this wonder arises the agency that the ego lays claim to in its deeds.




Wonder and the Goddess

Matter and the body have been traditionally associated with the feminine; often in the West they have been denigrated as a result. Not just in the West, however, in India we also find the same typology, with matter associated with the feminine and spirit or consciousness, in contrast, associated with the masculine. This appears early with Sāṃkhya philosophy linking the materiality of the world with the feminine prakṛti and aligning the masculine puruṣa with spirit, consciousness. Images of the Goddess within India traditionally associate her also with matter, materiality, and bodies. What does this do for wonder, given its associations with matter?

In the epigraph with which I start this chapter, Abhinavagupta unpacks the equation of wonder with subjectivity. Not surprisingly, given his Tantric affiliation, this involves a revalorization of the feminine, as it is the Goddess who exemplifies this coupling of wonder with subjectivity. He tells us in the Parātrīśikā Vivaraṇa:



The powerful mantra of this visible world is the Goddess of Speech, Parāvāk. She is the mantra “aham,” (“I”). Her innate and spontaneous essence is the rapture of wonder (camatkāra). As it is said, “all visible phenomena rest in the Self, which is the ‘I’ – feeling.” This is a secret beyond all secrets.20



Tracing out the terms here, we see that speech, as a function and as a goddess, is integral to the sense of subjectivity, the “I.” Additionally, at base, speech is rooted in a kind of wonder, for us perhaps paradoxically, since we tend to associate wonder with a kind of speechlessness. Yet here, the very essence of speech is wonder. I suspect that Abhinavagupta points here to an introspective insight, an awareness of wonder as the basis out of which speech bubbles forth. If we penetrate through to the origin of speech, at the core is a kind of rapture – wonder that is simply the sense of subjectivity, the “I” (aham). This wonder, which is subjectivity, he apostrophizes as Goddess. To highlight this insight’s counterintuitive importance, this, he tells us, is a very big secret (guhyam atirahasyam). We might understand this phenomenologically as an awareness that arises from articulating the sense of “I,” of subjectivity. At the very beginning of saying “I” there is the expansive rapture that includes a nondemarcated self. This unadulterated subjectivity is what we experience in wonder. The secret here is recognizing in an experience of wonder our own subjectivity encompassing the multiplicity of objects and matter that we see in the world.




The Goddess’ wondrous feat: matter out of consciousness

Abhinavagupta alludes here to another component of this secret. This is the capacity that the Goddess, who is pure consciousness, has to transform herself into matter, into bodies. Indeed, this is also a secret, or a mystery, for our own contemporary culture struggling to understand how mind can be derived from matter, from neurons in the brain. In this Tantric understanding, wonder is the link that connects consciousness to the body; it is, as Abhinavagupta tells us, the power of the Goddess as consciousness (citi-śakti) to perform a wonder manifesting pure subjectivity into the things, “this-ness” (idantā) that make up the world.

For us today, examples of wonder abound in matter – particularly matter that defies our capacity to calculate its materiality. For instance, our current discourse on wonder often makes appeals to large numbers, beyond our mental capacities. Wonder arises in contemplating the vastness of the heavens or the extensive and complex intricacies of our trillions of neuronal synapses. The wonder of consciousness, in the mystery of consciousness, follows in a related vein. The mystery is the incalculable effect of mere neurons giving rise to consciousness. How is it that mere, inert matter can give rise to the marvelous phenomenon of consciousness, which is so unlike it in every respect?

For our theological Kashmiri Śaiva authors, on the other hand, rather, the great wonder our non-dualist authors invoke is instead the obverse: how it is that consciousness can give rise to bodies? Glossing Utpaladeva’s discussion of the levels of consciousness, Abhinavagupta tells us,



The connection here is that the Energy of Consciousness is in fact all forms, the entire universe, and she touches nothing beyond herself. Consciousness (citi) makes manifest a wonder (adbhuta) by the force of manifesting that which is extremely difficult. This he summarizes with the words, [God] “who in fact” “partakes of ‘This-ness.’”21



It is not that matter can give rise to something so unlike it as consciousness, but rather that consciousness, here deified as the Goddess, can actually do something that goes against the expansive nature of consciousness, that is, to limit itself to mere insentient bodies. This is a non-dualist philosophy that defines itself in its rejection of pure mind-based idealism. Given the acceptance of the world, bodies, and matter as real, the difficulty becomes how to explain the fact of matter. In the final analysis, these authors veer towards pantheism and panentheism; the bodies and matter in the world ultimately simply are consciousness, even if in a stultified, hidden form.22

The body, however, is not just matter. It has the capacity to beautifully illustrate the fusion of matter and consciousness. In a sense, the body itself represents the expression of wonder, as it takes on sentience through the wonder that arises from locating subjectivity within it. Abhinavagupta links the sentience that makes the body alive precisely to wonder (camatkāra). He tells us,



Light (prakāśa) has as its primary essence a reflective haptic awareness (pratyavamarśaḥ). Even though light has the forms of the variety of objects, it possesses only a clarity, but not sentiency, because it lacks wonder.23



In this context, light is that which makes forms in the world manifest. Light shines, and as it shines it reveals the contours of the diverse world. However, while light brings clarity, it does not bring life, because it lacks wonder. Rather, wonder, which is the sense of “I,” subjectivity, is the essence of the Goddess. This is the great secret that these authors understand as the mystery that reveals consciousness within matter, within mere neurons.




Conclusion: wonder as spiritual praxis

So, with Anil Seth and Scientific American, wonder is the antidote to a mechanistic materialism; it shifts us out of a soul-numbing materialism that erases those things that make life meaningful. This is no doubt why it is so often invoked by scientists. Matter in juxtaposition with wonder, at least briefly, while we ruminate, manages to elude the manipulations of a technology that threatens to reduce it to mere, discardable objects – indeed threatens to reduce us as well to objects, to mere algorithms to manipulate.

I suspect that Abhinavagupta’s understanding of wonder’s links to the body and matter may also be operative in its current appeal for scientists, insofar as he also makes explicit wonder’s unspoken implication in matter and the body. Even as we affectively link wonder to transcendence, it depends upon, indeed it finds its inextricable grounding in, the body and matter as the condition necessary to enact this flight from matter. Those things which bring us to speechless wonder, the vastness of planets in the starry sky, nature’s rich ability to weave a web of sunset colors over the mountains, all evoke this affect through the links to matter, to the planets, the colors, that generate this sense within us.

The October 2015 issue of Scientific American ran a short article on awe as emotion, telling us that awe makes us more selfless and also that awe makes us healthier too since it is linked to lower levels of an inflammation molecule.24 Perhaps, even if with a spirit of instrumentalism that really runs counter to how wonder works, nevertheless, contemporary science looks to wonder, awe, as a way of helping our bodies to operate better, or better, helping our subjective selves to feel better. This medieval Indian tradition spells out the power wonder has to simultaneously evoke both a feeling of transcendence and to a sense of being still located here in our bodies, in the world around us, as a means to a spiritual end. Wonder is what makes us sentient; that is, wonder makes us alive. The result is a cultivated practice of wonder that we find in medieval Kashmiri Śaivism, a spiritual discipline attending to wonder as a way of reaching an enlightened state of subjectivity that is for these medieval mystics the goal of spiritual practice. Further, something we might not expect comes from this meditation tradition: the implications of wonder within bodies and matter. We may think of wonder as bringing one outside of the self, to a transcendent space; however, the astute psychological awareness of these medieval thinkers offers an insightful phenomenology that helps us to rethink the relationship between wonder and the self. What makes this adoption of wonder so compelling is its reclamation of matter.




Notes

1 Abhinavagupta, Parātriṃśikāvivaraṇa, http://homepage.mac.com/somadevah/etx/PaTriViv.txt, p. 204. Prakāśasya hi svābhāvikākṛtrimaparavāṅmantravīryacamatk ārātma aham iti | yathoktam prakāśasyātmaviśrāntir ahaṃbhāvo hi kīrtitaḥ iti / tad eva guhyam atirahasyam ||

2 www.ted.com/talks/anil_seth_how_your_brain_hallucinates_your_conscious_reality/transcript. Accessed 10/22/17.

3 Of course, the understanding of this breaks down into a variety of similar, but differently nuanced positions, such as the Eliminativism of Paul and Patricia Churchland and the Epiphenomenalism of Daniel Dennett.
Seth waxes optimistically over our current scientific progress; the seeming insoluble mystery of our conscious selves will be soon unraveled by our ever-growing understanding of the brain’s neural architecture.

4 He rightly locates his idea in the lineage of Copernicus and Darwin, displacing the ego, the self from its central role, thus establishing his position, laying out his cards, so to speak, as a secularist and materialist scientist.

5 Listed in a notable quotes list of Sagan’s pithy statements on science: https://todayinsci.com/S/Sagan_Carl/SaganCarl-Quotations.htm.

6 https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/guest-blog/10-sublime-wonders-of-science/. Accessed 10/17/17.

7 I am reminded of the technique the Buddha prescribes in the Lotus Sūtra. Describing the father who lures his children out of a burning house with the promise of toys that will never materialize, the Buddha then asks his audience whether the father’s false promise for a greater good was justified. We might ask, does the consolation of wonder justify the brave new paradigm that these scientists urge us to adopt? We can keep in mind here that Buddhism also boldly set out on a program to disabuse its listeners of clinging to a false idea of self (anātma), just as Seth does.

8 We might understand this fusion as panentheist in its thrust since it seeks to tie together transcendence and immanence.

9 Dual-aspect nondualism entails a single reality (non-dualism), which nevertheless has two modes of existence.

10 Abhinavagupta (1985), vol. 3, p. 319: Ye saṃvinmātraparamārthā api aham iti svāt maviśrāntilakṣaṇasvātantryaparamārthānandacamatkāratirodhānayogāt na uttamāḥ kartāraḥ.

11 Here, Abhinavagupta takes the surprising and strategic tactic of reverting to a foundational subjectivity; with this he then assimilates material causality to subjectivity, as one of its capacities. He says, “It can not be proved that the relation of cause and effect is grounded within what lacks sentience. But rather the relation of cause and effect lies only with that which is conscious.” Īśvara Pratyabhijñā Vivṛti Vimarśinī, vol. 3, p. 257.

12 Īśvara Pratyabhijñā Vivṛti Vimarśinī vol. 3, p. 319.

13 Īśvara Pratyabhijñā Vivṛti Vimarśinī vol. 3, p. 257: Evam antarbahir vrttiḥ kriyā||

14 Abhinavagupta (1985), vol. 3, p. 257: Cidrūpa eva,… svātantryād antarbahirātmā avabhāsamānaḥ… Vivṛtikāro “jñānaṃ kriyā ca bhūtānāṃ… ||” (1/1/4). The writer of the Vivṛti is also Utpaladeva.

15 To elaborate: Prakṛti, often translated as nature; secondly, māyā, the principle of illusion fundamentally generating the world; again here, we can note māyā’s connection with matter and the material world conceived in expanding multiplicity; thirdly, śakti herself, the primordial energy understood as the genetrix of the world and matter; and finally, the earth, that quintessential emblem of materiality as well.

16 Utpaladeva. Ś ivastotravalī. Edited by Rai Pramadasa Mitra Bahadur (Benares: Chowkambha, 1902), 8.

17 Īśvara Pratyabhijñā Vivṛti Vimarśinī vol.3 p. 251: Camatkāro hi iti svātmani ananyāpekṣe viśramaṇam||

18 Tantrālokaviveka 2:31: Etat svānubhūtimātrarūpaparānandacamatkāraghanatvena sarvātiśāyi bhāsate || In Abhinavagupta and Jayaratha. Tantrālokaviveka. Srinagar: Kashmir Series of Texts and Studies volumes 23, 28, 30, 36, 35, 29, 41, 47, 59, 52, 57 and 58. Digitally accessed in Muktabodha Indological Research Institute. URL: http://muktalib5.org/DL_CATALOG/DL_CATALOG_USER_INTERFACE/dl_user_interface_create_utf8_text.php?hk_file_url=..%2FTEXTS%2FETEXTS%2FTantraloka-1-14-HK.txt&miri_catalog_number=M00092. Accessed 12/1/18.

19 Abhinavagupta. Tantrasāra. Srinagar: Research Department Jammu and Kashmir State 1918. Photographed from volume 17 of the Kashmir Series of Texts and Studies, 1918. In Muktabodha Digital Library URL: http://muktalib5.org/DL_CATALOG/DL_CATALOG_USER_INTERFACE/dl_user_interface_create_utf8_text.php?hk_file_url=..%2FTEXTS%2FETEXTS%2FtantrasaaraHK.txt&miri_catalog_number=M00153. Accessed 12/20/2017.
Verse 8.70: Tac ca śuddhaṃ vimarśa eva apratiyogi svātmacamatkārarūpo’ham iti ||

20 Abhinavagupta, Parātriṃśikāvivaraṇa In Goettingen Register of Electronic Texts in Indian Languages. URL: http://gretil.sub.uni-goettingen.de/gretil/1_sanskr/6_sastra/3_phil/saiva/partrvpu.htm, p. 204. Prakāśasya hi svābhāvikākṛtrimaparavāṅmantravīrya camatkārātma aham iti | Yathoktam prakāśasyātmaviśrāntir ahaṃbhāvo hi kīrtitaḥ iti | tad eva guhyam atirahasyam ||

21 Abhinavagupta (1985), v.3, p. 272: “citiśaktir viśvarūpā bhavati na cādhikyaṃ spṛśati” iti sambandhaḥ. Cetanā atidurghaṭakāritvādinā adbhutatāṃ vyanakti. Etat saṃkṣipya ghaṭayati “yo hi” iti “idantābhāk” iti.

22 See John Nemec’s discussion of this school’s pantheism (Nemec 2014, 99–114).

23 My translation is a modification of Torella, Raffaele. The Īśvarapratyabhijñākārikā of Utpaladeva with the Author’s Vṛtti. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass (1994) 2002, p. 118, verse 1.5.11, p. 22 for Sanskrit.

24 Makin, Simon. 2015. “… and Awe Might Make Us Healthier, Too.” Scientific American Mind 26(5), 12.
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SEMIOTICS AND ILLOCUTION IN GAUḌĪYA VAIṢṆAVA SĀDHANA

Cogen Bohanec1

The foundational prayer and meditational praxis of the Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava (GV) tradition2 is the reciting of the Holy Name of Kṛṣṇa, known as saṃkīrtana.3 The Śrī Bṛhad Bhāgavatāmṛta (BB) tells us that “from saṃkīrtana the joy of meditation increases, and from meditation the sweet joy of saṃkīrtana increases.”4 These two, meditation and the Holy Name, “are experienced as mutually enforcing”5 and therefore “both of them are verily the same.”6,7 I will argue herein that part of the reason that reciting the Holy Name of Kṛṣṇa is at the heart of Gauḍīya worship and praxis is that there is a unique understanding of semiosis and illocution8 that is central to GV theology.

In conjunction with the importance of the Holy Name, the role of the stories of Kṛṣṇa’s “pastimes” (līlā-s) in the Śrīmad Bhāgavatam9 (ŚB) are central to Gauḍīya spiritual practice. Jīva Gosvāmī writes that the process of “hearing the Śrīmad Bhāgavatam” (bhāgavata-śravaṇaḥ) “certainly” leads to the “revelation of Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s.”10 Just like the Holy Name, there is a unique theory of semiosis and illocution behind understanding how the power of Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s – the stories of Kṛṣṇa’s life as they are portrayed in the sacred literature – can transport the practitioner into the spiritual realm. These “stories” are unlike any other literary topic in terms of their relationship between signifier and signified. Further, the speech act of reciting and remembering them has certain capacities that are unlike any other subject matter.

If the semiosis of the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s are a “top down” invocation where they not only represent the highest spiritual reality but are invocations, manifestations, of that reality, then we can understand the connection of worldly life to the spiritual realm as presenting a “bottom up” approach. To explain, Gauḍīya semiosis posits that worldly life is inextricably connected to the spiritual realm, and if we are able to “read” the features of the material realm and our placement within it correctly – as a worldly signifier for the transcendental signified – then even the mundane can be understood in its sacred context, as a semiotic ladder that we can climb to ascend to the spiritual realm.

To understand the importance of the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s in Gauḍīya spiritual praxis, we will examine five semiotic relations and how they are conceptually preceded in the early texts but are then manifested in the GV tradition. These five semiotic relationships are what I’ve termed “top down semiotics.” This applies to examples where the signifier (i.e., the Holy Name and the stories of Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s) is of transcendental origin and it has the ability to descend the power of the spiritual position into our worldly existence, as is the case with the Holy Name and līlā-s.

In what follows, I will define in depth what I mean by “bottom up” and “top down” semiotics. But first, I will preface this with a brief discussion of the role of sādhana (“spiritual practice”) and its connection to semiosis and speech-acts in GV.




Sādhana


The Sanskrit word sādhana generally means “spiritual discipline” and the root √ sādh has a connotation of “reaching one’s goal.” In Yoga darśana (philosophy), it includes a variety of precepts and especially centers on meditational practice that includes an element of theism (i.e., the aṣṭāṅga-s that include Īśvara-praṇidhāna, Grimes 1996, 261–262). Gauḍīya sādhana can be understood as being primarily theistic and whatever else one might experience are only secondary to establishing a rapport with Śrī Kṛṣṇa as a personal divinity.

To this end, Śrīla Rūpa Gosvāmī states “[there are] two (dvidhā) divisions (abhidhā) of [bhakti] sādhana called “vaidhī and rāgānugā.”11 The difference is mainly the motivational impulse. Vaidhī bhakti sādhana is motivated by what we might consider to be “prescriptions” (maryādāmārga, BRS 1.2.269) that impel one to engage in practice and meditation. That is to say, if one is motivated to practice sādhana because they are instructed to do so, that would be considered vaidhī. The purpose of vaidhī bhakti sādhana is largely seen as instrumental, that is, to attain the “highest form of bhakti”12 (BRS 1.2.13), which Bhānu Svāmī takes to refer to prema (Bhānu Svāmī 2009, 82). Haberman indicates that there is a hierarchical valuation between the two: “the move onto the state of Rāgānugā is necessary for further progress, because Vaidhī is judged to be inadequate for transporting one into the world of the Vraja-līlā” (Haberman 1988, 66). We are initially impelled to engage in sādhana through instruction (vaidhī), but a higher motivation develops.

In terms of Rūpa’s second form of bhakti sādhana, rāgānugā, Haberman tells us that “The practitioner is to continue on the path of Vaidhī Bhakti… until there arises the desire” (lobha) to enter into Kṛṣṇa’s divine realm of Vraja. Here the devotee begins to “aspire” (also lobha) to engage directly in the loving pastimes of Kṛṣṇa with the other inhabitants of this celestial realm. This hints at the unique illocution of Kṛṣṇa līlā in that through rāgānugā bhakti sādhana one is projected directly into the divine realm.

According to Haberman, this “desire” (lobha) as “the primary motivation for Rāgānugā” is what sets vaidhī practice apart from rāgānugā bhakti (Haberman 1988, 66). Thus, vaidhī “prepares the way for the more esoteric path of Rāgānugā” (Haberman 1988, 65). The path of sādhana begins when we follow the instructions to practice, but if our speech act of chanting the Holy Name and remembering Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s are to be ultimately successful, they must be motivated by an intense “desire” (lobha) to engage directly with the spiritual realm of the līlā which is both signifier and signified.

Hence, bhakti practice can be either vaidhī or rāgānugā depending on the motivational impulse. But the actual means of sādhana is the same irrespective of whether one’s impulse is vaidhī or rāgānugā. One of the more common enumerations of Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇava sādhana practices is a list of “nine symptoms” (nava-lakṣaṇāḥ) that “should be practiced” (kriyeta)13 from the Śrīmad Bhāgavatam that include: (a) hearing about the Lord (śravaṇa), (b) glorifying or singing praise upon the Lord (kīrtana), (c) constant remembrance/meditation upon the Lord (smaraṇa), (d) service to the Lord (pāda-sevana), (e) ritual praxis and worship (arcana), (f) offering respect (vandana), (g) a general attitude of servitorship (dasya), (h) cultivating affectionate feelings of friendship with the Lord (sakhya), (i) and entrusting one’s life and existence to the Lord (ātmā-nivedana).14

In terms of the first three practices (śravaṇa, kīrtana, and smaraṇa), the ŚB tells us “people should hear (śrotavyaḥ), should praise (kīrtitavyaḥ) and (ca) should remember (smartavyaḥ) Lord Hari at all times and everywhere”15 (ŚB 2.2.36). Conceptually, these all involve the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s. One who is engaged in “glorifying” kīrtana Kṛṣṇa by chanting and singing the Holy Name and reciting and remembering the līlā-s causes the “hearing” (śravaṇa) of the same for others. Thus, both parties are practicing “remembrance” (smarana) and the result is that everyone’s sins are driven away (kalmaṣāpaham, ŚB 10.31.9). Whether that process can be considered as vaidhī or rāgānugā bhakti depends on the motivation of the participant (i.e., if they have cultivated lobha, then they are engaged in rāgānugā bhakti sādhana).

These nine bhakti practices, because of the centrality of the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa līlā, can be analyzed in terms of semiosis and illocution. All nine processes involve both the Holy Name and the texts that deal with the stories of Kṛṣṇa līlā. To fully understand how a signifier such as the Holy Name, or stories of the Lord can have soteriological value, one must understand the relationship between the signifier and signified. In the case of Kṛṣṇa bhakti sādhana (involving the texts and the Holy Name), they are one: inseparable by a causal relationship. Therefore, when a person encounters these transcendental signifiers, there is a simultaneous invocation of divinity and one is drawn directly into the spiritual realm.

I’ve elected to call this process the “illocution of translocation.” I mean to say that the particular speech-acts that compose bhakti-sādhana, which so heavily features the symbolic16 elements of the Holy name and Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s, causes a two-part trans-location. The first involves the invocation of Kṛṣṇa to the place of sādhana – which is the implication of the identity of Kṛṣṇa with His Name and līlā-s (later). The second involves the transportation of the practitioner – in a spiritual body (siddhadeha) – to Kṛṣṇa’s eternal (or, if you like, “atemporal”) spiritual realm.

Once the practitioner begins to yearn (lobha) to enter into Kṛṣṇa līlā as a rāgānuga-bhakta, there begins a process of identifying less with the material body of the practitioner (sādhaka-deha) and more with the meditative body (siddhadeha). On the external level, the devotee may be standing in front of a mūrti and is motivated by vaidhī prescriptions (such as being instructed to engage in sādhana by one’s guru or by the śāstra). However for the rāgānugā-bhakta, “the inner state, the practitioner meditatively approaches Kṛṣṇa directly (sākṣāt) and performs worship as a gopī” (Haberman 1988, 73–74). Thus, the practitioner occupies two worlds simultaneously – the material world of the practitioner’s corporeal body (sādhaka- deha) and the spiritual world of their spiritual body (siddha-deha). The illocutionary effect of bhakti-sādhana is that the spiritual body (siddha-deha) of the practitioner is “transported” (this term may not be entirely appropriate since the spiritual realm is not locative in the worldly sense) to the spiritual realm. Conversely, Kṛṣṇa is “transported” (this term must also be qualified since Kṛṣṇa in a sense is already present in terms of divine immanence) through invocation to the place where the physical body of the practitioner (the sādhaka-deha) is performing the sādhana.




II Top-down: semiosis and illocution of the Holy Name and līlā -s

It would be hard to overstate the importance of the Holy Name of Kṛṣṇa in Gauḍīya theology, especially given that seemingly one of the most oft-cited verses from the Caitanya Caritāmṛta (CC) insists that “there is no other way” of attaining salvation than “chanting the Holy Name (CC Ādi 17.21), in the time of Kali Yuga”17,18 (ŚB 12.3.52). Jīva Gosvāmin tells us “bhakti that is to be performed in the age of Kali is not considered to be related to bhakti unless it is kīrtana.”19 Furthermore, “chanting of the Holy Name is in its own class as exceeding all else in excellence.”20 There simply is no practice that is of more importance to the tradition than hearing and reciting the Holy Name of Kṛṣṇa.

This is largely because of the theoretical underpinnings of Gauḍīya semiotics regarding the Holy Name. The Śrī Bṛhad Bhāgavatāmṛta (BB) tells us that “chanting (kīrtana) alone is the most virtuous”21 form of “pure bhakti” (viśuddhāṃ bhaktim) since it is the “requirement to connect with the ultimate, eternal lotus feet of the Supreme Lord (paraṃ śrīmat).”22,23 This “connection with the ultimate” occurs because, by GV semiosis, the Holy Name is (a) not an arbitrary signifier, (b) nor is it an instrumental representation for a higher spiritual truth. Further, (c) there is a causal relationship between the signifier and the signified in a way that they exert mutual agency, and (d) this causal agency dictates that the signifier manifests as the signified through its invocative power. Finally, (e) the Holy Name has the power to project the practitioner from the material world of the sādhakadeha (practitioner’s body) into the higher spiritual plane.

In terms of the first of these semiotic principles, with respect to the Holy Name, there is no arbitrary relationship between the signifier (Holy Name) and the signified (Kṛṣṇa). Rūpa Gosvāmī tells of this unique semiosis quite frankly: the Holy Name is “completely pure, and is eternally liberated because there is non-difference between the name and that which is named.”24 This is true for Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s as well since “The Form of Krishna” that is describe and is present in His līlā-s “is not a mental conception but is Transcendental.” As such Kṛṣṇa Himself “is visible to the eye of the soul of the devotee under trance” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 477; see also Sardella 2013) when his form is visualized. Signifier is the signified, plain and simple.

Likewise, Kṛṣṇa and his līlā-s are one; they don’t represent a lesser signifier to point one to a supposedly “higher” spiritual truth. Krṣṇadāsa Kavirājā tells us that the “essential nature of Kṛṣṇa is the same as Kṛṣṇa’s various līlā-s”25 (CC Madhya 17.135). This means that wherever Kṛṣṇa’s stories are being told, or his līlā-s are being remembered, he is there in his highest personal form.

This oneness of Kṛṣṇa with his līlā-s is in part because even the very text of the Śrīmad Bhāgavatam in which Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s occur are one and the same with Kṛṣṇa. For the līlā-s, like the Holy Name, there is a non-difference between signifier and signified. Kṛṣṇadāsa Kavirāja tells us that “the Śrīmad Bhāgavatam is equal to Kṛṣṇa”26 (CC Madhya 24.218), and the Śrī Caitanya – Bhāgavata (CB) tells us that “wherever the Śrīmad-Bhāgavatam, Tulāsī, the Gaṇges and devotees are, in these four Kṛṣṇa can be found”27 (CB Madhya 22.81). Furthermore, “The Śrīmad Bhāgavatam is made of prema [love],” which makes sense since “It is the body of Kṛṣṇa”28 (CB Āntya 3.516). Thus, like with the Holy Name, the signifier of Kṛṣṇa-līlā, and the signified of Kṛṣṇa are one and the same.

The second of these semiotic principles can be understood with the following analogy. For sentient beings, the body and soul are different in the same way that one’s name is different than one’s self. But this is not the case for Kṛṣṇa. Kṛṣṇadāsa Kavirāja tells us that unlike the living entity, “with respect to Kṛṣṇa, the body and the one possessed of the body, and the name and the one who possesses the name are not different.” The opposite can be true for living beings since “the dharma of the sentient being is such that their name, body and soul are completely different”29 (CC Madhya 17.132). The Holy Name, as a signifier, is not of instrumental value insofar as it indicates the higher spiritual truth of Kṛṣṇa. Since Kṛṣṇa and the Holy Name are identical, the Holy Name is of intrinsic, rather than merely instrumental, value.

In terms of the third principle, with the Holy Name, there is a causal link between signifier and signified that makes the practice of hearing and reciting a different type of speech-act than other illocutionary functions of language in that it brings together the practitioner and divinity. Beck brings up the issue of whether when one speaks if they “actually create sounds… or simply manifest them from some other plane” (Beck 1993, 38). This implies that the sound is already present and words are inextricably connected to them to the point that the word can exert agency upon the pre-existing entity that exists on “some other plane.” This certainly is the case with the Holy Name of Kṛṣṇa.

This brings us to the fourth issue. Since the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa are one and the same, and because of this causal connection between the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa Himself, there is an invocation of the divinity wherever the Holy Name is recited and heard. Bryant describes the process of deity worship (arcana) as “tran-substantiation,” which he uses to explain his understanding of the term āvāhana, or “invoking.” Bryant tells us that the process of ritual worship “begin[s] with invoking (āvāhana) the presence of Īśvara into the Deity and thereafter caring for Him with love and devotion.” He relates the process of deity worship to the Vedic semiotic understanding of mantra-s where he says, “the Deity – as with the mantra – is considered nondifferent form Īśvara’s own form.” The relation of the deity in arcana is similar to what it is with the Holy Name in that the deity “is not a symbol, substitute, or some sort of mental prop: Īśvara’s actual presence is invoked in āvāhana” (Bryant 2017, 29). This type of invocation is the same with the Holy Name, and therefore the process of chanting is related to deity worship in terms of the semiotics of invocation that are involved. Hence, we can see semiotics at work in yet another of the nine devotional practices that I have mentioned earlier.30

I mentioned how the process of bhakti sādhana is either considered vaidhī or rāgānugā based on the whether one is impelled by mere instruction (vaidhī) or whether there is an emotional component (“desire” or lobha) to one’s practice, whereupon it becomes the superlative form of sādhana known as rāgānugā bhakti. Bhaktisiddhānta Mahārāja links the efficacy of the invocation to the strength of the emotional intensity that impels the rāgānugā bhakta. For Bhaktisiddhānta, “The more the eye of devotion is tinged with the salve of love, the more will the transcendental concept gradually manifest itself” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 490). By this, it seems that the charge and intensity of our devotional love determines how much Kṛṣṇa “shows up” during the invocational process of chanting the Holy Name.

All of the first four of these semiotic principles are perhaps best conveyed by the well-known tenet that the “avatāra of Kṛṣṇa in the Kali age comes in the form of Kṛṣṇa’s name”31 (CC Ādi 17.22). Therefore, Kṛṣṇa and His Name are one and the same, the Name has intrinsic spiritual potency that exerts a causal effect upon Kṛṣṇa, the signified who is non-different from the Name, and impels him to manifest when the Holy Name is invoked as the avatāra “in the Kali age.” That makes the Holy Name particularly important since, as Bhaktisiddhānta tells us, “The only spiritual Entity or Reality Who has mercifully descended to this world is the holy Name of Krishna” (Bhaktisiddhāna 1999, 396). Since we live in such an unfortunate time (Kali age), we are fortunate to have this means to salvation whereby we can invoke the Lord Himself.

But I have mentioned that there is fifth semiotic function of the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s: to project the practitioner from the material world of the sādhakadeha (practitioner’s body) into the higher spiritual plane – what I might call “illocutionary transportation.” Bhaktisiddhānta calls this “‘Aprākrita Shābda’” as giving the practitioner the power of “‘ascent’ from the conditioned aptitude” (Bhaktisiddhāna 1999, 198). And Bryant reminds us that it is fundamental to rāgānugā bhakti for “Kṛṣṇa’s associates [to] absorb themselves in their particular līlās with their Lord” as an “expression of their specific rāga” (Bryant 2017, 63).

The capacity of the signifier to project the devotee seems to be a common idea in the Holy Dhāman. Haberman tells us that in Vṛndāvana “Many believe that acquisition of the mantra creates a new body, which must be developed and nourished by recitation of the mantra” (Haberman 1988, 118). By this, the semiotic relationships between the sign and signified inherent in bhakti sādhana helps the practitioner to develop a siddha-deha (“spiritual body”) “as a dramatic vehicle into the ultimate religious world” (Haberman 1988, 93). The semiotics of such a proposition implies that our siddha-deha, the spiritual/meditative body, is “perhaps more real than the ‘real’ itself” since it is the “vehicle into the ultimate religious world” (Haberman 1988, 93). Thus, instead of the religious drama (i.e., Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s) being a signifier for a more real signified, the semiotics are reverse – drama itself, it is both the signifier and the signified. There is no separation between what the story “tells us” and what the story “means.” Kṛṣṇa līlā is of both instrumental and intrinsic value to the practitioner, and prayer and worship in Gauḍīya sādhana cannot be explained without understanding this underlying semiotic.

This translocative power of bhakti sādhana to bring the practitioner into direct relationship with Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s may be why Bhaktisiddhānta tells us that the “chanting of the Name Krishna in the company of transcendental devotees is identical with the performance of the amorous service of the spiritual milkmaids in the Realm of Krishna” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 461). Such sādhana is “identical” because it is factually a transportation of the siddha-deha into Kṛṣṇa’s spiritual realm. Bhaktisiddhānta tells us “there is no other means of escape from the clutches of worldly inclinations for any creature than the service of the Holy Name.” For him, chanting is service since it is “rooted in the service of the Desire of Krishna (Krishna-kāmā)” and the reward for this service is the “escape from the clutches of worldly inclinations” into the spiritual realm (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 395).





III Bottom up: semiosis of material reality


I have suggested that the semiosis of the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s are a “top down” invocation where they not only represent the highest spiritual reality but are manifestations of that reality. Next I will, in a sense, reverse the process to show a “bottom up” approach to Gauḍīya semiotics that posits that worldly life is inextricably connected to the spiritual. If we understand worldly existence as a signifier for the transcendental-signified, we may be able to “read” our placement in the material realm and the mundane can be understood in its sacred context – as what I have called earlier a “semiotic ladder” that that we can climb to ascend to the spiritual realm.

When the signifier is the material world (rather than the transcendental signifier of the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s like it is with the “top down” approach) it directs us to the spiritual realm. Thus, I have divided these into four semiotic relationships: (a) The relationship between signifier and signified is not arbitrary. The spiritual realm is connected in a variety of relations likened to a “transformation” of the spiritual realm (vikāra), a shadow of it, and a mirror-like reflection. (b) With this “bottom up” approach to semiosis, the worldly signifier is only of instrumental value compared to the higher spiritual truth, which is of intrinsic value, but (c) there is nonetheless a causal relationship between the signifier and the signified since the world (signifier) is a “transformation” (vikāra) of the spiritual realm (citjagat, as signified). By this, there is a causal agency between the transcendental signified and the worldly signifier where the world (signifier) is caused by the spiritual realm (signified). But, (d) this causal agency implies that the ontological connection between worldly and transcendental existence allows us to understand the latter (transcendence) through the former (immanence). This implies that the worldly signifier does not have the power to project the practitioner (as it did in the “top down” perspective) in the “bottom up” approach; rather, it has the power to direct the practitioner from the material world of the sādhaka-deha (practitioner’s body) into the higher spiritual plane.




Mundane signifier, transcendental signified

For the GV tradition, the term “allegory” might be used in a way that is less applicable to the signifiers of the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa līlā and is rather applicable to our worldly existence as “allegorical.” This implies that this world, as māyā, is the instrumental signifier, which is of a lesser valuation than the transcendental signified (Kṛṣṇa līlā). I say it is of lesser valuation because Bhaktivinoda likens māyā (material existence) to a shadow32 (chāyā) of the spiritual world. For Bhaktivinoda, “māyā-śakti is an inferior reflection, or shadow, of the variegatedness found in cit-śakti”33 [the śakti of the spiritual world] (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 313). I take “inferior” here to refer to valuation, but not a complete dismissal of value, since, as we will see, the material world (māyā) is an important signifier for our spiritual attainment and it is just as real as the spiritual world.34

There is a similar semiotic pattern of the signifier as having a lesser valuation than the signified in Advaita Vedānta, where (for AV) it is śabda itself and its relationship to sa-guṇa brahman that is the lesser, instrumental signifier of discounted valuation to the higher signified of nirguṇa brahman. The Gauḍīya-s maintain a similar hierarchy of valuation,35 but the devalued signifier and superlative signified are different than they are for AV. To illustrate, with GV it is worldly existence (rather than śabda and sa-guṇa brahman as it is for AV) that is of lesser valuation. But worldly existence is not less real than the spiritual realm; it is just of less value. Bhaktisiddhānta would caution us against the AV reading of seeing the material world as less real. For him, all of “Reality is necessarily one,” with the “Transcendental Realm” as the “face of the Realty.” Therefore, the “mundane realm” is “not unreal,” since it “is the same [transcendental] entity offering its deluding face” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 455). For the Gauḍīya tradition, even māyā is paramārthika satya (“ultimate truth”) (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 132).

Thus, unlike AV, the diminished valuation of worldly existence on the part of GV is not to say that the world is less real, but rather that it is of less value, than the superlative, transcendental signified. Bhaktivinoda calls the material realm “an inferior reflection [pratiphalana arthāt], or shadow [chāyā mātra], of the variegatedness found in cit-śakti” (Bhaktivnoda 2010, 313), while Bhaktisiddhānta considers it “a perverted reflection” of “actual concrete Reality” of Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 449). I will examine what these important GV thinkers mean by “reflection” and “shadow” later, but for now we can note that there is a diminished sense of valuation with regard to the material world.

Conversely, for GV śabda in the form of the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa līlā are of superlative valuation rather than nir-guṇa brahman as it is for AV. In a way, what AV considers lower (śabda/sa-guṇa brahman) GV theology sees as higher. Therefore, it is the material world that is the allegory for the higher spiritual realm. The difference is that with the transcendental signifiers of the Holy Name and Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s, the signifier and signified are identical. But when the mundane world is the signifier for the transcendental signified, the former is of a diminished instrumental valuation for the intrinsic value of the latter.36

Bhaktisiddhānta explains that Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s are “not allegorical for the reason that they happen to be the actual concrete Reality.” Rather, “it is this world and its happening that are really allegory which misrepresents our function and deludes us into the acceptance of this perverted existence” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 449). This allegorical aspect of the mundane world provides a unique semiosis for the GV tradition. According to Bhaktisiddhānta, Lord Caitanya “pointed out that Krishna is the only Word and also Its only Meaning (the only object of connotation) as well, in all languages, and of all scripts” (Bhaktisddhānta 1999, 396). Therefore, we can see that all things, even in the mundane reality, are signifiers for the transcendental signified. And since “The infinite variety of the Pastimes of Shri Rādhā Krishna constitutes the only Reality” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 466), even this mundane world must be somehow connected to that divine reality.37

This is a move against an anthropomorphic theology that sees presentations of God as having human features to be merely symbolic and therefore of a lower epistemological and ontological order than the divine reality to which such analogies are intended to point. Rather, for the GV tradition, we might consider the opposite whereby we, along with the material world, are theomorphic representations of the higher order of spiritual reality. This is proposed by Bryant, who states that “rather than Vaikuṇṭha [the spiritual realm] being an anthropomorphic projection, the reverse holds true: it is actually this world that is a ‘theopomorphic’ [sic]38 projection.” He explains, “There can be forms and personages in our world only because they are temporary and prakṛtic reflections and imitations of the eternal Brahman protoforms.” He points out that the GV tradition is based on satkarya-vāda; that is, whatever is present in the effect must be present in the cause. Therefore this “world, as an effect, must owe its dynamic personalized qualities and characteristics to its cause; so this cause, too, must have qualities” (Bryant 2017, 57). Stated differently, “Embodied begins as effects have forms, qualities, and activities because their cause has form, qualities, and activities (to an unlimited degree)” (Ibid. 107). Thus, all of the features of worldly existence – including our own bodies and minds – must be present in some form in the spiritual reality that is the cause of worldly existence.39

Bryant’s idea of “eternal Brahman protoforms” harkens to Bhaktivinoda’s presentation of vikāra-s (“transformations”). For Bhaktivinoda, “When pure characteristics” of the spiritual world “are deformed” and become the worldly instantiations “–that is vikāra” (Bhaktivinoda 1995, 66). Thus we can apprehend the spiritual through the worldly because, according to Shukavak, “Even in the state of vikāra, pure characteristics” of the spiritual world “remain[s] perceivable.” Shukavak gives the example that “In this world, we have no exposure to a spiritually perfect peacock feather, but at least the phenomenal peacock feather can serve as the most suitable indicator (nidarśana) to ‘symbolize’ the spiritually perfect peacock feather worn by Śrī Kṛṣṇa” (Shukavak 1999, 179).40

Even our own psycho-emotional complex is a contortion (vikāra) of its spiritual counterpart. For Bhaktivinoda, the “worldly emotional rasa” (loosely “emotions”) that is “experienced in activities of sense enjoyment is deformed spiritual rasa.” Here, worldly rasa, as our “emotions,” are simply a transformation (vikāra) of their higher (in terms of valuation, not in terms of realism) spiritual form. For Bhaktivinoda “The nature of bhakti and the nature of material love are not independent from one another,” and the material aspect can be an allegorical signifier for the transcendental source. This can be easily misunderstood when “rationalists experience spiritual rasa to some extent, and they mistakenly think the nature of bhakti and the nature of material love are different subjects” (Bhaktivinoda 1995, 66).

The same is true for our consciousness. Bhaktivinoda tells us that cit, which is the consciousness inherent in the spiritual realm, and our worldly “consciousness” (caitanya) “are one substance.” For him, our worldly consciousness (caitanya) turns away from our mundane, external focus and becomes internalized “[w]hen Vaiṣṇavas are absorbed in prema,” or love for Kṛṣṇa. But “[w]hen one’s absorption in prema is broken, he then comes to his external senses and parag caitanya [‘externally directed consciousness’] arises.” However, this worldly, externally directed consciousness “is not called cit, but it is called a shadow of cit” (Bhaktivinoda 1995, 76). Again we see the troupe of “shadow” to imply the inferior (but not negation of) valuation of the worldly. But we also see how there is an intrinsic connection between our own psychological makeup and a corresponding principle that descends from the spiritual realm likened to the way that a shadow descends upon the earth.

Because worldly love and transcendental love are not “different subjects,” we can understand the worldly emotion to be a transformation (vikāra) and indicator (nidarśana) of the transcendental. After all, “what exists in the shape of Goloka in the upper region,” says Bhaktisiddhānta, “is the same as Gokula on the mundane plane” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 478). The real misunderstanding occurs when one attempts “to assert material conception in regard to Gokula by the miserable senses so as to bring him [Kṛṣṇa] below the level of their intellect” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 478). “The conditioned soul fails to see the Divinity when He exposes Himself to his view if he chooses quite irrationally to suppose Godhead to be a mundane entity” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 460). In other words, both Bhaktivinoda and Bhaktisiddhānta are warning us that we have to see the worldly and transcendental as being of a similar nature without conflating them – especially by superimposing our worldly experiences onto the spiritual realm.

This is why the words of Śrīla Bhaktisiddhānta Saraswati were repeated in verbatim in a famous recording by A.C. Bhaktivedānta Swamī Prabhupāda: “The materialistic demeanor cannot possibly stretch to the Transcendental Autocrat Who is ever inviting the fallen conditioned souls to associate with Him through devotion or eternal serving mood” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 475). This inability of the “materialistic demeanor” to “stretch to the Transcendental Autocrat” is in part because of a semiotic misunderstanding whereby one sees Kṛṣṇa-līlā as merely a signifier on the worldly level and does not realize that the līlā is the signified object of transcendence itself. But one’s material conceptions “cannot possibly stretch” to the spiritual world if we attempt to reach that world discursively with our worldly intellect alone. We must instead turn to devotional practice in the “eternal serving mood.”

This ability for the material world to act as a signifier for divine reality might be designated by the term nidarśana, or “indication.” Shukavak discusses how Bhaktivinoda employs the term nidarśana to refer to the capacity of material reality to direct us to the spiritual reality in a way that language alone cannot. According to Shukavak, for Bhaktivinoda, “the affairs of the spiritual ‘world’ (cit-jagat) cannot actually be understood in human terms because they transcend human comprehension, so they must be expressed using things of this world as indicators or nidarśanas… which points to or suggests a situation or an object that cannot be described in words” and “indicate what is transcendent” (Shukavak 1999, 169). Further, “the things of this world have an innate potential to act as nidarśanas or indicators of that eternal cit reality of which they are modifications” (Shukavak 1999, 182). In other words, in Gauḍīya semiosis, the limited features of the material world are figurative representations of the unlimited spiritual realm and must be understood as having epistemological limitations – but nonetheless are viable symbols – with respect to their ability to express a spiritual reality to which the mundane world “indicates” (nidarśana).

However, the epistemological “indicators” (nidarśana) of worldly existence can be overcome if we see our worldly life as directing us to devotional practice. Bhaktisiddhānta tells us “To try to Pursue the inconceivable by the conceptual process is like pounding the empty husk of grain, which is sure to have a fruitless ending.” But that is not to say that ultimate reality cannot be understood. For him, “It is, therefore, one’s bounden duty by refraining from the endeavor to know, to try to gain the experience of the transcendental by the practice of pure devotion” (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 490). Thus, our own worldly lives can direct us to the spiritual insofar as they bring us to a transrational epistemology of experience via “the practice of pure devotion.”




IV Reflection


In addition to being of lesser “shadow” (chāyā) valuation, the material world of māyā is also devalued since it is a “reflection” (pratiphalana) of the spiritual world. Specifically, Bhaktivinoda describes “the variegatedness seen in māyā-śakti” as “an inferior reflection [pratiphalana arthāt], or shadow [chāyā mātra], of the variegatedness found in cit-śakti” (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 313), while Bhaktisiddhānta considers it “a perverted reflection” of “actual concrete Reality” of Kṛṣṇa’s līlā-s (Bhaktisiddhānta 1999, 449).

But is extremely important to recognize that while this world is devalued in comparison to the spiritual world, it is not completely lacking in value. The GV tradition cannot be accused of being “world denying” since the material world (māyā) along with the individual soul (jīva) and the Lord (Bhagavān) are all considered paramāṛthika satya (“the highest order of true reality”) (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 13). Thus, the material world is an aspect of the Lord (Bhagavān), and therefore, it is extremely valuable. Its devaluation comes only from the fact that māyā-śakti is not the full expansion of Bhagavān.

Again, this devaluation is not an ontological devaluation – the material world is as real as God is. I’m using the term “devaluation” to indicate a semiotic relation, that is, the “symbol” that is the material world is of instrumental value insofar is it indicates the spiritual world, while it is the spiritual world (cit-jagat) that is of intrinsic value as the ultimate signified. On the surface, this may be mistaken as a complete dismissal of the valuation of the here-in and even nature, and therefore such an ontological model doesn’t demand that we “care” equally about the natural world. However, the concept of divine immanence suggests the opposite – that since God “cares” about the material/natural world, so should we. It also suggests that the material word, since it serves to direct us to the spiritual, is extremely valuable.

As we saw with the concept of the vikāra and chāyā (“transformation” and “shadow”) of māyā-śakti, the material world, as a reflection, can be a “signifier” (nidarśana) when it comes to the nature of consciousness. In a way, the idea of the material world of māyā being a “reflection” (pratiphalana) is related to how it is a “shadow” (chāyā) in terms of consciousness. More succinctly, māyā as being a both a reflection and a shadow of coconsciousness are two ways of describing the same semiosis. If consciousness illuminates, then dull-matter eclipses – like a shadow; since it is both a “non-conscious object” and “dull” (acid-vastu and jaḍa, respectively, Bhaktivinoda 2010, 12). And illumination and eclipsing are certainly opposites, so they might be described as a “reflection” of each other they way “the body’s various parts appear opposite in their reflection” (Bhaktivonoda 2010, 313). It therefore makes sense that one of the terms that Bhaktivinoda uses to describe the material world, pratiphalana, can mean both “shadow” and “reflection.”41

Thus, Bhaktivinoda speaks of the spiritual realm as cid-jagat, or what might be translated as “the world of consciousness” (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 312). For him, the spiritual world is cin-maya, or “made of consciousness,” and he describes the inverse relation that cit in the spiritual world has to the material world: “As much as cit is pure, matter is impure” (Bhaktivinoda 1995, 76). Shukavak adds that “This realm of nonconscious prakṛti can be seen as something of a dull and imperfect reflection” of the spiritual realm (Shukavak 1999, 107). Thus, where the spiritual world is consciousness (cit-jagat), the material world – as a reflection of the cit-jagat – is non-conscious (acid-vastu, jaḍa-dharma, Bhaktivionda 2010, 12).

But this reflective semiosis does not apply to the individual soul’s relationship to the spiritual world when it comes to the nature of the jīva’s consciousness. Rather, the individual soul (jīva) is more of a “micro-instantiation” of the consciousness (aṇu-cid-vastu) of God that is the ultimate source of consciousness in its full, complete, and “great” form (bṛhat-cid-vastu, or pūrṇā-śakti, by Bhaktivinoda 2010, 11–12). Our own conscious nature is not a reflection of God – it is a “partial instantiation” (aṇu-cid-vastu). As an instantiation that shares common qualities with the spiritual world, our individual consciousness can “indicate” (nidarśana) the spiritual source of consciousness as a signifier. But the semiosis between jīva and Bhagavān consciousness is not an instance of reflective semiosis. Rather, it is the type of symbolic relationship that a fragment would have to indicate the nature of the whole.

However, reflective semiosis does apply to the jīva’s acquired material nature. Since “the fall of the jīva does not take place within the context of material time,”42 the individual soul has been directed away from the spiritual and “towards the material since beginningless time” (anādi-bhairmukha). With this materialistic inclination, the jīva has developed an affinity for material adjuncts to our fundamental spiritual identity. This material nature has a controlling effect on the jīva and likewise demonstrates the same kind of reflective, semi-otic “instrumentality” (naimittika-dharma) as material reality’s relationship to the spiritual. Therefore, this “reflective” semiosis of material reality does apply to at least the material aspect of our situatedness as beings who occupy a third, “intermediate” realm (taṭasthā-śakti), between matter and the spiritual world (cit-jagat) (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 12, 14).

As I have pointed out earlier, Bhaktivinoda further intimates the reflective semiosis of the material features of our identities when he discusses the nature of “emotions.”43 Bhaktivinoda distinguishes among “the one spiritual rasa,” the “heavenly mental rasa,”44 and the “worldly rasa.” They are related in a series of reflections where the “spiritual rasa is transformed and reflected into heavenly mental rasa,” which then is further “reflected as worldly rasa.” The latter (“worldly rasa”) refers to our worldly emotional relationships. Since the heavenly and worldly rasa-s are reflections of the “one spiritual rasa,” “the rules, the process, and the nature of the three rasas are one kind.” Part of the reflective process seems to be that while rasa is singular on the spiritual plane, it appears opposite as multiple in its worldly instantiation (or, more accurately, it appears as multiple by our worldly perception). There seems to be an opposite reflection in terms of valuation as well where the worldly rasa-s of the jīva are devalued relative to the transcendental rasa – although they are highly valuable as signifiers to their spiritual origin (Bhaktivinoda 1995, 67).

To illustrate the inverse valuation/devaluation of the worldly rasa-s/emotions45 relative to the spiritual ones, we are told that worldly rasa-s are “extremely detestable and irrelevant if they are not meant to bring one to the platform of spiritual rasa.” Thus, devaluation of our emotions only applies insofar as we neglect the spiritual source of these emotions. But, when our emotions are understood spiritually, they are perhaps the most valued aspect of reality on every level. The best way to direct our worldly rasa-s towards their spiritual source is to understand them as symbols that have the power to direct us to their spiritual source.

These emotions, as symbols, act in a similar way that our own reflection in the mirror is a “symbol” for how we look – worldly emotions are a reflection where despite their likeness, they are the opposite valuation of their transcendental source.46 Figuratively, “the left hand appears on the right side and the right hand on the left” so “[s]imilarly, the variegatedness of the spiritual world and that of the material world… are opposed to each other” as “a distorted reflection of transcendental variegatedness”47 (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 313). Thus, the “taste for sense gratification is a perverted reflection of bhakti-rasa, although not different” (Bhaktivinoda 1995, 66), and therefore, “Vaiṣṇavas carefully give up heavenly and worldly rasa-s and desire only spiritual rasa” (Bhaktivinoda 1995, 67).





Conclusion

I have attempted to show that there are two distinct vantage points from which to understand Gauḍīya semiotics: from the position of the transcendental signifier that is the same as the signified and from the perspective of the worldly signifier, which is different than the signified (in valuation, not in terms of realism). Implicit along the way has been an ongoing discussion of how the jīva, who is situated between the worldly and the transcendental, is to understand this and how bhakti sādhana can be understood as based on this semiosis.

I have chosen the language of semiotics to discuss the nature of divinity because symbols are systems of meaning that are complex in a way that even language cannot approach. Semiotics allows for a wider epistemological vision than logic alone can afford. Semiotics seems to be an intermediary epistemic step between the logic of dry rationalism and the transrational nature of the direct experience of divinity at its most sublime level. In a way, I believe that the language of semiotics can get us one step closer to the divine than language alone can. But even understanding the complex relations of signs and signifiers cannot approach the direct experience that is attained through actual bhakti sādhana. Therefore, I close by cautioning the reader against mistaking the understanding of semiotics for the actual divine signified. The only way to truly enter into that relationship – to truly understand the signified – is through bhakti sādhana. Otherwise, one is forever grasping the signifier and turning a blind eye to the fact that from the transcendental semiosis of the bhakti sādhana, the signifier and the signified are one and the same. But before we can enter into that level of bhakti sādhana that has even a modicum of realization of this, we must begin by following the semiosis of the worldly signifier, as an instrument of the divine gnosis, that will lead us to the preliminary stage of vaidhī bhakti sādhana.





Notes

1 I would like to express my acknowledgement and sincere gratitude to H.G. Tukarama Dāsa Prabhu-ji for being an important source of knowledge and guidance in the process of writing this piece and in my understanding of the tradition in general.

2 Gupta argues persuasively for using the designation of “Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism” rather than the more common designation of “Gauḍīya Vaiṣṇavism” that I am electing to employ herein. Gupta’s argument is that since “Many of Caitanya’s followers are not from Bengal” (the region to which the term “Gauḍīya” refers) and “not all Bengalis are followers of Caitanya,” the term “Caitanya Vaiṣṇavism” is preferable (Gupta 2014, xi). I do not dispute this, and I find that argument to be compelling. The term Gauḍīya is the term that is most commonly used by practitioners, and I have elected to retain the term most used by those in the tradition, thereby allowing the tradition, in a sense, to define itself.

3 Of course, there are a variety of other terms that can be used for this process (especially in japa meditation), and the Holy Name can be recited in a great variety of forms. But the most important is the Mahāmantra that places equal emphasis on the name of Śrīmatī Rādhārānī and Śrī Kṛṣṇa: Hare Kṛṣṇa, Hare Kṛṣṇa, Kṛṣṇa Kṛṣṇa, Hare Hare; Hare Rāma, Hare Rāma, Rāma Rāma, Hare Hare.

4 BB 2.3.153: Saṃkīrtanād dhyāna-sukhaṃ vivardhate, dhyānāc ca saṃkīrtanamādhurī-sukham ||

5 BB 2.3.153: Ayonya-saṃvardhakatānubhūyate ||

6 BB 2.3.153: Tayos tad dvayam ekam eva tat ||

7 All Sanskrit translations are my own, unless otherwise stated. However, Bengali and Hindi translations follow those of the translators cited in the bibliography.

8 I only employ these terms because they are English designations that best describe the relationship between signifier and signified and the intentional use of language. I am not attempting to make any comparison with Western thought, but rather seek to borrow Western terms in as minimal of a way as possible so that the tradition may speak on its own without being distorted by Western intellectual categories.

9 Otherwise known as the Bhāgavata Purāṇa. Out of respect, I have elected to use the honorific Śrīmad Bhāgavatam, since that is the term most employed by the tradition, thereby attempting to allow the tradition to speak for itself.

10 Krama Sandarbha 7.5.18: Līlānāṃ sphuraṇaṃ suṣṭhu bhavati ||

11 Bhakti-rasāmṛta-sindhu (BRS) 1.2.5 Vaidhī rāgānugā ceti cā dvidhā sādhanābhidhā.

12 BRS 1.2.13: Tayā [by the vidhi of 1.2.9] bhaktiḥ parā bhavet ||

13 The Śrīmad Bhāgavatam doesn’t use the term sādhana in the context of this verse; however, the term sādhana generally refers to “spiritual practice” and, in this case, since these “should be practiced” (kriyeta) they are considered elements of bhakti sādhana.

14 Śravaṇaṃ kīrtanaṃ viṣṇoḥ smaraṇaṃ pāda-sevanam | arcanaṃ vandanaṃ dāsyaṃ sakhyam ātmā-nivedanam || SB 7.5.23||

15 ŚB 2.2.36:

Tasmāt sarvātmanā rājan hariḥ sarvatra sarvadā |
Śrotavyaḥ kīrtitavayaś ca smartavyo Bhagavān nṛṇām ||


16 I use this term cautiously given that the conventional understanding of symbolism cannot be applied to GV semiosis.

17 CC Ādi 17.21:

Harer nāma harer nāma harer nāmaiva kevalam |
Kalau nasty eva nasty eva nasty eva gatir anyathā ||


18 Another well-known verse sates that “In the Kṛta yuga (kṛte) that which was (yad) [attained] from meditation (dhyāyataḥ), that which was attained through vigorous (makhaiḥ) sacrifice (yajataḥ) in the tretā yuga (tretāyām), that which was attained by deity worship (paricaryāyām) in the dvāpara yuga (dvāpire), that (tad) is attained by holding kīrtana (dhari-kīrtanāt) in the Kali Yuga (kalau)” (BhP 12.3.52). Kīrtana usually refers to the public, often musical, chanting of the Holy Name.

19 Krama-Sandarbha, commentary to SB 7.5.23–24: Yady anyā bhaktiḥ kalau kartavyā tadā kīrtanākhyā bhakti-saṃyoga-naiva ity uktaṃ ||

20 Krama-Sandarbha, commentary to SB 7.5.23–24: Svatantram eva nāma kīrtanam atyanta-praśastam.

21 BB 2.3.148: Kīrtanam eva sat-tamaṃ ||

22 BB 2.3.144: Paraṃ śrīmat-padāmbhoja, sadāsaṅgaty-apekṣayā, nāma-saṅkīrtanaprāyāṃ, viśuddhāṃ bhaktim ācara ||

23 In addition, by BB 2.3.148: “chanting the Holy Name “shines upon others as well as helping oneself. Dīvyat parān apy upakurvad ātmya-vat ||

24 BRS 1.2.33:

Nāma cintāmaṇiḥ kṛṣṇaś caitanya-rasa-vigrahaḥ |
Pūrṇaḥ śuddho nitya-mukto ‘bhinnatvān nāma-nāminoḥ ||


25 CC Madhya 17.135: Kṛṣṇa-līlā-vṛnda kṛṣṇera svarūpa-sama ||

26 CC Madhya 24.318: Kṛṣṇa-tulya Bhāgavata ||

27 CB Madhya 22.81:

Bhāgavata, tulāsī gaṅgāya bhaktajane |
Caturdhā vigraha kṛṣṇa ei cāri sane ||


28 CB Āntya 3.516: Premamaya Bhāgavata Kṛṣṇera śrī aṅga ||

29 CC Madhya 17.132: Deha-dehīra nāma-nāmīra kṛṣṇe nāhi bheda | Jīvera dharma nāma-deha-svarūpe vibheda ||

30 These nine processes from the Śrīmad Bhāgavatam include (a) hearing about the Lord (śravaṇa), (b) glorifying or singing praise upon the Lord (kīrtana), (c) constant remembrance/meditation upon the Lord (smaraṇa), (d) service to the Lord (pāda-sevana), (e) ritual praxis and worship (arcana), (f) offering respect (vandana), (g) a general attitude of servitorship (dasya), (h) cultivating affectionate feelings of friendship with the Lord (sakhya), and (i) entrusting one’s life and existence to the Lord (ātmā-nivedana).

31 Kali-kāle nāma-rūpe kṛṣṇa-avatāra.

32 Bhaktivinoda tells us that “Kṛṣṇa’s shadow potency, known as chāyā-śakti or māyā, bonds the jīva” (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 131), by Bhaktivedānta Nārāyaṇa’s translation.

33 By Bhaktivedānta Nārāyaṇa’s translation.

34 I would also add the caveat that even though the worldly energy (māyā-śakti) is of less value than the transcendental essence of the spiritual world (svarūpa/cit-śakti), it is still an expansion of the Lord, and therefore the GV tradition cannot be accused of being “world denying.”

35 I’m using the term “valuation” to refer to instrumental versus intrinsic value where “instrumental valuation” is what I mean as a “lesser valuation,” and “intrinsic valuation” is of a “higher valuation.” But GV does not posit this as a hierarchy of reality that discounts the “reality” of the material world. For GV, the material world is “real” since it is an expansion of Kṛṣṇa’s śakti-s. For example, Bhaktivinoda tells us “the work of māyā is reality, but it is not an eternal reality” (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 312). In the Hindi: Māyā svarūpa-śaktikī cāyā hai.

36 Demonstrating my second point about the “top up” semiosis of the material world as signifier, that is, that worldly existence is only of instrumental value compared to the higher spiritual truth, which is of intrinsic value (earlier).

37 This represents my first semiotic relationship with the “bottom up” approach where the world is the signifier, that is that the Relationship between signifier and signified is not arbitrary (earlier).

38 I do really appreciate this analogy given by Bryant, but would point out that the “-po” in his rendering of “theo pomorphic” shouldn’t be there since it is the Greek word “anthropo” that has the “-po,” and the Greek word for divinity “theo-” does not have the “-po.”. Nonetheless, Bryant’s point is well taken.

39 This demonstrates my third point about the “top up” semiosis of the material world as signifier; that is, there is a causal agency between the transcendental signified and the worldly signifier where the world (signifier) is caused by the spiritual realm (signified) (earlier).

40 This illustrates my fourth point of “bottom up” semiotics, that is, the worldly signifier has the power to direct (here, nidarśana, by Shukavak) the practitioner from the material world to the higher spiritual plane.

41 I do believe that “reflection” is the better translation since the upasarga prati- has the sense of “reverse.” To render the term simply as “shadow” would overlook the connotative weight of the prefix.

42 By Bhaktivedātna Nārāyaṇa’s translation (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 14).

43 Here the term “emotions” is my loose, highly tentative translation of the extremely technical term rasa. However, in this particular example, “emotions” seems to be the best English approximation to how rasa is being used by Bhaktivinoda.

44 Note: “heaven” here refers to a higher realm of the material world, not the spiritual world.

45 When I mention “worldly rasa-s” I’m referring to the svargīya-rasa, or “heavenly rasa;” and pārthiva-rasa, or “worldly rasa-s” together since in the GV tradition heaven (svarga) is simply another material, worldly realm that is the opposite of the spiritual realm (cit-jagat).

46 I’m more than a little tempted to describe this as “chirality,” but I think that might imply too much likeness and not capture the sense that the reflection is of lesser value, although both are equally real.

47 By Bhaktivedānta Nārāyaṇa’s translation (Bhaktivinoda 2010, 313).
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PRAYER AND WORSHIP IN THE ASCETICS OF THE RAMANANDA SAMPRADAY1

Ramdas Lamb

Of all the categories of religious practitioners in India, none attracts the interest of outsiders more, and at the same time is understood by them less, than Hindu renunciants and ascetics, collectively referred to herein as sādhu- s.2 The reasons for this are several. First, since there are such diverse categories and orders of renunciants and ascetics, and each has its own distinctive beliefs and practices, renunciants may be easy to spot but hard to define and comprehend. Second, since they have traditionally lived apart from, and have had little or nor interaction with householders, even lay Hindus tend to know very little about them. This lack of contact, coupled with the fact that some renunciants display various extreme outer appearances and affectations, then, has often caused lay Hindus to revere, fear, or even revile them. Third, western-educated academics who turn their attention to sādhu-s often focus on those with extreme external appearances and, more recently, on the intensive use of intoxicants that is apparent in some of the orders. At the same time, relatively few scholars have attempted an emic understanding of renunciants in terms of their inner approach to ascetic, spiritual, and devotional practices and goals. Consequently, there remains, at best, a limited knowledge of the beliefs, practices, and intentions of most Hindu sādhu- s.

Archaeological evidence in India suggests the presence of ascetics and ascetic traditions dating back more than three millennia (Bhagat 1976, 3–4). The variety of Sanskrit terms by which these were known suggests a relatively early diversification of the concept. Early Indian asceticism tended to focus on renunciation, tapasya (austerities), various yogic practices, and/or philosophical study as vehicles to achieve the ultimate goals of enlightenment and release from saṃsāra, the cycle of birth and death. With the first millennium CE rise of the Hindu and Buddhist Tantric traditions came new approaches to and uses of sādhana (a collective term for all forms of religious practice). By the beginning of the second millennium, diverse ascetic orders had arisen, each reconfiguring its own understanding of the process and product of religious practice. The medieval Gorakhnath sect, for example, combined elements of the yogic and Tantric practices in formulating its approach to enlightenment. A major goal along the path for many of its practitioners was, and still is, the attainment and use of siddhi-s, or spiritual powers. These were seen both as useful in facilitating one’s interactions in the world as well as one’s progress on the road to enlightenment. For some others, however, these powers became the ultimate goal instead. Also, within the first millennium, the ancient concept of bhakti, as found in some Upaniṣad-s and the Bhagavad Gītā, became transformed to suggest an expression of devotion – the definition by which it is understood by most Hindus today. This modified concept took hold among commoners as the most popular form of sādhana and relationship with the Divine. The Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa, a text appearing in or near the fourteenth century, refers to a community of Ram bhakta- s, or devotees. A popular view held by Ramanandis today is that the text was authored either by Swami Ramananda or one of his disciples and that the mentioned community was the forerunner of the present day Ramananda Sampraday. In contemporary times, it is the largest renunciant order in India, estimated to number nearly one and a half million.3 Thus, in seeking to understand the role of prayer and worship in the lives of sādhu-s today, an important place to begin the search is by looking into the beliefs and practices of Ramanandi sādhu- s, which will be the focus of this chapter.



History of the Ramananda Sampraday

The Ramananda Sampraday is a Vaishnav renunciant order begun more than six centuries ago by Swami Ramananda. Some scholars and historians believe he had initially been a renunciant in the monastic order begun in the late eleventh century by Śrī Rāmānujācārya but left it due to the narrow and prejudicial attitude regarding caste, gender, and religious affiliation that had developed after the founder’s death. The dominant belief within his own order, however, is that while many of Ramananda’s theological and philosophical beliefs resonate with those of Rāmānujācārya, he was not an initiated member of the previous order and that there are fundamental differences that distinguish the two and suggest separate origins. One example is the focus of devotion. For Rāmānujācārya, the focus of devotion is the saguṇ (with identifying/limiting characteristics or form) conceptualization of Vishnu as the Absolute. Laksmi, his consort, is also worshipped but is clearly subservient to Vishnu. To Ramananda, Ram is the supreme and transcendent Divinity and can be worshipped either with or without form. Sita is his consort as well as the source of all creation. For many devotees, Ram and Sita are both equally and fully divine, as expressed in the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa.

Ramananda further emphasized that the quality of sādhana is the main criterion for evaluating an individual and made the role of bhakti pivotal to that process. As such, the primary activity in the life of a Ramanandi sādhu, subsequently referred to herein as vairāgi, is devotional sādhana, with the focus directed on Ram, either as saguṇ or as nirguṇ (formless). Another important distinction that separates the philosophies of Ramananda and that of the Rāmānujācārya order has to do with social rules. While the latter adhered to – and continues to do so – prevalent social hierarchical restrictions that prohibited low-caste participation in a variety of religious fora, Ramananda allowed everyone irrespective of caste, gender, occupation, or religious orientations to receive his teachings and be a member of his following. The following verse attributed to him is commonly mentioned in the order in this regard: Jāti pāti pucchā nā koi. Jo Hari ko bhajan so Hari kā hoi. (“Don’t ask about one’s caste or creed. Whoever prays to the Lord belongs to the Lord.”)

In line with previous monastic movements, the Ramananda Sampraday formulated its own approach to the practices and goals of sādhana quite early in its development. For most Ramanandis, the teachings of their order’s founder, such as those in the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa, are the primary source of the order’s philosophical, theological, and doctrinal views, as well as its approach to Ram bhakti. These are followed by the writings of Tulsidas and to some extent the poetry of Kabir, both authors having been important members of the order. Additionally, various Upaniṣadic and Puraṇic writings are considered significant and valuable. Together, these have been instrumental in setting the tenor of devotion for both vairāgi-s and householder Ram devotees.




Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa


The Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa (AR) is a medieval rendering of the Ram story, and for many North Indian Ram bhakta- s, including vairāgi- s, it is the only Sanskrit version that presents Ram in appropriate theological fashion, that is, as a complete divinity. Consequently, it has far greater importance among Ram devotees than the Rāmāyaṇa attributed to Vālmīki. The percentage of Ramanandis who read or use the latter is quite small and limited to the more educated members who read and understand Sanskrit and who are also interested in studying the historical and/or philosophical development of Ram bhakti. Most vairāgi-s have actually never read the Vālmīki test and have minimal interest in it, because, in contrast to their own understanding and approach to Lord Ram, it depicts him primarily as a human, albeit with some divine qualities. Although some of the later interpolations of the work do assign Ram the status of avatar, the general ethos of the story does not support this and thus has little practical relevance or devotional inspiration for most Ram devotees.

While the basic outline of the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa is modeled after Vālmīki’s telling of the Ram story, its theological presentation and unquestioned elevation of Ram to nirguṇ Brahman distinguishes it. In its very name and its opening verses, the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa announces that its approach to and theology of Ram is very much in the context of devotional spirituality:



He – the Light of Consciousness, the Undecaying One… He who is the sole cause of the origin, the sustentation and dissolution of the world-systems; who is the support of the manifesting power known as Maya but is at the same time free from all its effects; whose form transcends all mental conceptions; who is a condensation of Bliss and Pure Consciousness – Him, the Lord of Sita and the knower of Truth, I adore.4




Several key additions to the text set it even more clearly apart from the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa. Besides the absolute status of Ram as Paramatman, Sita is also unquestionably and fully divine. In a speech to Hanuman near the beginning of Book I, she reveals her and Ram’s true natures:



He is Pure Existence devoid of all adjuncts, whom the senses cannot perceive as their object.… Know me to be the Primeval Prakriti, the material and instrumental cause of the creation, sustentation, and dissolution of the universe. In the mere presence of Ram the Supreme Brahman, I, His Prakriti (Power), create the universe unwearied.

(AR, I.1.32–34)



Sita then summarizes the entire Ram story in nine verses, explaining everything that transpires in creation as nothing other than Ram’s divine play (līlā). She concludes:



As He is the substratum of Maya… He underlies all these transformations of the constituents of Maya… for those who cannot distinguish the substratum from the changeful constituents of Maya, He seems to get transformed.

(AR, I.1.43)



In this way Sita and Ram are equated, respectively, with the puruṣa and prakṛti of Sāṃkhya and the Brahman and māyā of Advaita Vedanta. In the text, Vālmīki’s primarily human Ram is essentially absent. In his place is Ram, the eternal, untouched, perfect, and supreme Brahman, who, from time to time, manifests himself in the various incarnations. Since the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa is written from this point of view, Ram’s divinity is both its basis and focus. The narrative, then, is a vehicle for the exposition of Ram bhakti, and for this reason it is the central Sanskrit version of the Ram story used by vairāgi-s. The path advanced in the text is clearly one of liberation, to which all actions in the world are to be directed. The philosophical approach combines Advaita Vedanta and Ram bhakti, the form of the latter being similar to the Krishna bhakti of the Bhagavad Gītā. In this fusion of Vedantic philosophy with devotional concepts, Ram is depicted as both saguṇ and nirguṇ, simultaneously possessing a form and transcending all forms. Since this text is written in Sanskrit, however, it remained out of the grasp of the commoner, that is, until Tulsidas filled that void. Chronologically between the two, Kabir helped in the development of the Ram bhakti tradition and the role of Rāmnām (recitation of the name “Ram”) for Ramanandis and all other Ram devotees.





Kabir

Arguably, one of the key factors in the development of nirguṇ devotionalism in North India came in the form of the medieval Sant tradition, which is said to have been inspired by Kabir (1398–1518). Through his and other medieval writings, the practice of nirguṇ bhakti emerged as a powerful force in the popular religion, particularly in the Ram tradition. Three dominant characteristics all sant-s are said to have in common are a nirguṇ devotional theology, use of vernacular language in their writings, and a rejection of caste and gender as having any ultimate religious significance. Although nirguṇ nām bhakti (devotionalism centered around a name of the Divine, rather than a form) had already been expressed in the sectarian Upaniṣad-s, it was the sant-s who first expressed it in vernacular devotional writings.

According to popular tradition, Kabir was born and raised in a Muslim weaver’s family but, as a young man, became a disciple of Swami Ramananda. Moreover, he was one of several key disciples who were from outside the mainstream of Hindu society. Like his guru, he is critical of orthodox, religious narrow-mindedness and caste, and the primary focus of his writings and his sādhana is devotion to Ram. Like the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa, Kabir’s theological presentation combines both Advaita Vedānta and bhakti. However, while acknowledging the devotion many express toward saguṇ Ram, he emphasizes that his devotion is not to any incarnated being, but to the supreme Brahman, who is represented by the name “Ram.” There is a verse repeated by Ram devotees, including some vairāgi- s, and is attributed to Kabir, that expresses four different levels at which Ram can be understood:



One Ram is the son of Dasarath.

One Ram resides within the heart.

One Ram is the object of devotion.

One Ram transcends all comprehension.5




Throughout his poetry, Kabir rejects caste, ritualism, and orthodoxy. He underscores the necessity of religious tolerance, emphasizes the practice of Rāmnām, and stresses the need for a guru. For him, only knowledge of, and devotion to, the One can lead to salvation, and the greatest vehicle for gaining both is Rāmnām. Praise of the practice permeates the writings attributed to Kabir:



Kabir, this body is a fragile vessel

Made of fragile stuff;

To make it durable, invoke Ram,

Otherwise, you are lost.

(Vaudeville 1974, 329)






Repeat the name of Ram,

The name of Ram: awake and look within your mind.…

Kabir says, without meditation upon Ram,

All wisdom is sunk in the deep.

(Shah 1990, 163)




Kabir’s writings inspired many others to take up the mantle of nirguṇ bhakti, which led to the formation of groups such as the Kabirpanthis, the Dadupanthis, the Satnamis, and the Sikhs. Although generally considered Muslim, his status as a disciple of Ramananda and his commitment to Ram bhakti inspires many vairāgi-s and other Ram bhakta-s to identify with Kabir and his teachings. However, within a century or so of his death, another key figure was born, and the latter’s writing became the deepest and most lasting influence on both the Ramananda lineage and the spread of Ram bhakti.




Goswami Tulsidas

Little is actually known about the details of Tulsidas’ life (1511/1532–1623). Because he only mentions his past in a few shorts stanzas, the primary sources about him include Nabhadas’s Bhaktamāl (late sixteenth century), a subsequent commentary on the text by Priyadas entitled Bhaktirasbodhini, and several later hagiographic accounts. A common tale in these relates that Tulsidas’ mother died during his birth, that his father gave him to a maid to be raised, and that she died several years later. Finally, a Ramanandi sādhu found and raised him as his son and as a disciple. When Tulsidas was in his mid-teens, his father followed Hindu tradition by arranging the boy’s marriage. Several years later, Tulsidas left his wife and once again adopted the renunciant life.6 After years of tapasya and other forms of sādhana, he is said to have had a vision and realization of Ram, and all his subsequent writings are filled with stories and poems of divine praise.

His greatest work by far is the Rāmcharitmānas (RCM), a Hindi-language telling of the Ram story that closely reflects that of the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa narratively as well as philosophically and theologically. In contemporary times, Tulsidas’ text is generally referred to either as the “Hindi Rāmāyaṇa” or more commonly, the “Mānas.” This work has done more to promote the practice of Rāmnām and to set the tenor of Ram bhakti than any other piece of literature. Moreover, Mahatma Gandhi calls it “the greatest book in all devotional literature” (Gandhi 1945, 17). In it, Tulsidas blends together many of the prevalent theological views in his construction of a devotional path to Ram. In doing this, he provides his multivalent understanding of Ram, as will be discussed later. For the Ramanandis, Tulsidas and his writings represent the most significant literary sources for teachings, the practice of Rāmnām, and inspiration on the path of devotion.



Rāmcharitmānas as scripture

The Mānas is the primary telling of the Ram story for Hindi-speaking Ram bhakta-s all over the world. As mentioned earlier, its depiction of the incarnation of Lord Ram follows more closely the devotional ethos of the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa than that of Valmiki.7 Tulsidas also uses the former on which to base his theological development and presentation of Ram, adamant about Ram’s absolute and supreme divinity. According to the tradition surrounding the Mānas, by the time of Tulsidas’ death the text had already become a treasured work by many Ram devotees, and Nabhadas (late sixteenth century) suggests its spread throughout Hindi-speaking India was already in progress. It is not known exactly when the Ramanandis officially adopted it as scripture, but it was likely by the end of the seventeenth century or shortly thereafter. Subsequently, vairāgi-s have made it central to their beliefs and practices and have also been a major influence in the popularizing of the text throughout the North.

The Ramanandis’ understanding of Ram is based almost entirely on the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa and on the writings of Tulsidas. This is especially the case with the Mānas, which serves not only as their primary scripture but also the source of many of their prayers and chants, as well as the principal guidebook for their lives. Ramanandi morning prayers include recitation of a section from the Mānas on the birth of Ram, while evening prayers are drawn on from various parts of the text. Ramanandis memorize verses from the Mānas – some memorize the entire text – and regularly use them wherever they venture to and whenever they give teachings. By the nineteenth century, the text had become broadly recognized as authoritative scripture in Hindi-speaking India, and today it is arguably the most popular religious text throughout North India as well as in the Hindu Diaspora in the nineteenth century – which includes communities in the Caribbean, South Africa, Mauritius, and Fiji. Vairāgi-s typically carry a copy of the Mānas and possibly one or two other texts among their limited personal possessions. While the Mānas is by far the best known and most popular of Tuslidas’ writings, others such as his Vinay Patrikā, Kavitāvali, Dohāvali, Hanumānbahuk, and Gitāvali have also become important sources for the elaboration of devotion to Ram. These texts are all commonly read by Ramanandis as well and help compose the authoritative scriptural sources for the order. At Ramanandi ashrams, study of all his writings is commonplace. While the story of saguṇ Ram’s incarnation and life on earth is central to the Mānas, at the same time, early in the first chapter Tulsidas seems to downplay it in comparison to the nirguṇ approach to Ram attained through recitation of his name. Moreover, of all the types of sādhana Tulsidas discusses in his various writings, the one that is placed highest by him is the practice of Rāmnām.





Rāmnām


Although Tulsidas likely derived great inspiration from Kabir in developing his views concerning the power and efficacy of the name “Ram,” he went beyond Kabir in attributing both nirguṇ and saguṇ dimensions to it. Tulsidas reconciles the form and formless aspects of Ram’s nature by means of his philosophy concerning the name. On the one hand, he describes it as saguṇ and identifies it as “the essence of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva,” which is the “sustainer of the universe and… protector of mankind” that “grants liberation” and is the object of “supreme affection.” The name is said to dispel the ignorance of all those who have faith in its efficacy (RCM I.18–21). On the other hand, Tulsidas describes the name as nirguṇ, calling it “unqualified and unequal,” “indescribable and begin-ningless” (RCM I.18–20). Tulsidas ultimately views the name, as he views Ram himself, as both encompassing and transcending nirguṇ and saguṇ. He states the name is “a good intermediary and a clever interpreter, revealing [the reality of] both” (RCM I.20.4). He declares,



Nirguṇ and saguṇ are two forms of Brahman,

Unspoken, unknown, without end or comparison.

I believe the Name is greater than the two,

By its strength both of them are subdued.

(RCM I.22.1)



Rāmnām practice is usually included as part of a longer mantra, such as Shrī Rām jay Rām jay jay Rām or Shrī Rāmaḥ sharaṇam mama. The name is to be chanted silently throughout the day, in conjunction with whatever other activity is occurring. If one is sitting for the practice, the repetitions may be counted on a tulsi mālā, a strand of 108 beads made from tulsi wood. Young vairāgi-s are encouraged to complete anywhere from 27 to 108 mala-s per day, which means just over 2,900 to almost 12,000 repetitions. Rāmnām and repetition of other mantra-s are also done in conjunction with additional forms of sādhana, such as any of the various limbs of the Aṣṭāṅga Yoga system.

There are distinct differences between the Vedic use of mantra and their use among the bhakti schools, especially with respect to nām. According to Vasubandu, mantra-s are devoid of any meaning. Kautsa also sees Vedic mantras as meaningless, although effective. A similar way of thinking can be found in the Tantric schools (Coward 1988, 114). For the bhakta, however, mantra-s that include a name of the Divine have meaning and power, and each name is believed to both contain and express a particular power possessed by the deity named. Ramanandis believe that the name has such power that whether or not one is concentrating on it, the act of repetition itself will help wash away bad karma and bring about progress on one’s spiritual path. Tulsidas says that the name “Ram” has the greatest power of all names. Its sounds represent the triple powers of the fire (“Ra”), sun (“A”), and moon (“Ma”), and the three sources of light traditionally available to humans (RCM 1.10.1). More importantly, it is referred to as the tāraka mantra, the mantra whose repetition at the time of death has the potential to take one beyond the endless cycle of birth and death. It is for this reason that Shiva is said to repeat “Ram” in the ear of everyone who dies at Varanasi. Faith in the efficacy of Rāmnām is so strong that there are some Ramanandi temples and ashrams where ceaseless (akhaṇda) recitation of the name alone, or in a specific mantra, has been continuing for many decades, at least.




Bhakti, nirguṇ, and saguṇ

The roots of the concept of bhakti, referring to the sense of devotion, can be found as early as the Śvetāśvatara Upaniṣad. Here, it is understood primarily as a means for the attainment of salvation. Over several millennia, it takes on more of the contemporary understanding of the term as referring to love of, and surrender to, the Divine – either as nirguṇ or saguṇ. Today, bhakti is integral in the practice of Hinduism for the vast majority of lay practitioners, especially Vaishnavs. It is written in many such texts that in Kali Yuga, the age of darkness that the world is said to be currently passing through, the practice of bhakti is the only way to reach liberation. In many of his verses, Tulsidas expresses this view, and thus it is the dominant one found in the Ramananda Sampraday. Within the order, bhakti means total surrender and selfless devotion, and this is directed primarily at three entities: Ram (or Sita and Ram), Hanuman, and one’s guru. Vairāgi-s have their own way of understanding and expressing their devotion to each of these, and, as in other aspects of Ramanandi belief and practice, these can be divided into nirguṇ and saguṇ orientations. This twofold approach allows for a spectrum of beliefs, ranging from ones that see a particular form as uniquely divine and superior to all others, to ones that believe all forms, irrespective of what they are, to be humanly conceived shells in which the formless Absolute may choose to express itself. Most Ramanandis combine the two in their sādhana, and the order gives them the personal freedom to use and blend the concepts as they choose.





Ram

Of all the various forms and concepts of the Divine in contemporary Hinduism, the one whose name is most recited is Ram. In the academic understanding of the tradition, the name “Ram” typically refers to the saguṇ incarnation of Vishnu as the son of King Dasarath and the central figure in the Rāmāyaṇa epic along with his wife, Sita. Sita is also seen as Ram’s creative power, his feminine aspect, and the two are inseparable. Tulsidas writes that the universe is permeated by Sita and Ram, and they are like the ocean and its waves. For many Ram bhakta- s, or devotees, this concept of Ram predominates, and Ramanandi householders also relate to it well. They generally have images or pictures on their home altars, which include Ram, Sita, and Hanuman; practice saguṇ pūjā; and recite various mantra-s and prayers that relate to saguṇ Ram. Others, as mentioned earlier, see Ram as nirguṇ Brahman, the One, the Transcendent Absolute. Like Kabir, those who focus on this concept often see the Rāmāyaṇa story as more metaphorical than historical. They believe the divine cannot be limited to a single being, the Rāmāyaṇa story is symbolic, and Sita is a symbolic representation of Ram’s creative energy and creation.

For most Ramanandis, both approaches are valid. While vairāgi-s will do saguṇ pūjā at a temple or shrine, they often do not carry images with them or do daily saguṇ worship of Ram. One reason is that most see Ram as ultimately nirguṇ, beyond all form and conceptualization and thus do not relate to the incarnation of Ram as a householder. Practically speaking, because they typically attempt to have as few possessions as possible and have to carry whatever they own, the necessary accouterments for doing saguṇ pūjā are seen as unnecessary and expendable. As a consequence, Rāmnām becomes their primary vehicle of sādhana as well as focus of their devotion. Yet, even for Ramanandis who are nirguṇ bhakta- s, prayers and pūjā to Hanuman are integral in their daily lives and sādhana.




Hanuman

To outside observers, Hanuman is the monkey god. To Hindus, he is the servant of Ram and is one of the most popular, pervasive, and diverse of all Hindu forms of the divine in Hinduism, especially in the central and northern regions of the India. To most Ram bhakta-s and especially to Ramanandis, he is the manifestation of, and thus represents, perfect selfless devotion, especially devotion to Ram. Tuesday is the day devoted to Hanuman, and more North Indian Hindus visit a temple on that day than on any other day of the week. Consequently, it is also the day that many business owners and shopkeepers have traditionally observed as a holiday.

There are multiple stories regarding Hanuman’s origins. In some, he is either the eleventh incarnation or the son of Shiva. In others, he is the son of Anjana, an apsara (usually translated as “celestial nymph”) and Kesari, a powerful monkey. In still others, his father is either the deity presiding over the wind or over the ocean. He is said to adopt a monkey form since this puts him outside the restrictive boundaries placed on humans and their actions and thus frees him to do whatever he must in order to serve Ram. This legitimates for vairāgi-s the belief that devotion is superior to dharma and doctrine. Because Hanuman is believed to be an incarnation of Shiva, the great and powerful yogī, he also represents wisdom, yogic perfection, and the power of perfect celibacy, and he is thus called “Baja-rangabali” (“who has a body as strong as a thunderbolt”). Moreover, this is the name most vairāgi-s use in referring to him and the aspect they seek to emulate. In some ways, Hanuman is their ideal, and many vairāgi-s identify with him very personally. It is not unusual to hear Ramanandis refer to themselves collectively as bandar dal, or “monkey army.” At the same time, because Hanuman also represents selfless and humble devotion, he thereby combines power with humility and surrender. As the incarnation of Shiva manifested specifically to serve Ram, he is also called Harihara (“Hari” is a name of Vishnu, “Hara” is a name of Shiva), and in this he unites Shaivites and Vaishnavites.

While vairāgi-s may be hesitant to carry with them an image of Ram for performing saguṇ pūjā, they are far more likely to carry a representation of Hanuman. There are several important reasons for this. First, according to Vaishnav tradition, any image of a Vaishnav deity, especially Ram, Krishna, or Vishnu, once included in pūjā, must henceforth be treated as an empowered deity. It must be properly cared for and given appropriate ritual worship at least twice daily. This requires various pieces of ritual equipment, and for wandering sādhu- s, as mentioned earlier, this can be problematic. An image of Hanuman, on the other hand, has no such restrictions attached to it and requires no specific worship. This gives vairāgi-s the freedom to do or not do saguṇ pūjā, depending on the situation in which they happen to be or their inclination at the time.

Second, an image of Ram is almost always one representing the saguṇ incarnation, so those Ramanandis who do not focus on this aspect of Ram are naturally less likely to carry such an image. Hanuman, however, can be depicted in almost any form, from a stylized anthropomorphic image to a small uncarved stone painted with Indian vermillion (sindūr), to a piece of red cloth, to a yantra drawn on the ground at the time of pūjā. This is based in the belief that devotion is something that is individually expressed and acted out and is therefore not bound by any particular form. Anything used to represent Hanuman, then, can point to formlessness in that it transcends the limitations or any particular form. Because of this, he is considered simultaneously saguṇ and nirguṇ, and any vairāgi, irrespective of personal theological inclination, can carry an “image” of Hanuman for use in pūjā.

However, the most important form of pūjā that vairāgi-s and all Ram bhakta-s perform to Hanuman is the chanting of the Hanumān Chālīsā, a forty-verse prayer said to be written by Tulsidas. Most Ram devotees throughout Hindi-speaking India and the Indian Diaspora know it to be a powerful vehicle for gaining the blessings of both Hanuman and Ram and thus make it a regular part of their devotional practices. Vairāgi-s believe that when chanted with concentration and faith, it is as powerful as a Vedic mantra. It has, therefore, been integrated into many Ramanandis’ tantric practices as well. For the latter, vairāgi-s may chant it a certain number of times as a part of a specific set of rituals. Although the prayer is devoted to the praise of Hanuman, in the very first couplet of the Chālīsā, Tulsidas stresses the importance of reverence to the guru, through whose blessings one’s heart is cleansed and made pure. Further, in one of its final verses, Tulsidas equates the blessings of Hanuman with those of the guru. Here and in couplets found in most of his writings, the author reminds his readers that, like devotion to Ram and Hanuman, devotion to one’s guru is a necessary component of spiritual advancement. For vairāgi- s, this is axiomatic.




Guru


The Ramanandi order is structured along the lines of a family. One’s primary, or initiation, guru is seen as one’s parent, one’s guru’s guru is seen as one’s grandparent, all disciples of the same guru are siblings, and so forth. In this way, one has aunts, uncles, and cousins as well. Ramanandis even refer to each other using associated terms. However, it is the guru /disciple relationship that is by far the most important. The central role of the guru in the spiritual life is part of a long tradition found in all the religions originating in India and especially in all the renunciant orders. The guru is given a place of supreme importance and respect, and this practice is fundamental in the Ramananda Sampraday. Having a guru is seen as essentially a prerequisite in order to traverse the path to enlightenment. The order strongly asserts that wisdom, liberation, and devotion are essentially impossible to attain without the blessings and guidance of a guru. Clearly, the role of the guru is not viewed as being limited to the dissemination of teachings, techniques, and practices, but more importantly as a grantor of blessings and assistance all along the path. The guru /disciple relationship is held to be deeper and more fundamental than any other human relationship, involving the commitment of both individuals until the disciple is liberated irrespective of how many lifetimes may be required. This means that the guru must continue to be reborn until all disciples have reached enlightenment. Thus, the guru is not only respected but may even be worshiped as an embodiment or vehicle for the attainment of the divine.

When daily rituals are performed, whether or not saguṇ worship is involved, vairāgi-s will often include a photo or some other object connected with their guru. Ramanandis say that early on in the growth of a disciple, the guru may even be more important than Ram on the practical level, since they can be seen, heard, and asked questions; give direct aid; and offer guidance in every aspect of one’s life, while such an intimate relationship with Ram can only come about after years – or even lifetimes – of sādhana. Moreover, some devotees say that serving their guru is, for them, the most important form of worship and the path they follow to gain liberation. This is expressed in the verses here, which are commonly chanted by Ramanandis and others:



The guru is Brahma; the guru is Vishnu; the guru is Shiva the Lord.

The guru manifests the Divine Brahman; to this guru I bow my head.8

The object of meditation is the guru’s image; his (her) feet are the object of veneration.

The source of prayer is the guru’s words, his (her) grace is the source of liberation.9




For those who hold the traditional Hindu view that wisdom and liberation from the necessity of rebirth is the ultimate goal of life, having a guru is a necessity, but many say that finding a genuine one is extremely difficult. Ramanandis, on the other hand, say that once someone is ready to be a genuine disciple, only then will they meet a genuine guru.

Because of the traditional commitment on the part of the guru to have to continue to be reborn for the sake of disciples, becoming a guru can be highly problematic and even undesirable. One of my own upa-guru-s (teachers from whom one gets teachings, or śikṣā, but not initiation, or dīkṣā) expressed to me the reason for this view: “I am hesitant to give dīkṣā to anyone this lifetime. I only want to find those to whom I am already committed, because I do not want to be reborn more times than already necessary.” Ramanandis who hold such a view may refuse to give dīkṣā to anyone, although they are willing to serve as upa-guru- s, since this latter relationship does not have the karmic mandate of the dīkṣā guru. In essence, they do not wish to take on what many ascetics see as the ultimate sacrifice: postponing one’s own liberation for the sake of others. However, there is another view that can be found within the Ramananda Sampraday and in the Ram bhakti tradition as a whole. It rejects this traditionally held view regarding the ultimate goal of life as liberation from rebirth and focuses instead on devotion, which it puts forth as the ultimate goal. This approach puts the issue of rebirth in a very different light.





Devotion as goal

For those vairāgi-s who adhere to the more traditional concept that places liberation as the ultimate goal of life, devotion is the mental and spiritual attitude with which they are to undertake in their sādhana. They view the world as a place where ignorance and attachment create the karma that binds souls to the birth/death cycle. They seek to use devotion to gain the wisdom and non-attachment that will free them from this cycle. For many others – and some suggest this is the majority of vairāgi-s today – devotion is not just the means but the goal as well. They view the world as the divine līlā (“play”) to be experienced and where Ram can be best served. They reject the desire for liberation from rebirth, which they say is often ego-based and seeks personal benefit while ignoring the bondage and subsequent suffering of others. The liberation they seek is from the need to be reborn solely to work out their own karma. Instead, they want to be reborn to serve Lord Ram in the world in whatever form is needed. In some ways, this parallels the Mahāyāna Buddhist vow, in which the bodhisattva rejects personal enlightenment and accepts rebirth until all other beings are liberated.

For the most part, this view does not significantly alter the types of sādhana that Ramanandis undertake, but it does change the attitude and intention surrounding the practices. This is why many will spend hours each day singing devotional songs, doing pūjā, or chanting Rāmnām in addition to whatever forms of austerity they practice. Even those who focus on some of the more extreme forms of austerity suggest that they do so because tapasya helps them go beyond the ego so they can practice true devotion. This is expressed in another common saying among vairāgi- s: “Rejecting attachment (rāg), one must first practice renunciation (tyāg). This will lead to non-attachment (vairāg), which will then allow one to practice love and compassion (anurāg).”10




Conclusion

Like ascetics in most Hindu and Buddhist renunciant orders, vairāgi-s seek to go beyond attachment to the material world. To accomplish this, they undertake various types of sādhana, which include chanting, prayer, devotional songs, ritual worship, and austerities, some of the latter as extreme as those found in any other order. However, most do so not for the sake of liberation from rebirth but for devotion. Integral in the order’s beliefs is the view of devotion as both the means and the goal. The world in which we live is a creation of the Divine, and thus it is also a place where the Divine is directly experienced, loved, and served. For Ramanandis, then, prayer, worship, and any other forms of sādhana are undertaken as vehicles to transcend attachment to the world but not necessarily to transcend human existence or the cycle of life and death. All forms of sādhana are used to cleanse the heart of worldly attachments so it can be filled with love of God. Vairāgi-s say that an eternity of devotion should be the goal of all who love God, and they often recite a Mānas verse that expresses this view:



Wealth, pleasure, religious merit, and liberation, none of these are my aim.

Birth after birth, all that I want is devotion to the feet of Lord Ram.11







Notes

1 An earlier version of some of the information here can be found in my article, Ramdas Lamb. 2011. “Rāmānandīs.” In Brill’s Encyclopedia of Hinduism, edited by Knut A. Jacobsen, Helene Basu, Angelika Malinar, and Vasudha Narayanan. Leiden, the Netherlands: Brill Academic Publishers, 478–488, http://doi.org/10.1163/2212-5019_beh_COM_9000000058.

2 Unless otherwise noted, Sanskrit and Hindi words herein will be transliterated with standard Hindi pronunciation form, since Hindi is the primary language of the Ramananda Sampraday. Also, all translations of Hindi are my own.

3 In the late 1980s, an extensive study conducted by the Akhil Bharatiya Samdhu Samaj (“All-India Organization of Renunciants”) estimated the overall number of renunciants at three million, at least half of whom were Ramanandis.

4 Swami Tapasyananda, trans. 1985. Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa. Mylapore: Sri Ramakrishna Math, 1. All subsequent translations of Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa verses will be those of Tapasyananda.

5
Ek Rām Dasarath ke betā |
Ek Rām ghaṭ ghaṭ meñ baithā ||
Ek Rām sab ke pyārā |
Ek Rām sab se nyara ||


 Although attributed to him by Ramanandis, the verse is likely an adaptation of one of Kabir’s actual verses:

Ek Rām Dasarath ghar dholay |
Ek Rām ghaṭ ghaṭ meñ bolay ||
Ek Rām ka sakal fasārā |
Ek Rām tribhuvan se nyārā||


6 In the various hagiographic accounts of his life, there are multiple reasons given for his failed marriage, but they are not relevant to the topic at hand.

7 Both the original Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa and the Mānas leave out the last chapter of Valmiki, in which a pregnant Sita is exiled by Ram. Significantly, in his Righteous Rama, J.L. Brockington suggests that the final chapter in the current Valmiki text was not a part of the original work, but a latter addition meant to give authority to brahmanical values and doctrine.

8 Gurur Brahmā gurur Vishnu gurur devo Maheswara| Guru sākshāt Parambrahmā tasmai Shr ī gurave namah||

9 Dhyāna moolam guru moorti pūjā moolam guru padam| Mantra moolam guru vākyam moksha moolam guru kripā||

10 Rāg se tyāg, tyāg se vairāg, vairāg se anurāg |

11


Arth na dharm na kām ruchi gati na cahaun: nirbān |

Janam janam rati Rāma pada yah bardānu na ān ||

(Mānas 2:204)
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MĀNTRIC EFFECT, EFFERVESCENT DEVATĀ-S, NOETIC SUPPLICATIONS, AND APŪRVA IN THE MĪMĀṂSĀ

Purushottama Bilimoria1

Is what the Pūrva Mīmāṃsaka-s are preoccupied with tantamount to what in pre-modern and modern parlance we call “prayer” and “worship”? If not, what else is significant about its conceptualization and hermeneutic praxis as read in the postmodern moment of subreption? Has it something to say to us late-moderns? Has it some “gift” for the perplexed postmodern world read in hindsight as if in a moment of transgressive bafflement? Or are we, after-Mīmāṃsā, as Heidegger in a moment of deep lament and (in)finite resignation put it, ‘Too late for the gods, too early for God”? I nuance this question in the background of comments such as that by the late Wilhelm Halbfass, that the Pūrva Mīmāṃsā, in its exegetical defense of the Vedic sacrificial dharma as the principal purpose of inquiry into language into the period of the classical philosophical systems, carried with it “a set of pre-Upaniṣadic notions and ways of thinking which may appear obsolete in the new atmosphere” (Halbfass 1980, 273).

Let us start with ṛta, the Vedic concept of normative ordering that corresponds in likeness to the cosmic order, “that world” (āmuṣmika), “three-fourths” of which remain hidden or unmanifest from the purview of “this worldly” reality (aihika, bhū). As we know from the Ṛg Veda, “the cycles of day and night, the succession of the seasons, and the cycles of birth, growth and decay and regeneration all proceed from ṛta” (Koller 1990, 84). Ṛta, then, embodies the rhythm of existence and the dynamic onto-cosmological principle of all movements and transformations, within and without. To maintain and sustain the order in toto all beings are obliged to act in harmony and accord with the originary ṛta.

Yajña is the ritual embodiment of ṛta. In time, the requisite actions, preeminently sacrificial, came to be constellated under the overarching normative concept of dharma, that which “holds together, supports, and sustains” the structuration of existence, the universe as an independent whole, and grounds the moral and social actions of the people to adhere to the Vedic wisdom. To that extent, dharma does have an ethical dimension that emphasizes knowing one’s place in the world; there is also a performative element to dharma – as there is for the concept of Li in Confucian thought – which bears out in the practice of rites and rituals. But of course, the acts themselves, as the many yajña-s, can be rather complex and with varied significations and rules governing their proper performance. This calls for interpretation or hermeneutics so that there is an unmistakable understanding of the purpose and time and place and the most effective discharge of the duty-like performatives: itikartavyatā (procedure).

And so Jaimini (400–200 BCE) sets about systematizing the thinking on the art of sacrifice and its attendant dharma significations: just what does it mean to say “one must perform sacrifice with the Citrā ritual on such and such a moon-night phase”? What is the power behind its efficacy when the act is properly executed, and so on? And what is the topoi or true signification of the deity (devatā) invoked? In other words, in what grammatical taxonomy does devatā that gets a mention in the injunction (vidhi) or in the accompanying mantra reside or hide, and what indeed is its ontological status? Is its reference internal (noetic/psychological) or is it external (ontic/ontological), or is it merely in the word as signifier? Uncovering the deeper contours of the ritual geography requires as much an epistemological if not simply the linguistic-hermeneutical excavation of the epistemé of dharma. The Veda-s are believed to be composed of vākya-s or discrete sentences (not exactly equivalent but the approximation should do for our purposes); in fact, they are referred to as codanā-s, which are vidhi or injunctive statements, close to what we in modern times call imperatives, not unlike prudential commands, sometimes expressed in conditional forms, for example, if you desire X you should do Y.

Indeed, dharma embeds the definitional matrix of yajña in Jaimini’s Mīmāṃsāsūtra (1.1.2) that follows the setting up of the hermeneutical platform – athāto dharma jijñāsa (“now, therefore, the inquiry into dharma”) – in this formulaic statement: codanālakṣaṇo ‘rtho dharmaḥ (“injunctive sentence/duty [= vidhi] defines the end-goal of dharma”). There is a double entendre here in the use of artha as both the end goal and the meaning of the (Vedic) sentence that carries the injunction or the imperative force of “ought” and which motivates a certain action (namely, sacrifice or ritual) to be performed. And by a third implication, artha is also the vastu, samāgri (wherewithal), and the phala (or outcome) of the enjoined ritual.

Jaimini believed that such an inquiry can only proceed not with ratiocination but with a decisive investigation into the function of language as a valid pramāṇa (means of knowing), and hence the entire meaning of the Vedic utterances or basic sentences can be summed up in this cryptic proposition. The inquiry is as much into the procedural workings of language as it is in the principal rhetorical term of inquiry, namely, dharma. Dharma is defined by that which is known as codanā (“injunction”), and codanā (as later commentators like Śabara explain) refers to a particular kind of the imperative sentence or vidhi, “the ought” that incites one toward action,2 that is indicative of dharma. Secular imperative sentence just would not do (although the pramāṇa-hermeneutical epistemography applies by extension as much to its testimonial iteration as well, since all discourses are compoundedly composed of sentences qua vākya); the necessary condition is that it be a ritual imperative, and the sufficient condition is that it be Vedic and apauruṣeya (trans-personal) or alaukika (“other worldly”) expression (otherwise it would not be a pramā or epistemically authoritative).

Later commentators were concerned to bring out the nuance of artha – the purpose or the goal of ritual – in this formulaic definition of dharma by extending its scope beyond the simple linguistic metonymy to that of moral praxis. As the Arthasaṁgraha states: “dharma is sacrifice, etc.”3 (or yāga). The “etc.” includes chanting (japa), austerity (tapas), and charity (dāna). But since not all sacrifices are desirable (in fact, some are positively undesirable), the same author adds: “dharma must be a desirable matter which serves some purpose (prayojanavadārtho dharma).”4 A second definition along the same lines of the just preceding ones runs as follows: “dharma is that from which well being (abhyudaya) and the highest good (niḥśreyasa) come about.”5 The soteriological significance of niḥśreyasa is particularly underscored by Śabara, one of the first commentators on the Mīmāṃsā-Sūtra. An answer to the question “What is dharma?” – which abandons the project of defining it – is this: “dharma is that which the cultivated persons (āryāḥ) praise when it is done, and adharma is that which they condemn when it is done.”6

This is how Professor J.N. Mohanty represents the common structure regarding “incitement to action” – a structure, he says, that is accepted by all thinkers in the Indian tradition in this schema (Figure 13.1) (Mohanty 2017)
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Let me switch for a moment to Saussurean deconstructionist language and explain some of the terms and process involved here. The signifier (represented by Sr, with its liñ+dhātu [action-verbal form]; see diagram) is linked to the subtle medium of “phonemes” (varṇas = “sound-letters”) which in turn as a collective (“morpheme”) is recalled/illuminated (abhivyangya) by the traces (saṃskāras) left behind by the sound-image (dhvani) or, secondarily, by the graphic image (lipi) and other modes of materiality which awaken the meanings by this supplementary process (by first arousing śābdībhāvanā, impulse or the intended inclination, in and through the śabdārtha, the literal grasping). Varṇa-samuhaḥ or combination of “sound-letters” give us words related to their respective semantic contents; combination of words (and related word-meanings) in a syntactical order give us sentences (vākya, the unit of which is a yajuṣ), and the combination of sentences produce text. The syntactical


formation yields sentence-meaning (ekavākyārtha), requiring for its fulfillment various conditions, grammatical rules, metaphorical transfiguration, intentional rearrangement, and so on, as in this presentification (Figure 13.2).

Furthermore, it is the overall signified (in a more composite expression) that governs the performative function of speech. Curiously, one does not have to be kept waiting for the textual cipher: an urge or impulse (bhāvanā, literally “coming into being”) towards a potential signified (the purpose, or end – artha – as in the puruṣārtha- s, though not restricted to the generic foursome, it could be a specified object of desire) may be enough to propel or motivate (via the intentional śābdībhāvanā) one to the desired action, the performative (ārthībhāvanā) of on the part of a bhāvayitā, productively creative agent. And if we agree to return to artha the magical sense, incantational and potency of the mantra- s, then we move it away from “concept” or the idea as the pure signified, the intelligible within spoken sign, and we then have a system of signs – rhythms, silences, gestures, noises – which is not exhausted by logical speech or rational discourse. But I am straying here, for I want to return to the linguistic ramifications of this position, not its anti-metaphysical ruses as such, apart from the agnosticism implied in the paradoxical transcendentalism of the apūrva.

To illustrate this remark via an illustration, suppose we take the injunctive expression (vidhi) “whosoever desires svarga [‘heaven’] should perform an agniṣṭoma ritual for Agni.”7 Without concerning ourselves with the syntax, we notice here a string of signs, which breaks up into the signifiers, basically, as the liñ+dhātu, kāraka (which is neutral in the instrumental case), etc., the dative agnaye, and the signifieds qua kāma as the twofold bhāvanā-s or impulses (efficiencies), namely, the “performative task” yāga and the phala (svarga, in this instance, but it could be cows, rains, sons, and another longed for). More technically, the injunctive suffix conveys śābdībhāvaaā, also called pravartanā or preraṇā (directing, imploring, impelling). It prompts one as to what is to be done. The inducement itself is called ārthībhāvana, that is, the pravṛtti, that evokes gnostic or intellectus episode (i.e., a particular noetic imaginary). Yāga is its karaṇa, instrument, and svarga its bhāvya, and apūrva, the withheld cumulative social security in the person or with an IRA rollover investor (Bilimoria 2011).

However, the phala, outcome, is not actually observed or is not forthcoming in the sacrifice itself, for it is the outcome, albeit in deferral traces in some possible world. What this implies is that the two complementary bhāvanā-s in turn become signifiers portending a third signified: namely, apūrva, (the “hitherto unprecedented” efficiency, efficacy as potentiate). This is the “transcendental signified,” which remains adṛṣṭārtha (literally, “unseen effect”); its presentation is thus postponed, and its signifier is crossed out, seamlessly.

A word on the “transcendental” and the “instrumental” case. The apūrva, however, is “transcendental,” but not in a kūṭastha, absolute or unchanging sense, only in a provisional and operational (taṭasthā) sense. For its significance is not so much in being adṛṣṭatva or even astitva (is-ness) as in being a mysterious result “which has nothing before it” (literally what apūrva means), or being without a preceding instance, that is, in its novelty and prior unknowness or elusiveness (it has no prāmāṇic-generatable jñātatā). So also in its near-empirical givenness for it retains the phenomenality of the almost certain phala (result/effect) – a reality that is productive of itself qua auto-poesies, or what David Lewis called the enigma of elusive knowledge strung midway between the possible and the actual world – antarikṣā. It is by a certain feat of what Kant had called in the aesthetic of the sublime “subreption,” “a clandestine metalepsis” in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s terms, in which there is isolation of a moment of transgression or bafflement in a text, that entails the substitution of an “effect for a cause” (Spivak 1999, xii, 98).

What is important, therefore, when the facticity of the transgressive sign – the self-erasing signifier – is realized, is the “effect” not the cause as such (for there is no other or transcendental signified as an “extra effect” – hence my choice or coinage of the neologism, “mantric effect”). Here the cause is of no real effect or consequence, or that the cause is in the effect, the antecedent, itself as by the law of satkāryavāda. This is akin to the Mīmāṃsā epistemological thesis of svataḥprāmāṇya, according to which the validity of a cognition is constitutively given or inherent in the conditions and causes of the cognition itself.

Elsewhere, in the Chinese tradition, by a parity of distant analogy, the Ziran in Daoist thought follows its own course, in a state that is dynamic, but its truth remains hidden. Furthermore, the apūrva will erase its smoky traces the moment the entitative phala has found maturity or manifestation, is born or issued. Hence, once again, the result or substantive phala in this actual world functions as the signifier for the deferred but now-imminent signified, namely, svarga (“heaven”), and which too, like its polar signifier, the devatā – even though the latter signifier is usually in the dative – has no ultimate or absolute ontological status in the Mīmāṃsā episteme, whose (svarga’s) significance possibly extends to no more than beyond an inner state of happiness (comparable to Aristotle’s ideal of eudemonia) in this lifetime or in another birth, or something to be consumed, and so its self-identity is eroded. And of course, the apūrva can be compromised or annulled by taking a wrong step (bādha) in the sacrifice or some specific code and prescribed performative rule is not followed to the tee. What is interesting is that the apūrva has no sign for it in the expression itself, and so it cannot achieve reference to itself, self-reflexively or otherwise, and remains yet the “hidden” (avyakta), unmanifest, and “not yet visible.” Still, it does succeed in achieving signification, though at the upper split level, that is, as the pure signified. We will notice that the loci of this significance, indeed of the overall signification, is the vacana, the utterance itself, not the vācaka, the utterer, or speaker (there need be none), given that in the theory the utterance has its own syntagmatic and metonymic force, coupled with the mantra (about which more shortly).

The hearer’s intention, or bhāvanā induced here, is more important than any reference, directly or implicitly, to that of the auctor, “author.” Hence the jurisprudential impersonality of the interpretive or hermeneutic process, with two overall implications: (a) that the Mīmāṃsā eschews any attempt to forge a direct, unmediated link between textuality and ritual, or word and action (the empty third space is kept on hold via the mediation of the transcendental signified, apārva as the “māntric effect”), and (b) it eschews any role of an intermediary personal agency, be that of a devatā (another out-of-this-world hearer or witness) or the utterer (but for his interlocutory help, the purohita, priest, the yajamāna, sponsoring patron), and such functionaries.



Devatā and mantra

Having elucidated dharma, vidhi, phala, and apūrva, now to the other three Sg/Sd here, viz. devatā, mantra, and arthavāda.

I have been long worried about the status and role of devatā in this ritual soteriology and why the familiar ideas like the “Lord” (Īśvara) and “yogic perception” (yogi-pratyaksa) are marginalized in the Mīmāṃsā discourse. What is the price, one might wonder, of the preoccupation with the efficacy of Vedic rituals? Halbfass gives us an interesting clue – his concern is with tracing the genealogy of the theory of karma’s causality in Indian thought; nevertheless, the ramifications for us are profound: “[T]he efficiency of the Vedic rituals entails its own special and ‘trans-karmic’ (or rather ‘proto-karmic’) causality” And here Halbfass could not resist recourse to the concept of apūrva, which he describes a la Kumārila as “that particular ‘potency’ which gathers and stores the efficacy of the Vedic rituals and makes it possible for transitory sacrificial performances to have lasting effects in distant future” (Halbfass 1980, 274).8

The inference for the facticity of apūrva is based on arthāpati “circumstantial inference” or “negative implication” (Unebe 2011, 535–552).9 Yet the instrumentality of the Vedic action, in respect of the causal efficiency, is never deferred to a personal agency – such as a devatā or Īśvara – whose names may well be invoked. But as “nominens,” “the rectification of names,” various auxiliary actions also contribute to specific units of apūrva to yield the final and comprehensive apūrva of the complete sacrifice, which in turn (as we saw earlier) corresponds to the unity and totality of the result (for example, svarga) (Ibid. 276). But is it not so that in popular Vedic understanding it is the gods who collect the essential offerings (dāna, tyāgavastu) in the sacrifice in the invisible realms and safeguard the marked potency therein for their fructification in a time appropriate by their own cosmic clock? Śaṅkara in his bhāṣya defends the proposition that several gods are able to descend at the same time (wherever their prior temporal location or attendance elsewhere) to the site of a sacrifice, which makes Śaṅkara a perfect modal logician: arguing for an indivisible and indefeasible temporal instantiation in a spatial singularity of varied possible worlds.

That might be so, but Kumārila rejects this proposition and ultimately resorts to the ātman (“soul”) of the initiator or sponsoring patron of the sacrifice – although, as Halbfass quickly clarifies, apūrva remains for him a potency (yogyatā) generated by, and in a sense belonging to, not the sacrificing person, but the principal sacrifice (pradhānakarman) itself. “The causal potencies created and left behind by the sacrificial acts remain present as traces or dispositions (saṃksāra) in the person who performed them; according to Kumārila, there is no other possible substratum in which they could inhere.” These are Kumārila Bhaṭṭa’s exact words: yadi svasamavetā-eva śaktir iṣyeta karmaṇām, tadvināśe tato na syāt, kartṛsthā tu na naśyati.10 All other placement or markers of agency as it were vanish with the self-efficacious action. (This modality may not extend to non-Vedic or secular actions, but that is not our concern here.)

Halbfass sums up this insight in a rather crisp passage (and for such insightful articulation he, like Frits Staal, will be well remembered in the scholastic circles for long):



There seems to be a basic assumption that if Vedic rites, including all subsidiary acts, are performed in strict accordance with the Vedic rules, they will not fail to produce their proper results. Sacrificial, “apūrvic” causality seems to operate within a finite and well-defined set of conditions, a kind of closed system, in which it seems to be secure from outside interference: in bringing about its assigned result, the power of sacrifice, that is, apūrva, will prevail over other possible influences, including those which might arise from the general karmic status of the sacrificer.11




And he continues with these final remarks: “The sacrificer gestures to the official act of initiating the sacrifice (utsarga); the actual performances themselves may be left to the ‘paid agents.’ ‘I give to the sacrifice in order that it may give back.’”12 Hence the question of personal authorship (as much of the sacrifice at hand) and responsibility is less important here:



[W]hat produces apūrva is rather the impersonal power of the sacrifice itself, which is only unleashed, activated during the actual performance of the sacrifice. Apūrva may be stored and coordinated by the soul [as food in a camel]; yet it is not merely and not even primarily a quality or subordinate ingredient of the soul; it is and remains the effect and the stored power of the sacrifice.13




In more phenomenological terms, the sponsor of the sacrifice is addressed by something external to him (the ritual efficacy, kārya): he is even appealed to, by the imagery of the devatā-s, and he finds himself always in the dative case, the grammatical case of someone being spoken to by another. Husserl’s technical term for this relation between phenomenon and knower (subject) is Gegebenheit, “givenness,” and in a pregnant phrase in his Idea of Phenomenology he wrote that “absolute givenness is a final term” (Griffiths 2006, 37). My discovery here is that the true “dative” – note its alliteration with devatā – is the subject-knower-doer, by the law of divine gravity.

There is a question whether the taxonomic analysis applies to all “ought” injunctions, that is, categorical imperatives, or largely to “optional” ones (kāmyakarman), conditional/prudential imperatives, of the kind “‘If you so desire …’ or ‘it might be prudent to …’” For Prabhakāra (the elder colleague to Kumārila), apūrva is not of the same concern as the core of the Vedic injunctions; it is not about the instrumentality or even the desire motivating the undertaking (iṣṭasādhanatā, nor iṣṭakāmana), but rather about the entitlement (adhikāra) and intent of performing it as a matter of “duty” (kāryatā: “this is my task”), which carries its own purpose (prayojana) or goal (bhāvya). The Prābhakārans align the significance of the Vedic injunction, which to them is the acme of “verbal testimony” or śabdapramāṇa (the preeminence of language as an exclusive and sui generis means of knowing), to three aspects: (a) niyoga, that is, the directive; (b) kārya, the noetic structure of what is to be accomplished, and (c) apūrva – which they identify with the kārya itself, which according to Śalikanātha is the import of the injunction in Jaimini’s codanāsūtra. And he invoked one Bādarī as stating that the kārya produces the result, that is, svarga.

Supplemental to this is the kriyā, the physical event, the actual act of performing the yāga. Kriyā does not produce the result as such. Yāga is both the subject and instrument of kārya, but the yāga qua kriyā is a temporal event, it vanishes with the smoke. What remains is the kārya, when accomplished, in the self of the niyojya, the “initiator of the yāga (rite).” That you might desire heaven (svarga) merely entitles or qualifies you to take the initiative (niyoga). Thereafter, it is the “work of sacrifice” (compare Irigaray’s “work of gifting” or Derrida’s “work of mourning”) as kāryatājñāna not kriyā; svarga is of secondary importance, a spin-off as it were. Apūrvabhāvanā and phalabhāvanā are coterminous terms in this theory, because they reject the two other polar-bhāvanā theory, ārthī-, and śābdī-, of the Bhāṭṭa’s). Hence, the concept of karyā or efficacy performs an important limiting function on the Vedic fixation with ritual propriety and thereby goes a considerable way to delegitimizing desire and devatā-based yāga and permits only the niyoga- type.

The late mentor K.T. Pandurangi explained that the



kārya is more an ethical concept than a ritualistic concept. Even if taken as a ritualistic concept, it has to be taken out of [the] empirical level and has to be looked upon as [having] a mystical or transcendental value. Achieving such mystical efficacy of Vedic rituals is the goal of performing Vedic rituals. The other benefits are by-product.

(Pandurangi 2004, xvi–ii)



This echoes the Confucian dictum that Li (arguably a cognate of kārya as “rite”) must be internalized, for it is not simply rituals which, if acted out correctly, ensure that a person is benevolent and human (ren). It must become an internal act, a noetic supplication indeed. Mencius saw Li as an internal aspect much more than a rite of action. Li becomes internalized, integrated as part of the person, so much so that the rites are acted out without thought. Rather, they are manifested in every part of life.14 “To return to the observance of rites through overcoming the self, then the whole empire would consider benevolence to be his. However the practice of benevolence depends on oneself, and not on others.”15 Like the virtue of water, it is not acting with passivity, but not acting with a certain outcome in mind, a way that lets one’s ā tmā unfold. There is no bifurcation between subject and object, no awareness of “agent” performing the act as being distinct from an objective action being committed, yet an awareness of everything being equally itself and other. There is an intellectual release from the “womb of darkness,” but not one that ends in a catatonic, detached apavarga state (as in Nyāya soteriology) which is still in the realm of desire. Disordered desire must need be checked and bracketed out, for an undeconstructed desire is the function of the self, and this self’s consciousness, as Sartre reminded us, is produced by the perception of the self through the perspective of the other (Sartre 1996, 340–343).

The second issue that arises concerns why some rites, for example, the citrā ceremony, does not yield cattle immediately. It is obvious to any good theorist of rituals, such as Mary Douglas, that the true meaning of ritual is symbolic and its function is intellectual. She argues that the fertility rites of primitive societies are performed not to produce crops – as earlier theories had supposed – but to give order to life by demarcating seasons. As she says,



Of course the Dinka hope… that the rain ritual will (magically) cause rain, healing rituals (magically) avert death, harvest rituals (magically) produce crops. But instrumental efficacy is not the only kind of efficacy to derive from the symbolic action. The other kind is achieved in the action itself, in the assertion it makes.

(Douglas 2003, 69)



Durkheim and other social scientists believed that ritual was a way in which people worshipped society; others that rituals provide a conduit to historical connections, the reliving of legends, of illo tempore, the originary beginnings, as well as the performance of the ethical knowledge of the larger cosmology.

The practice and observance of rituals, altarity, then, with its supplementary supplications in the recitation of the accompanying mantra- s,16 enable the accumulation of divine “credit chits” (that my colleague Dr M.K. Sridhar has called apūrvakārya) and through its empowering force, or “benediction,” some good, or the Good (śreyasa), is realized in the ever-transforming earthly alterity (the sense of being poised as the other; oneself as other, and the other as oneself). Or perhaps (crossing now the Oriental border) as Confucius had put it “Submitting to ritual is Good; if (a ruler) could for one day himself submit to ritual, everyone under Heaven would respond to his Good-ness.”17 It induces piety, which the Confucians quickly translate for its beneficence (ren, humanity) in filial and wider governance relations, and so on.

I wish now to move on to the remaining ontological issues that I am attempting to track. And so a final word on devatā: I would call it the case of the elusive dative (the subject to whom some x is directed or given over: agnaye, devāya, Nārāyaṇāya, gaṅgei), for it is subsidiary to the substantive nominative and the connected, though, unmarked instrumental case, which we have located in the kārya. That is all there is to the deity: an effervescently and effusively egregious, and only just efficacious, symbol that has no substantive signified beyond its moment of iteration. Hence, divinity, the gods, the idea of authorship, human beings and their craving, the external world are simply qualia (gauṇa, substanceless properties, attributes, aspects) that are judged against another benchmark that has as its signified the sacrificial whole and dharma, the transcendental sum of all right rituals, ritual relations, and cosmic structuration and ordering of the universe as well as all right actions and practices. Even the gods have to conform to this “law of the One.” There is an interesting narration in the Aitareya Brāhmaṇa, where the yajña as food fled from the gods; the gods panicked and said: “The yajña as food hath left us; this yajña, food, let us search for. [But] “How shall we search?” Answer: “By the brahman and meters or metrical form (chandas). They consecrated the Brāhmaṇa with the meters; for him they performed the yajña up to the end; they also performed the joint offerings to the wives (of the gods).” It seems, the unity of Brāhmaṇa (as mantra) and the meters defines yajña and yield food as much for the gods, not otherwise, nor the converse (Bhattacharyya 1996, 119–120). The gods, knowing that they are not entitled or qualified to perform sacrifice, except perhaps the primordially primeval one, depend upon human performance and “gifting” to their chosen deities.

The Prābhakāran commentator Śalikanātha categorically refutes the view that yāga is of the nature of worship of deities. He finds no authority for such claims. Further, he avers that the devatā-s have no form and therefore cannot comprehend worship offered to them. This rules out the possibility of their grace. The devatā-s are gauṇa in the sacrifice.18 To introduce notions of future life, or a divine being or beings who might influence this world (lokasaṃsāra) from an invisible world beyond, is mere speculation. The Prābhakārans echo what Confucius was teaching over at the other end of the Silk Road: “Until you are able to serve humanity, how can you serve gods?” (Analects 11.11). And as the late and respected Nambudiri-inducted ācārya Frits Staal adroitly noted, “the rendering of gods as ‘mental forces,’ which elsewhere smacks of excessive symbolism (as in the Alexandrian interpretation of the Homeric pantheon), is in Hinduism quite natural”19 – or at least in the Mīmāṃsā and lately in the Ārya Sāmaj’s aniconic homa graphy.




And, finally, what of mantra-s?

The recent literature on mantra-s in the Mīmāṃsā is extensive: Staal (following Strauss and Renou), Daya Krishna, Paṭṭabhirāma Śāstrī, K.T. Pandurangi, and John Taber among others have been engaged in the disputations. I will report on few of the salient points from this debate in concluding this discussion, but I begin with the Bhāṭṭa-s.

For Kumārila, mantra-s appear to have the same grammatical function as the rest of the Vedic sentences, albeit in a more formulaic form uttered in the context of a ritual. But do they really have any meaning; do they refer to anything in particular? What meaning does a mantra such as “Aditi is heaven, aditi is the atmosphere” or agner vrata carry? The consensus among the Mīmāṃsāka-s seems to be that, although mantra-s embed meaning, linguistically speaking (even as part of an elaborate speech-act), they belong to the arthavat “useful” or arthavāda category, to whit, auxiliary or subsidiary effectations in the procedure. They have an explanatory role as well, in that they register the name-place for each sāmagri (sacrificial ingredients) and their elemental correspondence, plus their significance in the procedure that is largely and substantially one of tyāga (“giving up”), dāna (“gifting”), and for this one may need imaginary atithi/arghya (atithi devo bhavaḥ “the god is a guest”). Nevertheless, the mantra-s fall outside the sādhana-sādhya-itikartavyatā matrix.

Hence, according to Śabara, “the mantra-s serve to bring to light the subsidiary parts of the sacrifice as it is being performed.”20 Derived as it is from the root man, to think, mantra alludes to “the bringing to mind” (manasā; noesis)¸with the suffix -tra, from traṇa, which suggests releasing the noetic supplication as the ostensive “māntric effect,” thereby drawing attention to the particular devatā as the efficacious name-place marker of the intended potency to be generated in the procedure. (Recall that the as-yet-unmanifest māntric effect is the apūrva, which more properly is the yāga- or yājñic-effect). The mantra-s then bear a deferred signification rather than any direct indicative signification, drawing on “mythologic and symbolic” associations in the mind. Again, the deities they name or stamp the sacrifice with (Agni, Vāyu, Aditi, Indra, et al.) are granted pseudo-existence, a momentary effervescence in the wider imaginary of what might pick out the divinities of light (divya) – had the Mīmāṃsā any inkling towards the onto-theos (or theism of any variety and persuasion, notwithstanding later emendations by the converted uttara-mīmāṃsaka-s). My scholastic paṇḍit in Varanasi once asked me “what is ‘e-mail login’?” I replied to the effect that



what mantra-s are to the Mīmāṃsāka-s exactly as you have explained them to me, so mantra-s are like the login name and passwords we use for logging into our cyberspace internet accounts (the smoky realms): they have no role in what we do after and the directives we might follow once the core messages are download in the inbox or outbox!




Giving it a yet different spin, Taber argues that the mantra-s have an illocutionary force, of an Austinian speech-act kind: for example, as when the Army’s Chief of Staff or the P.M. proclaims, smashing a bottle of champagne against the Agni missile: “Today, I have much pleasure in launching Agni II, India’s newest defense invention and symbol of deterrence to our neighboring states.” The expression embeds mere platitudes, or it names a trajectory and the procedure-as-it-unfolds, or yet to be actualized fully; for Agni II’s itikartavyatā is complete only when it is launched across the skies toward an intended “enemy” target, even if pre-emptively.

I think the illustration serves a point; mantra-s have no epistemic status, and as such they yield no real knowledge, because they are not part of the pramāṇa or epistemic platform as such, but only a subsidiary part of the śābdībhāvanā: inciting gnostic or intellectus, that is, a particular noetic imaginary. It is also called pravartanā or preraṇā. This knowingness evokes ārthībhāvanā, that is, the pravṛtti of what is to be done, which is also conveyed by the injunctive suffix. Yāga is its karaṇa, instrumental force, and svarga its bhāvya; and apūrva, the withheld cumulative invested-credit in the person or wherever the performative is intentionally coming from. Mantra-s are generative of their own “intentionality” and are reflective of the Heideggerean adage that “language speaks,” “language precedes speech,” and “language is the house of being” (and we might add for the present subreptive account, “of non-being”).

But Taber brings in his own criticism at this point, suggesting that for all its sophisticated understanding of the functioning of language, as a theory of māntric utterance, it is woefully inadequate. He argues that the variety and complexity of māntric forms is hardly explained by saying that they serve as reminders, “[For] [A]s mere reminders, they would do better with a simpler structure and thinner content.” In Sanskrit literature, a certain class of texts are clearly designated to serve a mnemonic function, sutras, but mantra-s hardly have that character. Why should there be references to gods in mantra- s? And, why to particular gods in some mantra-s, to other ones in others? The Mīmāṃsā makes vague attempt to account for such things, invariably taking references to deities to be mere arthavāda-s – and it does that only when forced to. “Indeed, it would seem that the Mīmāṃsā is not really interested in explaining mantra-s at all but only in eliminating them as potential source of doubt about the rationality of the Veda.”21 Vedic mantra-s had to await later commentators such as Sāyaṇa for a semblance of semantic grace to be restored to their fledging figurative and furtive life.

I agree with Taber, but I would qualify his gripe with two alternative suggestions. One, that at least under the Prābhakāran theory of sentence-meaning, which is anvitābhidhānavāda, “context-principle” (a more syntactically oriented theory), no word or part conveys separate or partite meaning; the whole arises in interconnectedness of the parts, less the parts, which could even play a symbolic or metonymic role. And this procedural vāda is extended to Vedic yajuṣ as well, which is what Jaimini takes to be a ritual “sentence” (vākya), not as in our ordinary linguistic usage. A sentence, as one knows, in Sanskrit is a big-long affair; more so in its ritualistic form in Vaidikavācya. Why then go chasing after the partite mantra- s, when the whole is not quite the sum of the parts?

The second suggestion comes via Frits Staal. For all his polemic, back in the 1980s, about the meaningless of mantra-s (whence he compared them to “bird-songs”), Staal makes a valid observation that mantra-s are really pre-semantic tropes that nonetheless have a particular form in natural language, which is more important than their meaning. The “form” is based on what Frazer called “laws of similarity” which we find in the general principle governing Vedic ritual, viz., that there should be a one-to-one correspondence (sādṛṣya) between mantras and rites (ekamantrāṇi karmāni).22 Kātyāyana Śrauta sūtra 1.3.1, for example, defines mantras as “ṛc, yajuṣ, sāman, nigada,” which comprises all that is different from brāhmaṇa and saṃhitā. “In the Mīmāṃsā,” Staal notes,



mantras are similarly defined and their formal character and difference from language are similarly stressed (e.g. the order of words) [karma] in mantras is fixed, as in Sanskrit within compounds, or in English, and unlike word order in ordinary Sanskrit which is free.23



So sāman-s are mantra- s, like the bīja mantra-s of Tantrism;24 they may contain meaningless sounds, but their sheer form lends significance to the syntactical structure and function of the rite being enunciated.25




Historical locution

I wish to conclude with a historical observation on the overall project of the de-māntrification, the de-deification, and especially the impersonalization of Vedic sacrifice, and its authority in toe, in the hands of the Pūrva Mīmāṃsāka-s. This would be my reasoning.

Consider the impending impersonality of the Upaniṣad-s, gods replaced by a neuter Brahman, the platform for authorless authority, again impersonally grounded, hence rituals have to be in a preponed sense impersonally serviced: no middle or intermediary agency is permissible for that is an impossibility in the iteration of the spokenless word. I would even venture to suggest that the Supreme Principle of Existence is rendered apauruṣeya – applying the characteristic of apauruṣeytva beyond the concern with language and the pre-eminence of śruti as the divinely sacred language of being and non-being. There is a song I recorded in India once which speaks of the Divine having taken apaurseya-rūpa, impersonal formless, rather than Brahman having taken pauruṣeyarūpa, the personal form as in saguṇabrahman, or Īśvara in onto-theo-logos parlance (Bilimoria 1989, 2000). This is complete in the doyen of Uttara-Mīmāṃsā, Bādarāyaṇa, followed more ardently and radically, I suggest, by Śaṅkara: not even śruti really matters (although its sui generis sanctity is retained as the pramāṇa in lieu of personal authority for which Īśvara, he feared, might be brought in via the “secondary definition” to which he relegates saguṇabrahman [Brahman qualified or with qualities]). The only pramā is ultimately Brahman; all else, the self and the world, are mithyā. Sheldon Pollock argues that the Mīmāṃsā are on the apologetic track of denying history, the historicality of the uneven temperaments and arrangements, such as the caste-based social structuration and the implied exclusion of the śūdra from the performative acts (Vedic rituals and Sanskrit as the dead language of the gods) and of women too to a large extent. As Taber rightly points out, the Mīmāṃsā probably evolved at a time when the traditional sacrificial lore was becoming less known.26 I would add a corollary to that: we have to look ahead, not to history but the future-to-be from the moment a little before the classical philosophical turn in India, with Buddhism and Jainism increasingly competing with Vedic ritualism with their own pre-karuṇa-version of an impersonal karma (doing) theory. It is about denying the pauruṣeyatva of all possible authority and procedure and the results thereto. No decent secular Constitution puts the heavens or the gods or God above its authority (except in Pakistan or other theocratic nation-states). This adage might serve as a heuristic here, for again it is the Mīmāṃsā’s rule of interpretation, the veritable hermeneutics, that becomes the basis of interpretive rules for the Śrauta-śāstras and especially the Dharma-śāstras, in matters śāstric and secular to boot. It survived the colonial legalistic restructuring – and continues to be invoked and utilized in juridical matters in the Indian courts to this day. That’s a legacy not to be forgotten. Perhaps, fast-forwarding the social-political clock of the future-to-be to the contemporary/contemporaneous/modern times, the Mīmāṃsā were peculiar, indeed idiosyncratic, progenitors of the secular (in the way Gandhi understood “secularity”: the in-between personal and impersonal; and Charles Taylor returns us in his massive “The Secular Age,” 2009). On the more ritualistic and soteriological side, it is curiously interesting that the Ārya Sāmaji or rather its founder, Dayanand Saraswati, revived a deity-less havi or homa as they call their own orthopraxis based on Vedic saṃhitās and mantras, and Dayanand, like the Mīmāṃsā, eschewed the idea of final, irreversible liberation (mokṣa), recognizing only temporary “paradises” or states of bliss (svarg as multi-tiered ānandalokas, sukṛtasyalokas, world of pious works; to the Paurāṇics, it is devayāna, pitṛyāna).27

Would I, then, be a Mīmāṃsāka in the postmodern/postcolonial/postsecular – and all-post times (for here the most impossible appropriation is “faith” or śraddhā)? Yes; albeit, qualifiedly, an Apūrva-Mīmāṃsāka (not, that is, Pūrva or Karma-Mīmāṃsaka). I have never been a faithful Uttara-Mīmāṃsāka, and confessedly I have been something of an apostate among Naiyāyika-s because they made unpersuasive arguments for the existence of Īśvara, for which one doesn’t need Gadādhara or Śiromaṇi’s’ navya-logic to refute the fallacies retained, Kumārila, the Buddhists and Kant’s Hume did that better for me, and I followed suit (see Bilimoria 1990, 1995, 2001).




Notes

1 This chapter is revised and updated version of an earlier exploratory article that appeared in Sanskrit Studies, Volume III, ed. SashiPrabha Kumar (Special Centre for Sanskrit Studies) School of Sanskrit and Indic Studies, Published with due permission of the Special Cente for Sanskrit Studies, JNU. New Delhi: DK Printworld, 224–249. Used with permission.

2 Codanā iti hi kriyāyāḥ pravartakaṃ vavanamāhuḥ, Laugākaṣī Bhaskāra , Arthasaṁgraha, A.B. Gajendragadkar (Editor), R.D. Karmarkar (Editor), Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas, 1998.

3 Yāgadireva dharmaḥ (ibid).

4 Prayojanavadārtho dharma iti.

5 Yato’bhyudayanihśreyasasiddhiḥ (Kanāda, Vaiśeṣikasūtra).

6 Yam tu āryāḥ kriyamānam praṣansanti sa dharmaḥ yam garhante so’dharmaḥ. (Āpastambadharmasūtra 1.30.7).

7 Agniṣṭomayāgaṃ yajeta agnaye svargakāmaḥ

8 From Kumārila’s apūrvādhikaraṇa in Tantravārttika, see next note.

9 This prāmāṇic view of Kumārila is discussed at length in a rejoinder to grammarians and Buddhists by Toshiya Unebe in his paper “‘Apūrva’,‘Devatā’, and ‘Svarga’: Arguments on Words Denoting Imperceptible Objects.” Journal of Indian Philosophy, 2011, 39, 535–552.

10 Kumārila’s Tantravārttika and Ṭupṭīkā, edited by Kashinath Vasudeva Abhyankar and Gangesa Sastri Joshi. Four volumes. Second edition, Poona, ASS (1927) 1970–1974, p. 369; Halbfass, p 277 note 32.

11 Ibid, p. 277.

12 Ibid., 282.

13 Ibid; in the accompanying footnote Halbfass comments: “the puruṣa is not the sādhana [material means] of the result to be effected, sādhya.”

14 See, Alan K.L. Chan. 2000. “Confucian Ethics and the Critique of Ideology.” Asian Philosophy 10(3), 245–261, p. 246.
Cf. A.T. Nuyen. 2001. “Confucianism and the Idea of Equality.” Asian Philosophy 11(2), 61–71, 61–63. Also, Julia Ching. 1998. “Human Rights: A Valid Chinese Concept.” In Confucianism and Human Rights, edited by De Bary and Tu. Columbia University Press, 67–83, 76–77.

15 D.C. Lau, trans. 1999. Confucius: The Analects (Lun Yu). London: Penguin, Book XII.

16 Harvey Alper, ed. 1989. Understanding Mantras. Albany, NY: SUNY Press; J. Gonda. 1963. “The Indian Mantra.” Oriens 16, 244–297.

17 Analects XII: 1 (Ames ‘Yin and Yang’ in Antonio S. Cua. 2003. The Encyclopedia of Chinese. Philosophy: Routledge, 846–847; and Heaven Doesn’t Speak, ABC Encounter, radio program, 6th August 2006.

18 In K.T. Pandurangi translation PPK, p 413: Nanu yāgādi-kriyā devatāḥ-ārādhana upāyabhūta satī kāryatā ucyatām.. . sā tat-pratyāsatti-dvareṇa kā’āntarepi phalam janayitumalam-eva; devatā phaladānasamarthā karmabhiḥ ārādhyate; sā ārarādhitā prasīdati

19 Frits Staal. 1975. Exploring Mysticism. New York: Penguin Books, 194.

20 I.2.32, I.50; John Taber, “Are Mantras Speech-Acts,” in Alper, Ibid, p 149.

21 Ibid, p. 153 (Taber in Alper).

22 Frits Staal ‘Mantras and Bird Song’ 1985a, p. 5; ‘Vedic Mantras’ in Apler, p. 72–73; Āpastamba Śrauta Sūtra 24.1.28; also in P V Kane, History of Dharmaśāstra, vol II, part I, CHAP. XXIX. 976–1008. See also Staal (1988).

23 Ibid., 11.

24 See Gavin Flood. 2006. The Tantric Body: The Secret Tradition of Hindu Religion. London: I B Taurus.

25 See also, Guy L. Beck. 1995. Sonic Theology Hinduism and Sacred Sound. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.

26 Op cit (in Harvey Alper), p. 146.

27 Halbfass op cit, fn 21, p 273.
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PRAYER AND WORSHIP THROUGH MUSIC AND LITURGY IN NORTH INDIAN VAIṢṆAVA TRADITIONS

Guy L. Beck

Prayer and worship represent two well-known categories in the field of religious studies. Recent work in liturgical studies has helped to broaden these areas to encompass phenomena from a variety of non-Western religions. Music making is a universal human endeavor and is frequently associated with liturgy and worship worldwide. It thus behooves scholars to document lesser-known liturgical traditions for their inclusion of music in terms of prayer and worship. The purpose of this chapter is to briefly examine the devotional music of two North Indian Vaiṣṇava sects of Hinduism, the Vallabha and Rādhāvallabha traditions, within the methodological framework of prayer, worship, and liturgy. This involves references to standard works in the field of prayer and liturgical studies as well as recent fieldwork in South Asian and Hindu traditions. We begin with a few definitions and comments about the terms employed and their normal usage in the West, followed by discussion of the two traditions of Vaiṣṇavism.

The modern word “prayer” is derived from prek (Latin prex) and is cognate with Sanskrit prac, “to ask.” In English the meaning is to ask, to entreat, to plead. Other related words include precarious, deprecate, and imprecate (Watkins 2000, 69). The meaning of entreaty and petition is also close to its usage in the Holy Bible. In the Western view, a person directly confronts God in prayer and asks for his or her needs to be fulfilled; God listens to prayer and may or may not choose to answer. This is the primary approach to prayer found in the Hebrew Bible, the New Testament, most of the Church writings, and rabbinic literature such as the Talmud.

The subservient status of human beings vis-à-vis a Supreme Being is further suggested in the very word “human,” signifying a humble being that must reach out from earth for help from above. “Human” in Indo-European languages generally means an “earthling.” For example, guma means man, from Germanic gumon, of the earth. This is cognate with Persian zamin (land, as in zamindar) and Hindi jamin. This is also the source for the terms humble, humiliate, humility; exhume, inhume, and so on from humus (Latin for earth) and homo (Latin for man) (Watkins 2000, 20).




Prayer and worship

In terms of religion, humans, in response to having been created by a Creator, must necessarily appreciate this gift and “worship” (from Old English worthship, “deserving of praise or veneration”) God through praise and veneration. While thus rooted in notions of humble petition and veneration in the West, prayer and worship are nonetheless important categories in the study of all religions and have been expanded accordingly to encompass a variety of other meanings. Friedrich Heiler (1932, xii, xv), in his foundational work on prayer, Prayer: A Study in the History and Psychology of Religion, states: “Prayer is the central phenomenon of religion, the very hearthstone of all piety.” He further reveals that, “not in dogmas and institutions, not in rites and ethical ideals, but in prayer do we grasp the peculiar quality of the religious life.… Prayer is religion in action, that is, real religion.”

Prayer is further distinguished from meditation. According to Denise Lardner Carmody and John Tully Carmody in Prayer in World Religions (1990, 5), prayer is “address of a personal deity” and meditation is “outreach toward an impersonal reality.” These authors (1990, 7) state further that



the testimony of all the religious traditions is that prayer (petition, meditation, contemplation, ritual, attentive silence – the forms are numerous) is the occupation most directly opening the person to the transforming Spirit. Consequently, PRAYER IS THE CRUX OF THE SPIRITUAL LIFE.



And according to Heiler (1932, 307), the concept of “worship” also holds a very distinct meaning: “Not speech about God but speech to God, not the preaching of the revelation of God, but direct intercourse with God is, strictly speaking, the worship of God.”




Liturgy

Worship can take many forms, some formal and some informal, as in liturgy. But whether formal or informal, worship always involves the communication between two parties. In line with the purposes of prayer and worship, Heiler (1932, 345) has defined liturgy: “a holy, sacramental act which brings the believer into a sensuous yet spiritual communion with the divine.” As a structural form of worship, the category “liturgy” is gaining more attention in religious studies across many cultures. For example, in The New Westminster Dictionary of Liturgy and Worship (Bradshaw 2002), there are entries on Jewish worship, Islamic worship, Hindu worship, Buddhist worship, Sikh worship, and Shinto worship. In each entry, the presence of music and chant is briefly woven into the description of the ritual and liturgical dimensions of each tradition by the authors.

The word “liturgy” is actually derived from a combination of two words, laos (people) and ergon (work). Similar combinations include demiurge, metallurgy, surgery, lethargy, ergonomics, organ (tool), and organism (Watkins 2000, 100). The term “paraliturgical” denotes private or individual rituals, such as rites of passage, that are nonetheless tied symbolically to larger public liturgies. According to scholars in the field of “liturgical studies,” liturgy means a series of rites that combine word, music, action, symbol, and/or object that is performed on behalf of a group. This usually refers to the public ritual or worship of a religious community that is performed by priests or other functionaries. As an example of an official pronouncement on the matter, the documents of the Second Vatican Council (Vatican Council II 1975, 81, 84) on “Sacred Music” explicate the close and necessary connection between the divine word and musical expression as directives for all types of liturgical activity within Roman Catholicism, including the sacraments:



Liturgical worship is given a more noble form when it is celebrated in song.… The unity of hearts is more commonly achieved by the union of voices.… One cannot find anything more religious and more joyful in sacred celebrations than a whole congregation expressing its faith and devotion in song.







The role of music in liturgical worship

Current work in the fields of theology and liturgical studies has enlarged the scope of the category of liturgy to include all forms of religion and ritual. Theologian Richard Viladesau has broadened the scope of theology and liturgy to include all religions and the arts in Theology and the Arts: Encountering God through Music, Art, and Rhetoric (2000, 41), where he presented a case for the theological foundations of culture, including music, in all its forms of expression. Building upon the categories presented by Rudolf Otto, he stated,



My proposal is based on the conviction that that there is an underlying implicit or transcendental dimension of religious experience. Its object – the mysterium tremendum et fascinans, the numinous – would then be ontologically identical with the ultimate object of aesthetic or moral or intellectual experience; it would never be experienced simply in itself as a categorical object but would always be “co-experienced” as the dimension of mystery implicit in all human knowing and loving; and it would ground the analogies that are in fact found in the human reaction to the beautiful, the good, the true, and the holy. In this perspective, the ultimate reason for music’s ability to mediate the spiritual is not merely that it echoes emotions that are felt in religious experience, but also and more profoundly that its object is the beautiful, which itself is godly and thus leads toward God.



Viladesau (2000, 47) broke new ground by qualifying the distinction between the specific “Christian revelation” and a “universal revelation” that encompassed all experiences of sacred music: “There is a universal revelation of beauty, of which all music partakes. This is separate from the uniqueness of the Christian revela-tory Word in Christ. This is why mere instrumental music may be a potent factor in the experience of the sacred.” He therefore points to the distinct probability of non-Western cultures participating in authentic experiences of the sacred through music.

Robin A. Leaver and Joyce Ann Zimmerman (1998, 8) confirm the central role of music as it relates to liturgical worship in general:



Instead of being treated as decoration and extraneous to the “real business” of worship, music is integral to the expression of liturgical content and bodily engagement. Text and music together – musical liturgy or sung prayer – are appreciated for their power to illumine the mind and move the heart.




New directions in liturgical studies have been made in recent years. Liturgist Edward Foley (1990, 868–869) had earlier outlined some of the basic properties of music as it relates to liturgy:



As one of the “languages” of the rite, liturgical music is considered integral or necessary to worship according to the official teaching of the church.… The irreplaceable nature of music’s contribution to worship is a function of its special acoustical properties. These enable music to engage the assembly, reveal the divine and enable the communion between assembly and God in ways unique to this art form.



Regarding this property and recalling Rudolf Otto’s perspective, Foley explains that “music has symbolized the mysterious and wholly other since the dawn of creation.… This elusiveness in form and content is part of the reason why music is so often used for communicating with the spirit world.”

Music and ritual were closely bound together in the ancient world, since music was viewed as a gift of the gods. Regarding the religions of Greece and Rome, Johannes Quasten (1983, 1), citing the writer Censorious, explains how music was widely viewed as a divine gift to be performed in order to please and supplicate the gods:



The legends and myths of nearly all pagan peoples have sought to explain the elaborate use of music in their worship by indicating that the art of music was a gift of the gods to men.… Music is pleasing to the gods, for if it were not pleasing to the gods, then the public games which are intended to placate the gods would not have been instituted; the flutist would not attend prayers of supplication offered in sacred shrines.



There are countless other examples in support of the role of music in petitioning and worshipping a variety of gods and deities.

With regard to music itself as a unique form of prayer, Heiler (1932, 316) has explained the increasingly important role of the hymn in religious worship and liturgy:



Along with the spoken, i.e., solemnly rendered, choir prayer, there was from the beginning the melodic chorus singing. The choral prayer of praise is a form of primitive prayer. Its introduction into the liturgical service must have proceeded principally from practical needs; with its fixed forms of presentation, rhythm and melody, singing is the simplest form of choral prayer, simpler and easier than the common recitation in the speaking voice. The hymn has taken, at all times, and in all churches, a special place in the service. In contrast to liturgical prayer, it shows a much great variety. While the latter, in the course of its development through centuries, reveals only relatively small changes, the hymn shows constant change: in it is reflected the individual pious mood of the moment… hymns are the poetical creation of sharply defined religious personalities, who in them have uttered their profoundest feelings.



This is more precisely the approach that reinforces both the creative role of the individual poet-musicians and the fusing together of community sentiments as found in the Indian context presented herein.

Thus the presence of “liturgy” in other religious traditions, as underscored by Paul Bradshaw, has expanded the possibilities for the critical study of music as a fundamental part of prayer and liturgy worldwide, as suggested by Heiler, Leaver, Viladesau, and Foley. Two examples from Hindu liturgy will now be discussed in this chapter.




Music as liturgical worship in North Indian Vaisṣṇava traditions

Prayer, worship, and liturgy, being thus important categories in the study of religion, appear throughout the gamut of religious life, especially in India among Hindus in private or domestic piety as well as in public liturgical rites in temples. Chant and music form a central part of Hindu public liturgies during which prayer and worship are conducted. With few serious studies available, this growing area of interest is expanded by our focus here on two North Indian Vaiṣṇava traditions of Kṛṣṇa worship in Braj, a vibrant Hindu pilgrimage area south of New Delhi where Kṛṣṇa is believed to have physically appeared roughly 5,000 years ago. Bhakti Sangit is the general name for devotional music that is performed in temple worship and in private devotions, and it figures in several living communities there who maintain a temple regimen of daily and seasonal hymns in Braj Bhasha (Hindi dialect).

The examples of the Vallabha and Rādhāvallabha devotional sects demonstrate how Vaiṣṇavism has serviced the need for public prayer and worship by employing forms of Bhakti Sangit, known specifically as Haveli Sangit and Samāj Gāyan, into liturgical structures. Variables including rāga (melody), tāla (rhythm), mood, time of day, season, and song text contribute to a continuous sacred auditory environment.1

Why is music so important for Hindu worship? First of all, the Hindu approach to the divine is grounded in the continuous ritual rapport between the human world and the sacred, as stated by Carmody (1990, 72): “At the foundations of Hinduism the entire existence of human beings was ritualistic – a matter of constant interaction with the gods.” In addition, music is believed to originate with the divine in all Hindu traditions, being identified with the gods and goddesses themselves. For example, the Goddess Sarasvatī, depicted with the vīṇā musical instrument in hand, is believed to be the divine patroness of music and receives the veneration of all students and performers. Brahmā, the creator of the universe who fashioned Indian music out of the ingredients of the Sāma-Veda, plays the hand cymbals. Viṣṇu, the Preserver who sounds the conch shell, plays the flute as Kṛṣṇa. Śiva as Naṭarāja plays the ḍamaru drum during the dance of cosmic dissolution. Each of these instruments symbolizes Nāda-Brahman and forms an indispensible part of each deity in veneration. Manifestations of these deities on earth have stimulated the cultivation of music throughout India as integral to religious worship. In many Vaiṣṇava traditions of Kṛṣṇa worship, music originates with the sound of Kṛṣṇa’s flute.

With roots in ancient Indian religion, music had a natural affiliation with the emerging practice of pūja or worship of deities as described in ancient texts such as the Nāṭya-Śāstra of Bharata Muni. The gods enjoyed music and were pleased to receive it as a devotional offering during worship. Classical music or Sangit was firmly equated with Indian spirituality by virtue of its association with Nāda-Brahman in musical treatises, and with Śabda-Brahman and Om in the Veda-s and Upaniṣad-s. The spiritual effects of the pure note (svara) as first articulated in mantra chant, and developed in the rāga system of melody, were augmented by the significance of beat (mātra) within the tāla system of rhythm that found justification in the Mīmāṃsā philosophy of merit accumulation.2

The Vaiṣṇava musical experience gives rise to visualization, the formation of an image of the object of devotion in the mind of the practitioner. In terms of a soteriological outcome for theistic Hindus, the Bhagavad-Gītā (8.6) provides the proper understanding of the mind and its relation to the afterlife, stating that one’s mental state at the time of death determines the outcome of the next birth. Aware of the miseries of rebirth in a physical embodiment, Hindus are compelled by this directive to practice meditating on the image, name, and activities of their chosen deity. As iconic worship developed, songs included lyrics that describe a god or deity, enabling the singer and listener to easily visualize the divine form as a “verbal icon,” and thus effectively focus the mind. The musical aspect plays a critical role in the mental apprehension of the deity; whereby the rāga, which also means “attachment,” serves to more effectively and securely fasten the mind onto the object of concentration.

While images, names, and literary descriptions may serve as silent objects of concentration, it is understood that rāga-s arouse and enhance emotive states such as love, affection, and compassion in order to attract the mind and increase the bliss of meditating on a particular deity. For example, in Vaiṣṇavism a typical song lyric will include names and epithets of Kṛṣṇa, such as Mohana (“enchanter”), Vaṁśidhara (“holder of the flute”), Gopāla (“tender of the cows”), Rādhāramaṇa, (“Pleaser of Rādhā”), as well as scenic imagery from the Yamunā River and the Vrindaban area. When these names and lyrical images are part of a composed text (pada), combined with a rāga (melodic pattern) and a tāla (rhythmic cycle), there is a verbal icon of Kṛṣṇa that may be conveniently sustained and recalled in the mind of musicians and devotees – regardless of whether or not they are in proximity to a tangible image or sacred shrine. This is the raison d’etre of Bhakti Sangit. Thus, the repeated listening and performance of devotional songs greatly enlarge the religious dimensions of prayer and worship for Vaiṣṇavas, both in the present world and as a prospect of salvation in the future.




Vaisṣṇava temple music of North India: Vallabha and the Rādhāvallabha traditions

As examples of prayer and worship within Hindu liturgical music traditions, two Vaiṣṇava forms of vocal music that are employed in temple worship and liturgy are presented here: the Vallabha tradition of Haveli Sangit and the Rādhāvallabha tradition of Samāj Gāyan.




I The Vallabha tradition of Haveli Sangit


Haveli Sangit, originally known as kīrtana (“praise of a deity”) in the earlier sources, comprises the temple music of the Vallabha tradition established by Vallabhācārya (1479–1531 CE) around 1500. He was a great scholar and saint who helped establish the deity of Śrī Nāthjī on Govardhan Hill in Braj. Subsequently a liturgical system of worship was established during eight periods of the day, which incorporated the poems of eight poet-followers. Haveli Sangit is well known outside of Braj, since this tradition has spread over most of Rajasthan and Gujarat.3

Haveli Sangit has been organized in two separate cycles: (a) the daily cycle (Nitya Kirtan): from morning to evening, divided into eight Jhankis (types of daily Darshan)4 and (b) the annual cycle (varṣotsava): different festivals are celebrated throughout the year, wherein various aspects of the worship known as seva are arranged.

From the point-of-view of musical style, there are two prominent centers of Haveli Sangit: (a) Braj and (b) Nathdvara. There is a slight change in the singing style at both of these places. Some distinctions of pronunciation are also discerned, but they appear to be geographical. Although Vallabha temples are scattered all over India, the performers of Vallabha music are found to be attached to either Braj or Nathdvara in their musical allegiance, such that their style of singing reveals at once the tradition from which they learned.5

Bhakti Sangit had a specific context and style as developed within the Vallabha tradition, which distinguished it from other types of devotional music in India. Vallabha music acquired the more distinct name of “Haveli Sangit,” referring to the music in the “havelis” (“house” or “mansion” in Persian) that predominated in Rajasthan, the place where the center of the Vallabha sect was shifted in 1672 to avoid Mughal persecution. The town of Nathdvara in Rajasthan was essentially created around the deity of Śrī Nāthjī (Kṛṣṇa lifting Govardhan Hill) in order that his worship would continue in an unbroken manner that included Haveli Sangit, though on different soil.

The temple worship of the Vallabha tradition relied upon the creative force of the individual poet-musicians who supplied the worship community with hymns for singing to the deity of Śrī Nāthjī. On a comparative note, Heiler (1932, 307) remarks on the essentially individual nature of the hymn in the West:



If we compare a Jewish piut, a hymn of Ambrose, a sequence of Bernard, a Lutheran chorale, and a spiritual poem of Zinzendorf, then we recognize indubitably that the hymn is not a specifically social, that is, churchly matter; it is essentially individual. In the Hymn, personal devotional piety makes its way into the collective worship of the congregation, and becomes the common possession of many.




The Vaiṣṇava hymns expanded beyond the notion of the devotion of a single individual and were fused with the consciousness of the community. As Heiler (1932, 316) also relates, “Common prayer does not consist in a confusion of voices each addressing God in his own words – that would be the individual prayers of many, but not at all common prayer. This latter is the prayer of one member of the congregation which the others follow with attention and devotion.” In the Hindu context, especially, where hearing a hymn carries equal merit to singing a hymn, the unity of the musicians and audience is unique and beyond question.

In the early Vallabha literature in Braj Bhasha, there are accounts of at least eight original poet-musicians attached to the worship of the original deity of Śrī Nāthjī at Govardhan in Braj. Collectively known as the Aṣṭachāp, or “Eight Seals,” since they each ended their poems with their signature or chāp, these poets wrote voluminously on the pastimes of Kṛṣṇa and his devotees in Govardhan. Sometimes referred to as “Aṣṭachāp Sangit,” their vocal music is believed to have been a precursor, or perhaps a cousin, to the classical Dhrupad found in the medieval courts throughout North and Central India.

The most famous of the Aṣṭachāp musicians, Sur Das, said to be the first full-time singer, wrote possibly the largest collection of Pada-s for the singing of Haveli Sangit known as the Sur-Sāgar. Portions of this work are found in all anthologies and hymnals of Vallabha tradition lyrics, especially those that are employed in the main havelis. Though many of his songs are sung today in a faster tempo and lighter mood (as in Keherva Tāla of eight beats), their original performance structure was undoubtedly that of the slower and more serious Dhrupad.

The older four of the Aṣṭachāp poets, Kumbhan Das, Sur Das, Paramanand Das, and Krishna Das, are believed to have been initiated directly by Vallabhācārya himself, while the younger four, Govinda Swami, Chitswami, Chaturbhuj Das, and Nanda Das, were initiated by Vallabha’s second son, Vitthalnath, who introduced the elaborate liturgical system whereby the worship of Śrī Nāthjī was divided into eight periods of the day, with variations in the seasonal worship including special songs and decoration for different festivals. At the same time, Vitthalnath even incorporated various musical instruments. The Ashtayam (“eight periods”) service of Śrī Nāthjī was organized in such a manner that through this medium devotees felt a close proximity to the Lord, singing his praises at every moment. One may remain engaged in kīrtana from morning till evening, and this attachment may not be limited to only one season, but continue throughout the year.




II The Rādhāvallabha tradition of Samāj Gāyan

Samāj Gāyan (“group singing”), barely recognized outside of Braj, is a type of group responsorial singing that figures centrally in the worship practices of the Rādhāvallabha tradition founded by Hit Harivamsa (c. 1502–1552 CE). This movement has continually venerated Rādhā over and above Kṛṣṇa in its worship and doctrine. Though the term “Rādhāvallabha” is a name for Kṛṣṇa as “the dearest of Rādhā,” the theological position of Kṛṣṇa is as a servant of Rādhā. The poetry of this sect is almost entirely sung in the Samāj Gāyan style and is little known outside of Braj. The subject matter is exclusively the love-sports of Rādhā and Rādhāvallabha (Kṛṣṇa).

The central temple of the Rādhāvallabha tradition, established by Hit Harivamsa, claims the longest continuing practice of Samāj Gāyan, with daily performances. The Samāj Gāyan accompanies the worship of the Sri Rādhāvallabha deity in the temple and is obligatory within the sect. In addition, several other branch temples have maintained a daily regimen.6

The liturgical hymnal of the Rādhāvallabha tradition is known as the Śrī Rādhāvallabhjī kā Varṣotsava, compiled by Lalitacaran Goswami. Its three volumes are divided according to the particular seasons celebrated by this tradition.7 It also contains poems by Swami Haridas and the poets of Haveli Sangit.

The Samāj Gāyan songs are all composed in rāga-s (melodic formulas) of the classical music tradition, such as Sarang, Gauri, Kanharau, and Vilaval. These are also sung in classical tāla-s like Cautal, Dhamar, Rupak, Tintal, and Jhaptal. Most of the poems describe the intimate love-sports of Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa and serve to elevate the listeners to the spiritual platform. They are prayers in the sense that they carry the weight of supreme praise of God’s pastimes once reenacted on earth, as in the Vallabha music. There is no direct asking of favors or verbal petitions contained within these poems, however, which automatically convey merit upon both the musicians and the listeners by their very invocation in performance. The musical dimensions produce a soteriological effect as a result of the rhythmical measurement of time in terms of mātra-s (cf. English word “meter”) or beats, the accumulation of which bestows unseen merit.

The instruments that are usually preferred for Samāj Gāyan are basically the same as Haveli Sangit. There is normally a double-headed drum known as the pakhāvaj (sometimes replaced by the tabla), the kartal or jhānjh (hand cymbals), and the harmonium, a small portable reed organ, to accompany the lead singer. On occasion a drone instrument such as a tānpūrā, or a bowed lute known as a sārāṅgī, is added for a fuller effect.

The most conspicuous feature of Samāj Gāyan is the presence of at least two jhela-s – responsorial singers, who reiterate each line of the main singer – and also respond with a variety of specific phrases, exclamations, and hand gestures. Without the jhela-s there can be no Samāj Gāyan, for the essence of the singing tradition is constituted by the interactive “play” of the participants, who temporarily assume the role of the associates of Kṛṣṇa and the Gopī-s. The performance of Samāj Gāyan is thus a total absorption by the musicians and the audience in an ecstatic rapport with the divine realm, fulfilling the function of prayer and worship within a liturgical format.





Conclusion

As outlined here, the musical activity in North Indian Vaiṣṇava temples encompasses a wide range of religious experiences for both the participating musicians and the audiences. Within the parameters of prayer and worship as described by Heiler and others in the field of religious studies, as well as in the ancient scriptures of India, the presence of music in Hindu religious liturgy is fully legitimized and often plays a central role in the interaction with the divine. As such it is not minimized by the stereotypical understanding of prayer and worship as consummated in silence. Indeed, the Hindu traditions of Vaiṣṇava temple music as presented here provide salient examples of how sound and music, as authentic forms of prayer and worship, offer new directions in liturgical studies as well as echo Western ecclesiastical pronouncements about the efficacy of music in public liturgical space.




Notes

1 For a more thorough exposition on the role of music and liturgy in Hinduism, see Guy L. Beck, Sonic Liturgy: Ritual and Music in Hindu Tradition (2012).

2 The theories of sacred sound involving Om, mantra, and Nāda-Brahman have been discussed in Guy L. Beck (1993).

3 Examples of traditional r āga-s in Haveli Sangit are as follows: DevGandhar, Ramkali, Bhairav, Vibhas, Malkauns, Vilaval, Lalit, Suha, Asavari, Dhanasri, Sarang, Nat, Purvi, Gauri, Yaman, Hamir, Kedar, Malava, Vasant, Malhar, Kafi, Jaijayavanti, Bihag. The seven principal tāla-s or rhythms are as follows: Cautal (twelve beats), Dhamar (fourteen beats), Ada Cautal (fourteen beats), Adi Tal or Tintal (sixteen beats or in fast speed eight beats), Jhaptal (ten beats), Sultal (ten beats), and Jhumra (fourteen beats).

4 A rough outline with the approximate timings with a few of the typical rāga-s (scale formulas) sung at each time are given as follows:

	Mangala	6:00–7:00 A.M. Lain; Bhairav, Vibhas
	Sringara	7:00–8:00 A.M. Vilaval, Ramkali, Gunakali
	Gvala	8:00–9:00 A.M. Asavari, Todi, Devgandhar
	Raj	Bhog 10:00–11:00 A.M. Sarang, Desi, Asavari
	Utthapan	4:00–4:30 P.M. Bhimpalasi, Dhanasi
	Sandhya	Bhog 5:00–5:30 P.M. Gauri, Purvi, Puriya
	Sandhya	Arati 6:00–6:30 P.M. Sri, Jaitasri
	Sayan	7:00–7:30 P.M. Bihag, Yaman, Kamod, Kedara


5 For a full exposition of Vallabha music and liturgy, see Meilu Ho (2006), and for a comparative study of devotional singing in Braj, see Selina Thielemenn (2001).

6 For a detailed study of the Rādhāvallabha liturgy and music, along with recorded examples of 108 songs on 18 CDs, see Guy L. Beck, ed. Vaishnava Temple Music in Vrindāban: The Rādhāvallabha Songbook (2011).

7 These seasons include (a) Spring: Vasant, Holi, Rasiya, Dol, Caitra, (b) Summer: Phul Racana, Van Vihar, Grisma Ritu-Jal Vihar and Nauka, Ratha Yatra, Pavas Ritu (Rainy Season), Jhulan, Rakhi, Kṛṣṇa Badhai (Janmashtami), Rādhā Badhai (Rādhāshtami), and Sanjhi; and (c) Autumn: Ras Lila, Dasahara (Diwali), Annkut, Wedding of Rādhā and Kṛṣṇa, and Sain ke Pad (songs for sleeping).
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