SECTION IV

VAISNAVITE RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY
IN THE NALAYIRAM

SUMMARY

This section forms the main part of this thesis
wherein the aspects of religion and philosophy of the
Alvars, especially that of Nammajvar, are fully dis-
cussed. The already existent concepts of Vaisna-
vism paved the way for the Alvars for the formula-
tion of Vaisnavite theism, though not as a system of
thought  Nammalvar recognizes the Upanisadic
concept of Brahman and the one accepted in theology
as a personal deity and 1dentifies Him as Narayana
with Sri in his poems. His complexion and other
individualistic traits are shown to arrest the mind of
the devotees.

The Lord’s atiributes which lie beyond human
comprehension are satyam, jigrnam and anantam.
These are the chief attributes which form the basis
for the admission of countless qualities. Bliss
(gnanda) is an important attribute of the Lord which
produces delectable experience in His devotees.
Among His many auspicious qualities, sawlabhya,
sausilya, vatsalya, daya have much attraction for
the Ajvars. The five forms of God, the transcen-
dent, the grouped, the divinely descended, the
immanent and the idol forms mentioned -in the
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Agamas are accepted by the Alvars and they express
their experience of such forms in their utterances.
God in the transcendental state possesses the super-
essential qualities of satyam, jaanam, anantam, ama-

lam and gnandam. In the grouped form the Lord
manifests Himself as Vasudeva, Sankarsana, Prad-

yumna and Aniruddha. The avatgras of God takes
place (Vibhava form) when evil triumphs over good-
ness and creates a crisis in moral life. There are
frequent references to such avatgras as Variha,
Vamana, Narasimha, Rama and Krsna. The fourth
state of God, antaryimin, makes the souls pulsate
with their creative life and participate in their inaer
joy and make the mortal selves immortal. The fifth
state 1s the 1dol which is the reservoir of redemptive
mercy. In fact, the poems of the Alvdrs are the
treasure of their experience of this form. Namma3]-
vir in one hymn of fen verses stresses the easy
accessibility of grca. It has also been pointed out
that the Alvirs revel in the exploits of Narayana
both 1n the para and vibhava states and these saints
have frescoed them in their hearts, so to say.

The nature of self 1s clearly realized by the
Alvars, particularly by Namma]var; but they have
not employed the classification of selves as nitya,
mukta and bhaddha Nizriayana 1s the creator, pro-
tector and destroyer of the Universe. A number of
verses in Tiruvaymoli refer to the involutionary and
evolutionary processes of the Universe. The inter-
relations of God, self and the world have been
explained on the basis of karma. 1Iévara as the
saririn of all 1s clearly intuited by these saints and
He is considered as having endless giories or posses-
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sions. TE? lala-vibhati exists for His sport and
nityavibhiti is time as eternity.

The Alvars have a strong faith that the Lord’s
grace alone could lead us to emancipation. They
dived deep in the ocean of His auspicious qualities
through their love they had for Him. To them
God’s day@ is more attractive; He is daygnidhi to
them. In the act of operation of God’s grace, the
office performed by Laksmi is unique and significant.
The Alvars lay emphasis on God-love. This God-
love or ‘avg’ is seen to have been mentioned in their
poems. To Namma]var God is the food he eats, the
water he drinks and the betel he chews. The Alvars
in general could not give up the great joy, the ecstasy,
they were having by their communion with Him as is
seen from their poems and references to this aspect
are countless. In their ecstasy of their mystic expe-
rience, pain and delight take their positions alter-
nately, The apparent coatradictions of the world
proclaim only with a loud notc that He cannot be
comprehended byman. The god-experience is called
‘amuty’ by the Alvars, To Nammailvar is Y Ellgm
Kapnas.”

The A]vars are Natur: mystics. The basis of
soul and Nature is God who is described under
various names by different thinkers. Nature, accor-
ding to the Alvars, is the theatre of the Divine /la
of Love and the Lord wears the garment of nature
and plays with the finite self till the two are united.
To them the universe of ¢it and acit has its unity
only in God. It is the creative expression of the
divine sports of love. The interse love of the mystic
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for God has one fundamental characteristic feature,
namely, he chooses to be quite submissive to the
Lord and is passive. Whether man or woman, the
mystic has much of the nature of woman. The
mystic passes through several stages which a bride
undergoes 1n the periods of wedding-day and honey-
moon. The view that God is the bridegroom and
the devout soul of the devotees, the bride is an alle-
gorical expression of the intimate communion bet-
ween the soul and God. This aspect of bridal
mysticism is seen in abundance in the poems of the
Alvars especially those of Antal, Tirumankaiya]var
and Nammalvar. So they give expression to their
mystic feeling in the language of love and in this
mode they have adopted the technique of love
poetry. In explaining the bridal mysticism it has
been shown that Bhagavat-kama is different from
visaya-kama. All the technical aspects of Akattinai
are successfully pressed into service by the Alvars in
their portrayal of love indicating thereby that bridal
mysticism is only a mental process which transports
the mystics of either sex to a plane above the physi-
cal one and that it 1s a masterly device selected by a
poet-devotee to give vent to his feelings of passion
and lcve for Ged.

The 1ntense kind of God-experience or com-
munion does not last long. It is a gift from God
and the devotee 1s to remain only waiting for receiv-
ing it. Being aware of his inability to work for it,
he feels the imperative need for prayer to get His
grace. The primary requisite for undertaking the
act of worship is the purity of instrument (karana).
It has been shown that this worship can be per-

i
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formed by body, speech and mind and this worship
is referred to by the Alvars as ‘pacai’ or ‘pacavai’.
By worship one can get rid of his mental impurities.
Different kinds of prayers are indicated here; several
modes of bhakti are pointed out. Acts of workship,
whatever form they take are reducible to the level of
service (kainkarya). It has been shown that kais-
karya can be undertaken to God in any of His forms
and since the para, vyiha and antaryamin are not
within the easy reach of the mortals, the Vaisnavite
school has preferred to enjoin service to the deity in
the arcd forms.

The cult of bhagavatas is an important aspect
in the Vaigpavite religion. Many of the A]virs
express their desire of being the God’s devotees. It
has been shown that the devotees of Visnu had their
existence even In the days of Tolkdppiyam. In
Vaisnavism the cult of bhdgavata worship is consi-
dered greater than the worship of the Lord Himself
according to ancient texts. The Lord is immensely
pleased at the service rendered to the devotees who
are His very self. Maturakaviyzivar is the best
instance of a devotee of Lord’s devotee. Nammil-
var likes to have the company of the devotces of the
Lord even 1n the state of release. It has been shown
herc that the celebration of festivals and observances
of the sacred days play an appreciable role in the
bhagavata cult and that the poems of the A]vars refer
to the occasions of festivals connected with temples.

The ultimate goal of the religious philosophy
of Vaisnavism is moksa which is the state of the
release of the soul from bondage to karma. Nam-
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ma[var conceives moksa as the God’s abode and
also a place of free souls who are real immortals and
refers to this place as “tuyar illa vitu". It has been
shown that the two concepts ‘celkaii’ and ‘makkati’
in combination may be interpreted to mean the
straight and shining path of arcirati gati as men-
tioned in the Upanisads. The means of salvation as
suggested in this faith is devotion and self-surrender.
The spiritual experience of the A]virs is epitomised
in the saranagati of Nammalvir. Almost all the
Alvars speak of their self-surrender to the Lord.
That the purports of three sectets, mala-mantra,
dvayamanira and caramagloka contain the essen-
tials of Vedanta have been explained here and also
shown that the mantras reveal the role of divine
grace 1n the play of God seeking man and man seek-
ing God. The implication of the concept of God-
head as Narayana with Sri has been brought out
The soul’s ascent to the Absolute as visualised by
Namma]var and the welcome offered to it in Parama-
pada are indicated. |

It has been shown that the teachings of the
other A]vars are similar to what Nammalvar contri-
buted. But they have tried their hands in employing
several forms of compositions. The first three
Alvirs have respectively parabhakti, parajian. and
paran:a bhakti all to almost the same degree, but
thetr compositions reveal that each one of these is
prom:nent in the work of each one of them., Intense
meditation on the nature of reality made Tirumalicai-
yalvar realize the truth about Godhead. The Tirup-
paiii Efucci of Tontaratip-potiyilvair is a fine
pastoral poem which is intended to awaken the Lord
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in the early hours of the morning. The other work
i Tirumalai (Sacred Garland) which name was
given to it on an analogy to his service of rear.ng a
flower garden and wreathing the flowers into gariands
for the Lord which was considered preat by him. In
these verses he advises people to utter the name of
God by citing his own painful experiences with
womsn.  Kulacekaralvir’s passionate longing to
worship the Sleeping Beauty at Sri Rangam, his keen
desire in having the company of the bhagavatas
while worshipping the deity, his intense longing to-
be reborn in Tirumalai hills in any capacity, his
representing of his absolute dependence of God for
protection and the apt analogies to illustrate this
aspect show the interise devotion of the Alvair. His.
depiction of the love which the cowherdesses had for
Krsna his depiction of motherly feeling in the
person of Devaki and the fatherly affection in the
person of Dasaratha are marked by their naturalness
and direct appeal to our feeling. Tiruppanilvar's
Amalataripira® 13 unique for its intense relegious
feeling and gives a very graphic description of the
Lord at Sri Rangam

Tirumankaiyalvar is the only Alvar who
successfully tried his hand at various forms of com-
positions in wide varieties of metres. His two Magals
are a unique contribution to the Akam poetry and to
the history of bridal mysticism. Among other
Alvars he has shown greater attention to the descrip-
tion of Nature. Many folk-song motifs are success-
fully handled by this saint. The cardinal tenets of
the Vidistadvaite system find their support in the
poems of this Alvar. Periydlvaris noted for his
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masigalasisanam to the Lord by wishing well of God
and praying for His well-being. He is also marked
for his depiction of Krsna’s childhood in a variety of
situations so beautifully as to lead the scholars think
that he is the founder of Pillai-t-tamil type of litera-
ture. Antal's two poems Tiruppavai and Nacciyar
Tirumoji are, from the point of view of bridal mysti-
cism, inspired lyrical rhapsodies which are the
quintessence of mystic love poured out spontaneously
with unpremeditated but self-concealed art. The
first tcaches people of their utter dependence upon
(rod and of the need to serve Him. The Yaispavite
tradition has attached great significance to Tirup-
pallagtu of Periyalvar and to the Tiruppavai of
Ant3] in the daily worship both in the houses and in
the temples and in fact both these saints, father and
daughter, have come to occupy supreme position 1n
the recitation of the Nalayiram. The decad “varana-
mayiram” of the Nacciyar Tirumoli is now recited

on the occasion of the marriage in the Vaispavite
families.

Maturakaviyalvar’'s Kanninun Ciruttampu which
Is to be sung before the recitation of Tiruvaymoli is
undertaken because of his sincere devotion to his
preceptor Nammalvar. Amutanar’s Ramanuca-
niayyrantdti is another poem praising the greatness of
the preceptor Ramanuja by his pupil. 1t is said that
the teachings of Nammaslvar were ever in the mind
of Ramanuja and guided him in writing his philoso-
rhical works. Throughout this chapter it has been
stressed that the Alvdrs are mainly instrumental for
the popularisation of the arca form of worship.
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Whenever the worldly attractions were irresis-
tible the Alvars piayed to God for saving them from
getting entrapped by the senses. Qccasionally they
offer a bit of advice also to humanity. Nammalvar
starts singing for the redemption of his fellowmen.
This feeling is more pronounced in his Tiruvaymoli.
In several places he draws God’s attention to the
world. It has been shown that they are not pre-
ceptors to reform the world and enforce ethical code
on people. It has been shown that the Alvars are
the band of mystic people who came in the line of
Vedic tradition. Nammalvar is spoken of as “"véram
tamil ceyta mayra®” (maran who rendered the Veda
into Tamil}., To many of the Acaryas after Néitha-
munl, Nalgyiram became reputed as Tamil Vedas
and Tiruvaymoli as the Upanisad. Just as the Vedas
b:came the supreme authority as a source book of
knowledge about ultimate truths, so also these
matters which have attained popularity through the
Nalayiram justify the compositions of the Alvirs to
get the appellation Vedas and the Nalayiram can be
termed as Dravida Veda.



CHAPTER XIII
THE GENERAL APPROACH OF THE ALVARS

The vast Sanskrit literature represented by the Agamas,
Purdnas and epics and the ancient classical Tamil literature
provided the Alvars with sufficient data about the theistic
aspects of philosophy and religion. Much material was then
available to them to develop the already existent concepts of
Vaisnavism into a8 fully developed form of Vaispavite theism
though not as a system of thought,

The significant imports which are conveyed by the
names Vispu, Vasudeva and Nardyana are meant to be denoted
by the name Nar3yana itself which the A}vars use frequently
to refer to the Supreme Being,! The Pauramic representation
of Visnu as one of the Tirim#érttis and as having more power
and individuality over the other two and being quite indepen-
dent of them also is retained by the Ajvars. The earth which
was lifted by the Lord in His descent as Varzha, gained an
eminent position in the Puragas by getting married to Him,2
but it is in these compositions of the Alvdrs that she (Bh#)
gets the status of becoming His consort along with Laksmi.?
The influence of the Tamil versions of the Bhagavata story
added Nappinnai as one more consort to the Lord.4 The
divine form with its dark complexion, together with the
distinguishing marks such as conch, discus and others, is
repeatedly mentioned by the AlvdArs to demonstrate the easy
accessibility, approachab lity and identification of the Lord.
Another truit of His that finds reference in the Nalayiram is

..............................................................................................................................................

1.  Periydl. Tm. 4.6; Peri. Tm. | 1; N&n. Tv, |: T.V.M. 1.2: 10.
2. cf. $r1 Gunaratnakdsa, 26.

3. Peri. Tm. 4.5 5, M.Ty. 42; Tc. V. 72; T.V.M_3.1: 1,

+. T.¥V.R,3; T.V.M, 1.% 4; Peri. Tm. 2.3: 5.
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His plentitude which is never affected by His acts of creation.
The A)vars conveniently chose the word ‘nampi’ which they
used to refer to this aspect of Niravana.? He is the Lord of
the two regions (vibhiiris) of prosperity one representing the
material world and the other to be reached by His devotees.6
For the first time in the Vaigpavite literature the concept of
God having the world as His body” is evolved in these compo-
sitions not as a fundamental doctrine but as an experienced
fact that requires no proof and therefore to be admitted
without any reservation,

That the Lord is also addressed by the twelve names
beginning with Kesava and ending with Damodara, sometimes
brings out the full implications of addressing God with such
names.s

That the Lord is beyond the reach of the Vedas® but is
to be known from the Vedas is repeatedly mentioned!® thus
showing that these compositions deserve a place in the Vaisna-
vite religion as they owe much to the Vedic sources.

The Avdrs were not much interested in enumerating the
Lord's attributes but confined themselves to mention by way
of illustrations, His easy accessibility and above all His mercy
for the suffering selves. They are equally drawn towards the
Lord by the parental affection {varsalya) which He displays
now and then, It is but natural that on account of this
quality that the Alvars should approach the Lord for guidance
and protection, as they would their fathers, The various
exploits which He displayed through His divine descents are
sufficient proofs for His readiness to relieve His men of their

bl

Periyal. Tm. 1.9: 4;2.3: I; T.V.M. 1.10: 8,
M.Tv. 68,

T.V.M. 1,1: 7; 8 5: 10; Peri, Tm. 7.10: 9.
Periyll. Tm. 2.3; T.V.M. 2.7.

Peri. Tm. 4.1: 6; 4.8; 7.

10, ibid. 7.1: 2; M.Tv. 33.
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sufferings. Their wonder is explicitly uttered through their
poems not necessarily for the extraordinary powers which He
exhibited but chiefly for His feeling of compassion which
prompted Him to take such forms which His men would have
desired to visualize. [t is therefore thatamong the five forms
which the Lord takes, the vibhava and arca forms had more
attraction for these saints. In this connection it must be
noted that the approach of worship by the Alvars to these
forms was a synthetie one comprising all the five 1!

Certain incidents which are not too well-known but
sraceable to the Purdsas are mentioned for purposes of
illustrations, but a few among them could not have their
sources determined, Killing the seven bulls, breaking the
kurunta tree, Kutakktittu and others which are all menticned
in the ancient Tamil literature find frequent references in
these Tamil poems of the saints.1?

Above all this, the Alvars were actuated by a deep
attraction towards the Lord, which led to the outpourings of
their heart in the mellifluous Tamil verses. Besides the deep
yearning to be by the side of the Lord, mystic experience also
characterises their love for Him. Love however is not of a
uniform nature. The affection which a mother would bestow
on the child and the mother’s interest in attending to the
child’s bedecking and fondling are gloriously and deftly
displayed by Periyalviir.i* How the Lord’s absence is keenly
feit is represented in the disguised form of the lamentations
of Devaki,14 XKau8alyg, and Dagaratha.!> However, the chief
mode of display of their love takes the shape of the bride’s
love for her lover who is no other than the Lord Himself,

Love of the Alvars which is not different from devotion

{1. M.Tv.99; [.Tv. 28; MG.Tv. 30; Nag. Tv. 36; TV.M, 69: 5.
12. Vide Appendix IIL.

13. Periya]. Tm. 1.3:2.4;27.

14. Perum. Tm. 7.

15. ibid. 9.
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shows their relation with Him. Awe and mystery marked
their love with the result that they sang His praise and spoke in
favour of worshipping Him and His men, Even there, true to
the traditions of theistic religions, the Alvars chiose to worship
His feet, long for keeping them on their heads thus revealing
the feet that they would rather prefer to be His servants than
have His companionship which He would of course not with-
hold from them.

What is of great astonishment and interest is the Ajvir's
great absorption in the gre® forms of (God. Firstly, the
deep impressions of theistic tendencies are aroused in them at
the sight of these forms. Secondly, these saints are made to
call the exploits of the Lord through His other forms which
are associated with the person of the gred forms. Thirdly
and lastly, the aesthetic beauty of the idols noted for their
architectural perfection evokes in the minds of the Alvdrs
feelings of varied nature. Apart from the transcendental
heights of the Lord which the saints are conscious of, the
fascinating perfection of the beautiful idols draws them close
to the deity and make them pay soul-stirring praises which
they are capable of giving expression to. The masculine
features which arouse in the minds of not only men but also
women by reason of their expressiveness of indomitable
courage and martial spirit, attract these pious souls and
remind them too often of the heroic deeds of Rama and
Krspa. At the same time, these features are uniquely
mingled with those of bewitching handsomeness which capti-
vate the soul enrapture it as it would the mind of a woman,
Naturally, these Alvars pour forth their hearts in musical
melodies filled with passionate lyrical touches in the back-
ground of devotional elements of very pure and perfect
order.

The references to three mantras show beyond the
shadow of doubt that they had before their periods the con-
cepts of these but which, on account of their writings, became
the crux of the post-Alvar Vaisnavism and indispensable to
the doctrine of self-surrender.15

16. Chapter-23
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Much as they were alive to the limitations of men in
bondage and the sufferings of being mortals, they revealed
through their compositions how much of worldly sufferings
they knew. They were not, in the real sense, affected by the
sufferings of the world but they did not chocse to -remain
passive witnesses of human suffering. In a variety of ways,
they offered solutions to end the sufferings.!?

Having relished the sweet experience of communion
with God, they could not remain content with the enjoyment
of love. They realised that they had to face the limits
imposed on them for these enjoyments by the mortal frames,
With a view to have uninterrupted enjoyment of God’s proxi-
mity they hankered for a life beyond death when there wouid
be no imperfect frame nor the spatial or temporal limitations,

17. Chapter=2$



