CHAPTER XXIT
THE CULT OF BHAGAVATAS

The Gita speaks of four kinds of devotees of the Lord.
The affilicted, those in distress, who pray to Him for deli-
verence from misery are one ¢lass. Those who adore God for
the object of knowing Him constitute the second class. Others
who pray to Him for the attainment of objects of desire form
the third category. The fourth are the wise man (jaanis) who
are devoted to God for the sake of devotion only. The Lord
gays: "Of these, the wise devotee is ever in constant union
with Me in thought and is attached to Me with single-minded
dovotion. For I am supremely dear to him and heis also dear
to Me”,! The Mahdabharaia also speaks four classes of
devotecs' of whom three are desirous of rewards while the
best are the single-minded worshippers. Others ask . for
favours, but the sage asks nothing and refuses nothing., He
yields himself completely to the Divine accepling whatever is
given to him. His attitude is one of self-oblivious non~uti-
litarian worship of God for His own sake, Itis the blessing
of such great and loity Mah&tmas who are the walking gods
of this earth that can elevate ordinaty mortals like us and
make it possible even for us to love, and be loved by God.
And hence does Yamunacarya invoke their loving and gracious
katdksa upon himself as the surest way of becoming one of
the chosen devotees of the Lord: “O Lord; grant that I may
be recipient of the gracious glances of those Mahatmas, who,
in their intense longing t0 behold thy repturous Form once,
reject the pleasures of the earth and the promises of the
Paramapada, and separation from whom even for a moment
is to These is most sufferable”.®
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Bhaktt is meditation on Brahman touched with love.
It is absolute devotion to Bhagavan as the life of our life and
is love for love's sake. The true bhakta is a true jEani. He
" knows clearly well that God alone is the source and susten-
ance of life. So he meditates on Him as his self and culti-
vates exclusive devotion to Him. This state of bhakei is
known as ékebhakti as his devotion is controlled by the single
idea of attaining mukri, It comes to one unsolicited by the
Grace of God and sacrifice. Upon gaining it, man realizes
his perfection and divinity, and becomes throughly contended.
He desires nothing more, - He is then free from grief and
hatred. He does not rejoice over anything, nor does he exert
himself in the furtherance of self-interest. The realization
makes him intoxicated and fascinated as it were, because he
is completely immersed in the bliss of Param@tman. Says
Tontaratip~-potiyaivir: “Iccuvai tavira yaii poy intira-ldkam
alum, accuvai perinum véntdn™ - ‘I do not desire even the
pleasures of svargae except the pleasure {(of meditating of
Lord)’. KulacZkat]var goes a step further by saying,
“Patiyayk kitantu un pavalavidy kanpéné~ - ‘Remaining as a
stepping stone in the sanctum sanctorum of the Lord I shall
enjoy the beauty of Your coral lips’.,* Nammialvar’s devotion
to Lord is supreme. ‘‘Let it be that [ may attai moksa or
reach the place of heaven or hell, but I will go on meditating
the Lord unceasingly without ever forgetting Him™ says the
Alvir.! One js reminded in this connection of Cakkildr’s
tribute to the greatness of these devotees. Their mind,
according to him, is pure and white like the sacred ash bes-
meared on the body. Even if the elements go astray, their
minds will not swerve from the love of God, To them gold and
potsherd are the same. They care not even for mokga, if only
they could be assured of loving worship. They have no burden
otlier than the service of the Lord, these merciful lovers and
heroes wanting in nothing.” Saivism refers to these devotees
as ‘Paramanaiye patuvar’ (the singer of the Lord).
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A devotee, who leads the ideal life by rendering ser-
vice 1o God, is required to avoid two pitfalls which generally
take those who are not aware of them. One is the company
of the wicked and the other is offending God. Those who are
-deceitful, do not do their duty, and are boreft of the know-
ledge of ultimate Reality, are declared to be wicked.* Ina
way, they are different from the good whose mind is set in
Purugottama and so are free anger, envy, greed and evil
thought® A good man who is devoted to Hari. will not
desire for what belongs to another, and will not cultivate
friendship with those who are mean and who, though not
intending to do harm, support the sinners in their acts. He
will spend his time who are righteous and would not extol any
one except Tirumal (Vispu)'®. Xulacékaralvar’'s third hymn
enumerates the mental attitudes and activities of such people
who deserve to be classed as bad. Such persons prefer to live
with the enticing material world.!! They like most the
company - of woman.,' They are intetested in food
and clothing only.!* To this Alvar, others are mad
and to them he is mad.** Tirumankaiyalvar refers to his
resolve not to take note of the existence of those who do not
think of the Lord at Tirukkatalmaliai.'* Those who do not
become the servants of Srl Krspa, are not to be treated as
man.'* The contact with such people, even if had for worldly
purposes would change the devout persons into atheists, The
other source of danger to the religious life is gpacara. The
wotd ‘apasara’ means swerving from the path prescribed by
God in the form of Vedas and Smyetis. Besides, in the real
sense of religious life, to think of any other deity as equal to
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or superior to N&rayana constitutes the greatest guilt.” One
shall'also avoid offending the devotees of God. Some may
sometimes be tempted to treat the Lord as powerless and so
fit to be insulted. Nammalvar cites the attempt of Piitana to
kil Krspa which brought her own ead.'* Activities of this
kind are to be treated as insulting God who, however, would
mot get offended, but would delay in showing His grace after
enforcing a light punishment on the offender.

The best characteristi¢c of a devotee is the philosophy
of Vaigpavism. Vaigpavites are these who are in a way rela-
ted to Vispu who is wibhu, all pervasive. Therefore it beconies
logically true that no one can exist without any relation to
Vigyw, A true Vaigpavite will realize this truth, basic prin-
ciple, He will show true love and render service to one
whether one is a friend or foe, The mention of Pil]ai L5k&a-
cirya's statement is relevant to the context, He says : "One
should exercise forbearance, show sympathy with a smile and
appreciation to those who have doné evil; and aiso one -
should take it for granted that they have extended thejr
help~.'* This idea must have been prevalent prior to the
period of that great 2carpa among the Vajsnavites and attained
the status of & makdvakya (significant statement) at his times,
An incident in Paracara Pattar’s life may throw a clear light
on the statement. One day Pattar was standing in the Rahga-
ndtha’s sanctum sanctorum in a mood of self-examination.
Without noticing his presence there, some heaped abuse after
abute on him. This saddened the hearts of bhaktas who were
standing with Pattar. But to the surprise and wonder of ali
the devotees present there, Pastar presented his ring to one of
those who abused him; he further blessed the one who abused
him most with the lionour of covering him by his gold-laced
cloth. To them Pattar said : *Don’t think that I have made
presents to them on account of the fear of their abuses”,
This - statement increased their surprise and wonder. He
further added: “I should be thankful to them for the help
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they have rendered to me by bringing to the notice of the
Lord the miatakes which 1 was not conscious of and thereby
helping in my self-examination®. This utterance moved not
only his friends but his foes as well, Tiruvaljuvar suggestis
the novel method of punishing those who have done wrong to
one: “"Innd ceytiirai oruttal avar pana, neppayam ceytu
vital”’*- ‘The (proper) punishment to those who have done evil
(to you) is to put them to shame by showing them kindness in
reture: and to forget both the evil and the good dope on both
sides”, This teaching of the Tamil saint could have been res-
pousible for shapiag the life of the Vaignavites, The arrogance
born of one's learning, wealth and high birth should have no
place in a true Vaignavite. This has been metaphorically
referred to by Amutandr as “Vafica mukkurumpam ku}i*™! -
‘a vile trap-like triple pit’. He is really a Vaigpavite, who
while listening to the harsh expressions uttered by a devogee,
bows to him and addresses him patieatly® Without the use
of the word ‘raisgavize® Nammijvar states that the srait of
those who possess good qualities consists in rendering service
to the Feet of the Lord, after controliing the mind and the five
senses.” With keen religious insight, Piitatiajvar declares
that kings who, before our presence, ride on horses, must be
occupying their positions not by accident. They must have
worshipped the feet of the Lord in their various previous
births with flowers.® This is the only explanation that could
be given to show how some people are able to occupy pros-
perous positions., Any position which an  individual
occupies is due to the will of God and the position of the
kings can be no exception to this, The character of & true
Vaisnavite is also eushrined in the famous song of the truve
Vaigpavite which was made popular by Mahitma Gandhi :

“He is the true Vaigsnava who knows and feels
Another®s woes as his ewn

20. Kural. 314; of. ManuSmrti 6: 43; M.Bh. $S&nti-300: 10, 12, I6, 18.
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Ever ready to serve, he never boasts

He bows to every one and despises no one,
Keeping hitg thought, word, and deed pure,
Blessed i1s the mother of such an one. He
Reverences every woman as his mother.
He keeps an equal mind and does not
Stain his lips with falsehood; nor

Does he touch another’s wealth.

No bonds of attachmeunt can hold him,
Ever in tune with R2ma ndma his body
Possesses in iteelf all places of pilgrimage
Free from greed and deceit, passion

And anger, this is the true Vaigpava :”

Nammajvar speaks of Pattar,®® Atiyar® Atiyavar®
Tontar* Pakavar,® Ké&cavan-tamar* Nzrapan-tamar,*
M3tavan-tamar,® Aliyin-tamar*® Vaikupthan-tamar,® and
Vaitpavar*® in his Tirev@ymoli. ‘K&cavan-tamar’ literally
means relatives of Ké&cavan or the Lord signifying His
devotees; similarly the meanings of others (ramar-relatives).
The word ‘vaippavar’ signifies 2 band of pcople who have
embraced Vaisnavism. But, Naiiclyar, one of the Vaispavite
dedryay, gives the definition of Vaispavite like this: “Any one
can test himself ‘as a true Vaigpavite or not. If, when seeing
others’ adversity, his pity be excited, and he does cjaculate
‘oh I" he may know himself as a true Vaignavite; but if his
heart be steeled against others® tribulation and further vitie
ated by emotions of vile pleasure surging up at his sight, he

-
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may know himself as neot belonging to such a holy band. . To
be a Vaigpavite is to belong to God, and vice-versa. To
belong to God is to be like God Himself, i.e., conform to the'
- ideals which he has preached and practised, one . of these
ideals being to be ‘"the Friends of all Creatures™,* [t appears
that both these words relate to one¢ and the same meaning.
Agnin the words ‘panar’; ‘afiyar’ (ativavar), ‘toptar’ aand
‘pakavar’ signify cnly devotees of Vignu; they may be taken
for granted emphasizing respectively: Bhakii-reverential love,
Atimat-abosolute self-surrender, and Tostu-service. “‘Pakavar®
signifies a kind of devotees who carry ‘mukksl, or ‘liri-danda’
with them. The Tolkappiyam refers to them as ‘antamar’™
who are ascetics, The same work refers to ‘parppar
(brabmins) ** ‘apivar’®® (sages or wise men), and “t@patar’ 4
It 1s certain that these words do not refer to the same class of
people or cach word does not refer to different types of
people. Parppar are different from agrivar and antamar. The
latter refer to ascetics, who have controlled their senses and
the mind, always thinking of God, and who can predict the
past, present and future incidents, Tapatar are those who
are tapasvins and who are ready to attain the state of arivar.
Parppar are brahmins who have only taken up the study of
Vedas, but who have not attained the state of arivar or
antagar. There are references in Kallt-tokats! to anramar.
The tiri-danda can be taken to signify Isvara, cit acit and the
relationship between which explain the principles of Visista-
dvaitic Vaispavism. References to ‘mukksl’ (tiri-danda} are
found in the Pattup-pattu'* and the Kalit-tokai.®* Naccinark-
kiniyar, the well-known commentator, gives the meaning of
the phrase, ‘mukkél/ kol antamar’ occuring in the work as ‘safw

[
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fron colour dressed groups of people’ thereby meaniog
ascctics* The later work Taficaivagapn kovai speaks of
‘mukksp-pakavar’t* It is these ascetics who are referred to
as pakavar in the ancient Tamii literature. The later works
such as XKoval literature refer to them as ‘mukkse-pakavar’
- and “mikksr'. It is said that a knowledge of philosophy and
love of God are the two basic necessities for any kind of reli-
gious faith, Tt is also assumed that the former does intensify
the lafter. But it is well-krown that these two are not found
fo exist in persons in equal measure, Some are more philosp-
phical-minded aad others more religious-minded. But the
mclination of both is towards renunciation, Those whose
inclination is more towards philosophy are known as ’pakavar’
and those houscholders whose inclination is towards bhaks! as
‘afiyar’. Periyalvar not only refers to these types of devotees,
but also sages who recite the Fedas: “"Pattarkalum pakavar-
kalum palamojivly munivarkalum®s® — the bhaktas, paka-
vars and sages who mouth Vedas’. Nammalvir refers to both
these saints in his Tiruvd@ymoli. Says the Alvdr: "The world
is full of atiyars and pakavars who render service to God by
strictly adhering 1o the principles of bhakii-marga and by
uttering the Purusa-siktas, Nardyanuvaka etc.; so go to them,
reventiaily worship them and attain salvation“.* This advics
of the Alvar, according to the commentators, relates to those
who render service to the Lord as for example $o Laksmana
to Rama referred to here as afiydrs and to those who meditate
the Lord and his manifold auspicioes gualitics as for instance
Bharata to Rama  Alavantar interprets ‘/ofural -(worship) -as
the worship of the devotees of God; but Ramdnuja interprets
it as the worship of God. Even though all the words denote
the bhagavatas in general, some distinction can be seen
through from the suggestive meanings of somfar, anpar and
patfar. The word ‘anpar’ can be taken as emphasizing,
‘topfar’ the bodily activity and ‘pastar’ the speach aspect,
Atiyars are the life of the. Bhakti cult, Tt is from this point
of view that Vaigpavism becomes a religion of service,

44.  Toncaivénan koval, 341.
45. Periyd). Tm. 4.9: 6.
4. T.V.M.52:9 cf 44:9,
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In regard to the Supreme Ruler of all, the jiva who is
the segya is bound to promote His glory. That glory will
depend on the nature of the fega, whether it be sentient or
non-sentient. The fivg, with his body and the like, can confer
only such glory as non-sentient things do. So this service is
common to him and acit. The special glory that he can
promote must be by means of his intelligence, *Bhagavin,
Who has all beings as His body, rejoices when a jivg does what
is good and does not rejosce when the action is evil’’*” when
a man acts in accordance with the Sastras, he gives thereby
delight to the Lord and thus does not let his generosity and
other qualities run to waste, but promotes the glory of the
Lord 80 that He extols him as “All these are indeed,
generous.”¥* Again they are the devotees whose devotion is
single-minded und whose highest goal is only the Lord. They
live in th: Divine. Qod is dear to them and they are dear to
God. These devotees belong to God to be used according to
His will, These can give rise to a special kind of enjoyment
. o the Lord and thus promote His glory in the same way as
the muktas and the aityas do so by direct perception of the
Lord’s will and by acting in such a way as to give Him
enjoyment. ‘““When shall I always be Thy servant, look upon
Thee as my Master and in this way give Thee delight ?** says
Alavantar.

In Vaigpavism the cult of the bdhZgavara worship of
the agipars or devotees - is considered greater than the worship
of the Lord Himself, The sastras disclose that the service
rendered to His devotees is most delightful to Him. The
following authoritative statements bear testimony to this:
“Of all forms of homage, the homage paid to Vispu is the best,
but superior even to this, is the excellent homage or adoration
to Vignu's devotees”.® *“I have great affection to those who
are devoted to my devotees. Therefore one should render

47  M.Bh. Santi. 199: 25.
48. Bh G.T7T: 18

49. Stotrratnam. 46.
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devout service to them".** “'They are my devotees who do
not show devotion to any other deity, who love those that are
devoted to me and that have sought me as their updya'’ "t
From these statements it becomes clear that, of all forms of
service which a sega of the Lord may render, that rendered to
the bhdgavatas is the most important and is the most pleasing
to the Lord, in the same way as the fondling of the prince is
most pleasing to the king. Again, according to pramamas,
lsvara, who has the biagovata as His body is the object of
worship. As the devotees are His very self,®* He would be
pleased at the service rendered to bhdggvata, asif it were
service rendered (directly) to His own inner self and not as
that done to His body. Nammalvar speaks of seryvice rendered
to the bhagavatas as the supreme goal of life. In referring to
the result flowing from the recitation of his hymns the M}*‘ir
says: ““The Lord and His Spouse will possess them and they
will get the benefit of rendering service to the devotces of
Vignu,"™ and “they would live amidst wife and children a
full life and yet to be dedicated to the service of the devotees
of the Lord.”** In this connection, a beautiful anecdote is
referred to by the commentators®*

Again, those who look upon themselves as: fesas. to His
devotees are, mediately through these devotees, fesas to the
Lord Himself. Tirup-papajvar says: ‘The Lord Who is
spotless and Who has made me the servant of His servants’—

51. M.Bh. Advamedika, 116: 23,
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56, Once R&m#&nuja returned to Tirukkdttlydr along with s great band
of bhagavatas and entered into the mansion of Celva Nampi who
was then not in station, There was no rice in the house then
except some hundred bundles of paddy-seeds reserved for sowing
in the season. Nampi's wife hulled that paddy and fed the devotees.
On the following 1ay Nampi returned and when he enquired his
wife about the absence of paddy-seeds, quickly came the reply
“l have sown them ia the Paramapada’. (Vide: JIttin Tami{-
dkkam Vol. VIIi 8, 10: 11 (Commentary). -
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“atiyarkku ennai atpatutta vimalan.”* So does Nazrada
say: "I, Niérada, have come here with an eager longing to sce
you. To men like me, O Brahmin, those who are bhaktas
of the Lord are masters.”® [In this connection Periyalvar’s
statement is very significant, “Those who are the servants of
bhagavatas — (devotees of devotees) — who utter such names as
Ké&cava, PurutSttama etc., of Bhagavan are entitled even
to sell us.”** This is also the purport of the middle word in
Tirumantiram, namely, namo: na mama (not for me). A
~ reflection on this purport will clearly show that our being
seya to the Lord is both mediate (through the bh@gavatas and
immediate (direct to Him). Accordingly the service that
should be rendered by the fegqe is also (both) mediate and
direct, Therefore it is the farthest limit of our service to
perform, as much as it lies in our power, service to the
bhagavata, since it is part of the duty of one who is fesa to
Bhagavan = So this outer-most region of service to bhdgavatas
should be kept properly culiivated so that it may not become
fallow tand full of weeds.

The Agamas also support the service to the bhdgavatas.
“It is not wrong for a wedded wife to honour her husband
and to honour his servants, whether in his presence, or
absence’®® and ‘““‘Among the Lord’s retinue are two classes:
those thut are dear to Him and worthy of His trust and
those who are not. To the former class belong the Eternals,
the released souls and the bhagavaras. To the latter class
belong Brahma and other gods who are subject to the sway
of past karmu, The seeker after salvation should not adore
the latter;”* the devotee who is esclusively attached to
the Lord and whos2 dharma resembles that of a chaste wife
would therefore do well to act according to the will of his
lord. Since the relationship of sesa to bhZgavates arises

7. AP. L
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from no other cause than the knowledge of our being
desa only to the Lord and to no other, this service to the
bhagavatas is not improper, because it does not arise from
other causes like the desire for wealth or power,

Maturakaviyalvar can be cited as the best instance of a
devotee of Lord’s devotee as he says, “Nannit ten kurukdr
nampi enrakkal, angikkum amutu Grum en navukké” - ‘In eling-
ing to Nammalvar if I utter his name it is highly sweet; even
nectar secretes in my tongue’ and *Téva mayrariyén” - ‘I do
not Xnow any other God except my ‘own guru, Namm3lvar.’
Saivism refers to these type of saints as ‘Partamyp-pagfvﬂr‘
(devotees of devotees). ‘Papital’ emphasizes here bending lowin
humility and service, Like Maturakaviyajvidr in Vaisgavism
were szints in the Saivism also who worshipped the three
great Tevaram saints with reverence zand admiration. Kanpa-
natar worshipped Campantar; Appiitiyatikal wurshipped
Appar; and Perumijalaikkurempar worshippéd Nampi Arfirar.
Irrespective of the greatness of Saivite apiygrs it was
thought that one should offer one’s service to the apiyarsin
general looking upon them as no other than the Lord Siva
himself. In the biography of certain saints like Endtinztar,
Meyp-poru} Nayanar, Pukajccdla Ndyanar and Kalariprarivar
the reverence for the outward form is clearly brought out and
they were prepared to offer their all and sacrifice their dearest
and nearest as well as their own lives. This is termed as
Carlya-marga in Saivism. According to Va spavism, follow-
ing the path of the Lord is Sara Dharma the good; surrender
to Him is Sdraraha Dharma, the better; surrender to His
devotees is Sdratama Dharama, the best. Therefore it is
said that God would forgive an offence to Himself, but an
offence to His devotees ~ atyars — was unpardonable, Bhdga-
vaig-apacara is more heinous than Bhagavar - apacdra.

Though 1t is said, in general, that one should serve the
devotees of God, and the devotees of God are treated as
deities, yet the Best relation that could be said to crown the
devotion for a devotee is that of an individual’s treating the
devotee as his spiritual preceptor. Maturakaviyalvar stands
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at the head of the best of disciples who propitiated the
devotee. God is available for man to get from Him enjoy-
ment Of bliss, moksa and detachment. The Lord Himself
comes to rescue the devotee from sins. He teaches the
nature of Reality to him and gives him His nature and descends
down for the sake of those who are devoted to Him. Yet
Maturakaviya]vir sought the feet of Nammalvar who rendered
into Tamil the difficult imports of the Vedas*s,

The idea of reverential feeling towards the devotees is
nothing new, Periyajvar talks of these devotees as a separate
eommunity - *romfakkulam’* (a clan of divine servants or
devotees) thereby abolishing the fecling of all castes, and
creating a spiritual community of ail those who worship the
Lord to whatever caste or creed they may belong.* The love
for God reaches its highest point only when it becomes the
love of the bhagavatas or tontars, even to the neglect of God.
The phrase *tostaratip-psti’ referred to by Kulac&karilvar is
very significant; the dust on the feet of the devotees is purer
than the waters of the sacred Ganga according to the convic-
tion of the Alviir, *‘Toptaratip-poti dta nam peril, kankai nlr
kutainty atum v&tkai en avat€?** s the statement of the
Alvar. [In factth: whole hymn speaks out the Alvir's regard
and respect for the devotees of the Lord. There is no greater
profit or pleasure for the eyes than to look at a gathering of
the true devotees of Lord Ranganatha who dance in ecstasy
out of feelings of love towards the ‘Dark Gem® that resides at
&rl Rangam.  In Saivism Cuntaramfirtti creates a democracy
of devotees, a demacracy of all times and climes. In his well.
Enown hyman of Teévaram, better known as Tiruttontatiokai, he
snumerates with joy the names of all these saints.®® Itis a

:autiful vision of all such F#iyars of the past, the present
and the future belonging to the whole of the universe, a vision

62. Gurnparampard-sarg Introductory verse., 2.
63,  Periyal. Tm. 1.1: 5.

64. M.,Bh. Santi. 108 : 32,

65, Perum.Tm. 2:2.

66. Tevaram 1.39.
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of a spiritual democracy of love and service. In the hymns
of Alvars there occur some requests to the birds to carry ihe
message of Jove-sick maiden to the Lord. The Vaignavite
commentators have always interpreted these birds as the
bhaktas, as spiritual guides carrying the message to the
- Lord.** The four hymns of Tiruv@ymoli® on sending of
messages through birds have to be interpreted in this manner,
Many of the Alvars take a pride in calling themselves as
Tontarkal,”® Tontaratip-poti,”®, Apiyan,” Tomtan Catakopan’,
TYontanén.'

It was a common belief in the age of ‘Alvars that for a
full-blown devotee to be born, his previous seven generations
should have been pure and should have been worshipping the
Lord. Periyalvar refers to this as, *Entai tantai tantai tantai
tam miuttappan é€)patikal totanki, vantu valiva]i Ftceykin-
rom"" ~ ‘My father, his father, his father, his father, his
grand father and like this we have been serving the Lord for
the last seven generations.” The same belief is referred to by
Nammalvar also. "We are the devotees of those people who
have been worshipping the Lord Who is sieeping on the banyan
Jeaf in the Milky Ocean asa small child after having taken
the world trodden by His sacred Feet at the time of Tirivikra-
mavatara in His stomach in their seven generations,”*? says
the Alvar. The Alvdr considers those devotees of devotees as
his masters provided they become the devotees of the camalas
of canttlas who are far beyond the lowest rungs of the four
casies when these casfalas are the devotees of blue-coloured
Lord with discus in His right band.”™ Again, he says that the

§7. Vide: A.H. Sdtras. 150-156. 5 5

68. T.V.M.1.4;6.1; 68;%7. ;
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70. T.M. 45.
71. T.E.I10.
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people who are undergoing the most difficult punishment in
the heil are worthy of His worship in His manifold births pro-
vided they worship the Lord ‘Who is the creator of the world
Whose greatness cannot be comprehended even by the celestials
and in Whose bosom Laksml has taken Her abode.™ In an-
other place he refers to God as “Empir@nai entai tantai
tantaikkum tampiranai®™ - ‘God not only as his helper, but
also the Lord and master of his father and his father .........
(meaning all his forefathers).” It may be noted the same
belief being expressed in the Tirumankaiydlva&r’s hymns also.
*Oh the Lord of Tiruvintailir! Thou art hesitating to show
Thy physical presence to me who belong to a family in which
the past seven generations are continuously rendering devoted
service to Thee,"™ says the Alvar.

- 'The compositions of the A}vars furnish much informa-
tion on the greatness of the devotees., If people think simply
that Rama and Krspa are only the Lord descended on earth,
they -would be the Lord’s men (bhagavaras) and the gods
‘would be pleased at this and they will ever have their palms
folded to respect them *. Nammijvir waxes eloquent while
speaking the greatness of the devotees The bhakras sing thie
praise of the Lord and move about the earth with the resudt
that the hells and the sins have been destroyed on earth and
the lord of Death has no work to do nor has the kali age any-
thing to do.®* This shows that the names of the Lord as also
‘His praises, when uttered, purify not merely those who
express or sing them but also those who listen to them. This
does not stop there. The entire regions which are traversed
by such devotees become purified, leaving no room for any
evil force.® On account of this, the kall age become kria
age.”” Diseases, hatred, hunger and other evil forces have

Pl—
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become destroyed.” The bhdgavatas are the bodies of the
Lord and as such they could be worshipped.®® This decad 5.2
of Tiruvaymoli asks people to worship the devotees of Gad.
The worship of such great souls is held to be greater signi~
ficance than that of God Himself.®*  Affection for the
devotees of God, rejoicing when God is worshipped by
them, eagerness to listen to the narrations about Him,
affection of the tone, eye and limbs while others worship the
Lord, making one's own attempt to worship Him, straight
forwardness (absence of hypocericy} in dealing with the Lord,
constant thinking of Him and dependence upon Him not for
the ends other than mokga are stated to be the eightfold
devotion, Even the misbehaved (mléccha), who has thess,
1s the best among the brahmins, is a meditator, is prospesous,
is a recluse and scholar. One shall give gifts to him

and shall receive gifts from him. He is to be worshipped like
God Himself’.*

An ardent devotee shall aspire to long for the compa-
nionship of the bhdgavatas. The A)vdr likes to have the
company of the devotees of the Lord even in the state of
release.®® He is anxiously yearning to get the opportunity
of rendering service to them.*® Those fortunate persoms
who reflect upon the greatness of the sacred places like
Tirukkatalmallai are to be treated as lords,** nay they are
the deities.,®* They are to be worshipped™ and circumambu-
lated.®* The bhagavatas who bow. at the Feet of the Loxd
at Tiruccérai deserve to sit upon other’s heads, that is, 'they

84. 1bid. 5.2: 6,

85. ibid.5.2: 7.

86. Padmottaram 29; 81.
87. Gar. P 219.6: 9.

BE. T.V.M.2.3:10.

49, T.V.C. 3.
90. Peri.Tm. 2.6:2, 4. .
¢l. ibid. 2.6: 4. g

92. ibid.2.6: 7. 8,9.
93, ibid, 2.6: 6,
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are fit to be bowed by others,”  Such persons dwell for ever
in the heart of Tirumankaiya]viac.®® This Alvar states
emphatically that he would not leave the company of these
great men® who could he taken to be superior even to the
 eternal selves.” His heart feels the delectable experience
when it thinks of them.,* His senses derive supreme satis-
faction as they set on them.” Neither the god of Death
nor sins would darc approach those who worship these
bhagavatas.'™ The Alvar speaks with full of feeling that
in worldly experience which is felt to be excruciating, he is
singularly fortunate in that his miad is set on the devout
persons who worship the Feet of Sri Saranatha at Tiruccépai.'®
Again it has been stated in the S$Zstras the choice of 2 proper
residence for a devotee. A devotee shall choose to live ina
place where the bhdgavatas dwell.’** The people, who live
in Tirukkdttiyir must have practised austerities for living
there where live the devotees of God.'*? That place shall be
chosen where the devotees of God are honoured.'®

According to Vaisnavism, offence against God’s devotees
(bhagavnta apacara) is the worst of all sins. God wili neither
brook nor excuse who offend His devotees., Tt is to punish
the offender of the devotees that God took birth again and
- again in this world.  This is also the secret (rahasya) of His
avatdra (divine descent}.'®® Oae of the several kinds offence
against God’s devotees distinction of caste shown between
ons bhdagavata and another is worst, This is even more

94. 1bid. 7.4: 1.

95. ibid. 7.4:2.

96. ibid 7.4:4.

97. ibid. 7.4: 3.

98 ibid. 7.4: 5.
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101, ibid. 7.4: 9, :
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heinous than examining the material of which God’s image
is.made inthe temple, This has been pronounced in the
Sastras as equivalent to a man's cxamining the womb of ‘his
own mother.'®®  The punishment for offending the feelings
of God’s devotees are, asitis seen in the ancient BCTipt,
very severe and, strictly speaking, severer than offending
God Himself. To cite a few examples, Tiricanku, a
kgatriya, became an outcaste {comd@la) in one night by
offending sage Vasista; when Prahlada, a devotee of Narayana,
was threatened by his father Hiranya, the Lord appeared
as Narasimha and killed the offender of His devotee; o Garuda
lost his wings by wounding the feelings of Candilyai {2 femiale
devotee) residing in Risaba Hills. Garuda’s crime was thét
he considered the residence of Capdilyai not as a holy: HiRl
but as an ordinary mountain,'® Soma Sarma, a brahmin
possessed by a brahma raksasa, got himself free from it by the
blessings of Nampatuvan, an outcaste devotee.'™ From
these examples it is learnt that there is no question of Superis
ority of birth in a devotee,

Brabhmin birth is intended to be useful for the study of
the Vedas and thereby attaining God. But if that study con-
duces to bhagavata apacara, the study becomes useless and
his birch bas no value.  God, according to Tontaratip-poti-
yalvar, has instructed those (brahmins) who foliow the tradi-
tional knowledge of the four Vedas to respect His devotees
even though they belong to the lowest caste and give the
highest truth to them and take the same from them."'® If
they, though born of brahmin caste and learnt the Vedgs
and their angas, speak disrespectfully of His devotees and
their castes, the very instant they would become outcastes. !
The A)var goes to the extent of saying that those who accept
the remnants of food from the devotees of the Lord,

106. ibid, Chap. 2. Sut. 83. f
107, Peri, Tm. 2.3:8; 3.1: 4. :
108. M.Bh. Udyoga Ch. 112.

109. Kaldika Vrtranea. . ;
110. T.M. 42, cf. ibid, 39, ' . i
111. ibid. 43,
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devotees in the sensc that they have simply praised Him
as the One Whom the -celestials cannot sece and as
the One Who has worn the fresh mulaci garland, though the
latter have committed baser acis and have abetied others: to
- commit these acts.’*®* By these, it is seen that onec's high or
low birth is not the primary cause for attaining salvation, but
the trpe cause is his relationship with God. In attaining
moksa, the brahmin is necessarily at a disadvaniageous posi-
tion if he is proud on account of his high birth. Secondly, by
virtue of his birth, he is obliged to observe other means of
salvation, namely, dhakri-yoga which is a steep path hedged
in by the exacting conditions of karma-yoga and juana-yoga
inciuding the wearisome disciplines of aest@itga-yoga and the
satvic patience to endure the ills of prarabdha—karma till it
is exhausted or expiated which are against the frue nature of
the soul. So long as a brahmin has got these two faults in
him, it is ever diffieult for him to aitain salvation. Those in
the other castes too have the same disability ‘varying in
greater or less degree '* The candala of the lowest rank: has
ne such predicament; he is totally free from the superiority
complex of birth which is a’great impediment to salvation. -
So every one must cultivate the virtues of humility and
recognise the utter uselessness of seeking other means of
salvation. f :

On the other hand one must regard these low born
devotees as equal to dcdrya, and superior to samsaris (world-
lings}, to himself and even to God., These truths are shown
int Itthasas, Puranas, and Alvars’ hymns. It is generally believed
that for the good done in this generation we reap the fruits in
the next. So it may be argued that these bhagavatas of the
fow caste can bacome sages anly in the next. [t is also argued
that conversion will not be visible in the one and the same
life. But it is not 50 in the case of baggavaras. The moment
the canddla becomes a devotee, he becomes spiritually
reborn and entitled to all respect. Nammalvar’s reference to
candadla as mentioned above can be an instance in point.

112, ibid. 41,
113. Iti. Sam. 3(: 100,
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There are other illustrations also. While Visvamitra, a
kgatriya, can become a Brahma-¢si in the same generation, it
iz not strange or impossible that a devoiee of God can become
purified in the same generation. $ri Rama performed
Brahma-medha (rites due to 2 Brahmin) to Jataya, a mere
bird, becausc the latter had by devotion attained that merit.
Dharmaputra performed similar rite to Vidhura though the
latter was a sudra. Several pgis waited at the gate of
Dharmavy&dha (the butcher devotee) to clear their doubts in
the Vedas. Sri ‘Kyspa, passing through the dwellings of
learned Bbisma, the high born Drona, and of King
Duryodhana, delighted in dining in the house of the blessed
Vidhura, as he offered the food with all humility and God’s
own unlike the offerings of others which were tainted with
ahankara. Again §r1 Riama graciously accepted with love
the half-bitten fruit from Sabhari, a hunter devotee, Periya
Nampi, one of the spiritual masters of Rama&nuja performed
Brahma-médha according to the highest Brahmin rites, to
Mara-Ner Nampi (equivalent to Parankusa himself, 2 Harijan
saint, a disciple of Alavantar, Therefore in the philosophy
of atiyars one attains one’s greatness only by one’s bhalti,
7ot by one’s birth. In the words of Pijjaipperum3] Ayyengar'!s
only those who transcend the barriers of consciousness of
birth, caste and other factors are entitled to be included in
the fold of tosgakkulam''® ~universal brotherhood - the jvision
of Periyd]var, Therefore one has to please the bhagavatas
in order to win the Grace of the Lord. This is a condition
that is necessarily to be fulilied.”®* Such persons would be
relieved of their sins.! People meet with downfall by bend-
ing before those who are not the devotees of Vispu, by
insulting Ké&cava and scandalizing the devotees of the Lord.
Those who are unfavourably disposed to the devotees of the
Lord are farther away from the Lord.!!s

114. Tiruavarankak-kalampakam, 15,
115, Periyal. Tm. 1.1; 5,
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Even Garuda, the Lord’s servant, friend, vechicle,
seat and emblem on the banner, who committed an offence
agninst the righteous Sandilivai had to undergo the evil
consequences of it until he obtained pardon from her. It
may be asked whether an Eternal like Garuda could commit
offences at all. The answer is that, if the Eternals incarnate
like Bhagavdan, they have to act the part of those whao are
subject to the sway of karma and perform stonement for
offences in order to promote the good of the world by setting
a proper example. Of these sins which have to be atoned for,
Srl Rimznuja bas pointed out that offences done to the
bhagavatas stand in the front rank like those done to the
wives of a king."""* RamZnuja says that though the fruit of
updsana or bhakti is mukti still the time of its attzinment
is uncertain; becnuse of the presence or absence of obstacles.
It may be asked whether there could be any such obstacle in
the case of one whose uwpasana which gets him mukel is far
stronger than all other karmas. The answer is, according to
Bhllsyakara, that even in his case there may be obstacles of
the nature of offenczsdone in the past to those who meditate
on Brahman,

Itistruethat particular actions and absention from such
actions have been prescribed in the case of bhZgavatas as due
to conditions of caste and the like as stated in the Vedanta
Swtra: "That there is permission and prohibition in respect of
castes is due to their relationship with their bodies as in such
things as fire,”° [n spite of these ordinances the following
also should be considered. “Even 2 man of bad conduct
should be considered a good man if he worships Me without
expecting any other benefit. He should be treated with
respect.”!®  “The caopdala who has devotion to Bhagavin -
to think even by mere chance, of this candala to talk to him
and to treat him with respect - these purify the man who does
$0, O Brahmin.™* “Whether the devotee of Bhagavan be a

119; V.5, 3.4: 51 (Rimdnuja’s commentary)
120. V.S. 2.3: 47.

121, Bh. G. 9: 40.
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sudra, & huntsman, or a man who eats a dog’s fiesh, the man
who looks upon him-as identical with other men of those
respective castes will go to hell."#2  *Therafore onc should
do what one can to please the devotees of Bhagavan. By
this, Bhagavan becomes favourably disposed to bless one.
There is no doubt about this."'%* So also has it been said by
Namma]jvar that those who are the devoted servants of the
Lord even if they are born of the lowest rung of the castes
and camdalar of candZlas are his masters in all his future
births;"'*® and that the moment he made up his mind to render
service to the Lord’s devotees, his past karma was destroyed
and that he would never think of giving up his service.'¥* [n
the same way, it is our duty not to fail in reverence toward’s
Lord's servants. Even if there is only this mental reverence,
it would amount to sesa’s service to the Lord Who is perfect
and self-sufficient. The thought that “this man is of the Lord”
is itself capable of doiag good. If there is any deviation from
this path, one should tremble in fear as if one has entered into
the jaws of D=zath. Insucha case, one should at once beg
pardon of these devoted servants of the Lord, as in the case
of Sugriva and Laksmana who apologise to each other.”'®

Whether a man has offended bhdgavaras in this life or
- whether some bhdgavatar hate him owing to his wicked deeds
tn past lives though he has committed no offence in this
life, he should obtain the pardon-of Bhagavin by obtaining
the pardon of such bhdgavatas by some means or other, 1If a
man does not do so, he will pass beyond the reach of the
Grace of the Lord and will lose also what is essential .to his
pature as a devotee to Visnu, namely, his beinga sésa to
Bhagavan and, likewise, his qualities of self-restraint and
patience.- For it has been said: *“ Those who are bhdgavatas,
they are Myself "There 15 no doubt about this; when they
are adored, I am- ddored; when they are pleased, ¥ am also

123. ibid. 27: 26.
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pleased. He who hates them hates Me also.”** Tontaratip-
potiy&]var who realised and enjoyed his relationship of being
a sega to the bhAgavatas, which he considered as his distine-
tive feature, has described how miserable it is to be outside
the paie of Lord’s Grace as follows: ‘““My Lord has not said
‘This is a lad deserving of my affection.” How wicked are my
sins! > 1" The A)vars in general are always conscious of not
committing offences to the devotees of Bhagav@n, as in the
following passages: ‘We will never do what ought not to be
done. We will never go to any &earya and study heretical
Sdstras’ - “ceyyitana ceyyom, tikkuralai cemru &1dm,’’#
and ‘Vouchsafe Thy Grace so that 1 may not do wicked deeds’ -
"ceyygn tivinai enru aru] ceyyum.”# If we consider the
statement of TirumalicaiydlvEr viz., ‘O Lord of the world !
Consider my offences as virtuous acts,” it also :means the
prayer that offences should be pardoned. Thereforse, if a
devotee happens to commit an offence, he is bound to obtain
pardon, “Whether offences are committed deliberately or
out of ignorance, the only expiation that is required is to say
‘Pardon me'.”*  Periyalvar says: "My servants will not
commit offences. Even if they ecommit them, | wil consider
them as if they were virtuous.””2?  Bven this verse indicates
that offences are not unlikely The sentence ‘‘1f they commit
offences, I will consider them as virtuous actions” means
"If done out of 1gnorance, [ will pardon them If offences
are committed deliberately and if they do not obtain pardon,
I will condone them after inflicting punishment, but will never
forsake them * That, as a matter of fact, these offences are
not virtuous acts as is indicated therein when it is said: “It
will. be considered as if they were good  deeds.* It is
distinctly stated: “‘If there is an offence, expiation should
be done at once. Tie cxpiation that is to be done is to per-
form prapaiti again.'"» |
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The celebration of festivals and observance of sacred
days play an appreciable role in the cult of the bhagavaras.
The sanctity of certain moments and periods of time by
association with memorable events, holy persons, and notable
psychic experiences is the basic idea underlying the obser-
vance of sacred days and festivals. The one noteworthy
feature of the Hindu attitude in this respect is the thoroghness
with which the priaciple is worked out in the programme of
- devotions and picas exercises for every month and almost
every day. All Hindu festivals are predominantly religious in
character and significance, Though the origins of many of
them are iost in the gloom of remote past, they all alike bear
witness to the wide-spread popular faith and interest in the
exercise of piety and devotion - in fasting, in vigils, in
worship, in ablution, in offering to the manes, in gifts to
holy persons, and in the practice of austerities and physical
hardships as benefiting the spirit within. They also show as
it were, how festivities lent joy and jest and variety to life’s
monotonous routine.

The observances of fasts and feasts are spread over all
the months of the year, and are intended to serve as oceasions
for intensive contemplation of God. They are meant to be
holidays from worldly life, especially the fasts giving oppor-
tunities to man to look within and search his heart. Many of
these festivals are commemorations of great events recorded
in the Purgmas. The advent of avatgras like Narasimha,
Rama and Krspa. and the momentous events like the
vanquishment of the demon Naraka by Vispu are celebrated.
One obgerves colourful scepes on such festive days in Indian
cities and villages alike, because they are meant to be occa-
gions for joys and thanks giving. Each one of these festivals
commemorates the glory of God which puts down evil and
enables good to prevail. Symbolically these feasts mean the
n?armping of all that is base in us by the higher or reat self.

A different group of festivals are the purificatory faste,
The followers of Vaispavite cult have their own special days in
the vear which they spend exclusively in prayer and worship.
Many people on these occasions fast and keep vigil during the
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night, read from the sacred texts and keep their minds engaged
in thoughts on God. Birthdays (Tiru-naksatrams} of the
Alviirs and those of great spiritual teachers like Rimidnuja,
Vedanta Desika and Manav3lamamunika} are also celebra-
ted in temples. During those occasions verses from the
Nalayiram are recited. Hinduism has always given the pride
of place to the acaryas. In the temples are honoured not only
the idols of the Lord but also the images of the devotees.
The true leaders of humanity are they who lift the veil of
ignorance and let the lamp of God-knowledge shine. They
are the real heroes who through spiritual valour and divine
courage conquer the forces of evil and help their fellow-men
to cross safely the ocean of somsdra. It is but fitting,
therefore, that the dates of their advent should be com-
memorated every year,

The one purpose that runs through all the festivals is
to create a spiritual climate for the people, a climate in which
they could find their spiriteal health and cultivate their soul.
It is on these days, if properly observed, that one really lives,
They are days of renewal of contact with God but for Whose
presence no creature can live even for a moment. It is true
that the ideal life is that which is spent without any break in
the contemplation of God and in the service of all beings.
To the truly wise all days are holy and sacred, But the
people at large who have a long way to travel on the spiritual
rond need special days of prayer and religious rest. The
festivals which are such days serve the same purpose in time
as the temples do in space. Just as the temples are places
which remind us of God, the festivals are times which make
us commune with Him. Not ouly through worship and daily
service of the images of the deities, but through the grand
celebrations of their annual festivals, when the deities were
taken out in procession, these temples created religious
fervour among huge crowds of people drawn from far and
near. The car-festival, specially, drew together the entire
population of the locality. That such.festivals in temples
served as suitable occasions for religious discourses is also
konown from a reference in the Tamil work Peruskargi'*®

135. Perunkaial.
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The compositions of the Alvars refer to the occasions
of festivals connected in temples. Tt is natural that the
devotees of the Lord would throng in larger numbers on such
occasions. TirunaraiyGr'** issaid to have the streets ever
putting on festival appearance. Those who are well-versed in
the four Vedas are stated to join together and celebrate the
festival for the Lord at Tirukkdttiyar and greet Him,'»
Tirukkappapuram is also a place of the Lord ‘where the
devotees of God have gathered in larger numbers in connection
with festivals.!*® There are frequent references'® o the
celebration of the festival on the day having ‘Tlruvemam® as
the constellation which has Visnu as the presiding deity.
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