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Vaisnava Practice

Rembert Lutjeharms

A Vaisnava is one who is devoted to Visnu. It is a self-designation that is used
by those who consider Visnu or Krsna or Rama—who are all considered to be
aspects of the same deity—to be God, from whom all worlds emanate, by whom
they are sustained, and into whom they will dissolve at the end. He is identified
with the brahman of the Upanisads and seen to reside in the heart of all living
beings as the ‘supreme self’ (paramatman) or the ‘inner ruler’ (antaryamin).
According to most Vaisnavas, he is both the efficient and the material cause of
this world. Everything that exists exists within his being, and everything depends
on him for its very existence. He thus pervades all, and yet always resides in his
divine realm, beyond the physical confines of this world of matter, in his divine
form. He possesses all perfections and is ever untainted by the blights found in
this world. All the gods bow before him, but they can never fathom the greatness
of his being. He rules all and is ruled by none.

Yet what captures most Vaisnavas is not God’s incomparable majesty and
divine power, but his boundless love and compassion for his devotees and his
overwhelming beauty. “You have placed your truth and your very body at the feet
of those who serve you, writes Vedanta Des$ika." ‘His heart is compassion through
and through; sings Surdas.” Bilvamangala says God’s play is ‘sweeter than sweet-
ness [...]. Oh, it steals my heart away. What am I to do?”* The only proper response
to God’s love is to reciprocate that love, through worship and service. It is this,
above all, that characterizes Vaisnava practice.

This chapter attempts to offer not a historical overview of Vaisnava practice,
but an overview of the ways Vaisnavas have viewed their own practice. Given
the enormous variety of Vaisnava traditions and their very regional nature, any
overview of Vaisnava practice is necessarily selective. I have drawn upon the
writings of Vaisnavas from most major traditions, and on a wide range of scriptural
texts, but there is undoubtedly a bias—due to familiarity as well as fondness—in
my selection.

! Hopkins (2007: 27). * Hawley and Bryant (2015: 687). * Wilson (1975: 120).
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After an analysis of the Vaisnava understanding of bhakti, I discuss just four
distinct Vaisnava practices, which Vaisnava Puranas proclaim to be the principal
practices for the four cosmic ages (yuga): Vedic ritual, image worship, praising
God, and meditation. Examining the various practices indicated by just these
four, while not exhaustive, does demonstrate the great diversity of Vaisnava
practice, and also brings to light how these practices, despite their apparent dif-
ferences, are all interconnected and, in the Vaisnava mind, all have the same aim:
constant remembrance of God.

1. Bhakti

If only you simply give Hari a try,
if only you refuse to worship anything else,
in mind, deed, and word letting truth fill your heart,
if only you sound his name and praise him night and day,
drowning your doubts in the liquid of his love—
if you resolve to live in the world this way,
who can turn your gold to glass?
You won't be touched by hot or cold, by joy or pain;
you won't feel grief at whatever comes or goes.
Sur says, enter his treasury—go
and you’ll never have to return
and dance to this world’s tune.
—Surdas*

The central aspect of Vaisnava practice is bhakti. What is bhakti? This Sanskrit
term is often translated as ‘devotion, sometimes even as ‘love], but its significance
is greater than what either of these English words denote. Some scholars have
opted to translate it as ‘participation,’ since the verbal root bhaj from which the
noun is derived can mean ‘to share” as well as ‘to worship, but while this captures
something of the intimacy between the devotee and God that bhakti denotes, it is
perhaps also too abstract to convey this without commentary.

In Vaisnava texts, the Sanskrit term bhakti is used in two distinct ways. Often
the word is used in the instrumental (bhaktyd, ‘with bhakti’), generally in com-
bination with a verb that denotes an act of worship. In this sense bhakti denotes a
mental state with which one worships God. The Parama-samhita defines it as
‘constant meditation [on God] based on affection’® For Srinatha Pandita it is ‘the

* Hawley and Bryant (2015: 741-3). ® See Prentiss (1999: 24, 216n36).
¢ Sneha-parvam anudhyanam bhaktir ity abhidiyate (Parama-samhita 4.71).
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awareness that someone is worthy of worship’;” for Parasara Bhatta it is ‘a servant’s
affection for his master’;® for Ramanuja ‘a particular type of awareness which
destroys all desires for oneself or others, which is its own end, and which is the
highest form of love’;” while for Madhva it is ‘an unshakeable affection, greater
than any other, based on an awareness of God’s greatness'® Understood in this
way, bhakti is not merely a state of mind that accompanies an act of worship, but
is that act’s most important aspect. As many Vaisnava texts emphasize, ritual wor-
ship without bhakti is pointless: ‘worship without bhakti is undone, even if it’s
done, says the Parama-samhita.'' The Kasyapa-jiiana-kanda similarly states that
‘everything that is performed by persons without bhakti is fruitless’’*> Or, as
Madhva writes, in Vaisnava practice bhakti ‘is primary; there should be nothing
else, for without it all is pointless’*?

But in Sanskrit texts bhakti, in the accusative case (bhaktim), is often used as
the direct object of the verbal root ‘kr’, ‘to do’: one does or performs bhakti, as in
this passage—one of very many—from the Bhdagavata Purana: ‘with the greatest
joy, the wise perform bhakti to the Lord, Vasudeva.'* Here bhakti is not that which
accompanies the act—or even that which makes the act matter—but the very
act itself. This understanding is reflected in various other definitions of bhakti.
Parasara Bhatta explains that bhaj, the verbal root from which the noun bhakti is
derived, is used to denote performing service, and ‘therefore the wise denote great
service (seva) by the word bhakti’*® Similarly, the Narada Paricaratra defines
bhakti as ‘serving the Lord of one’s sensory faculties with those faculties,'® and
Rapa Gosvamin defines bhakti as the ‘continuous service’ to God that is, among
other things, ‘pleasing to him, and free from desires for anything else."”

But what is striking in this understanding of ‘bhakti as action’ is that,
across Vaisnava traditions and texts, it is never equated with a single practice. If
we leave aside for now the many types of bhakti that later theologians are fond of
classifying'®*—based mostly on degrees of purity—Vaisnava texts have often

7 Upasyatva-jiianam (Caitanya-mata-manjusa 11.12.8).

® Svamini dasasya anuragamayi sthitih bhaktih (Commentary on Visnu-sahasra-nama, p. 32).

° Bhaktir api niratiSaya-priyananya-prayojana-svetara-vaitrsnyavaha-jfiana-visesa  eva  [...]
(Vedartha-sarigraha 92).

' Mahatmya-jfiana-purvas tu sudrdhah sarvatodhikah sneho bhaktir iti proktah (Mahabharata-
tatparya-nirnaya 1.85).

"' Pajanam hi vina bhaktya krtam apy akrtam bhavet (Parama-samhita 4.72).

> Nfnam abhaktanam krtam sarvam nisphalam (Kasyapa-jaana-kanda p. 97).

> Mukhyam esaiva nanyat syat sarvam vyartham taya vina (Madhva’s Tantra-sara-sarigraha 155).

" [...] kavayo nityam bhaktim paramaya muda vasudeve bhagavati kurvanti [...] (Bhagavata
Purana 1.2.22).

'* Bhaja ity esa dhatur vai sevayam parikirtitah/tasmat seva budhaih prokta bhakti-sabdena bhiryasi
(Commentary on Visnu-sahasra-nama, p. 39).

' Hrsikesena hrsikesa-sevanam m bhaktir ucyate (cited in Rapa Gosvamin's Bhakti-rasamrta-
sindhu 1.1.12).

7" See Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.1.11.

' Harivyasadeva, for example, lists no fewer than fifteen different categories of bhakti as practice,
depending on what motivation it is performed with; see Vedanta-siddhanta-ratnanjali pp. 256-7.



VAISNAVA PRACTICE 275

defined ‘bhakti as action’ as comprising a variety of different practices. Thus, the
Parama-samhita talks of bhakti having eight ‘aspects’ (a#ga), which include the
worship of God, upholding Vaisnava discipline, confidence in the Vaisnavas, great
respect for worship, care for one’s own acts of worship, respect for hearing narra-
tions about God, not desiring to torment others, and not making the worship of
God one’s livelihood.'” Vedanta Desika also lists eight, but different ones: being
affectionate to God’s devotees; rejoicing at worship; being devoted to listening to
narrations about God; experiencing bodily changes such as stuttering, crying, or
trembling; personally exerting oneself to worship God; being free from duplicity;
always remembering God; and not making the worship of God’s one’s liveli-
hood.* The most famous of such analysis of bhakti is found in the Bhagavata
Purana, which talks of a ninefold bhakti: ‘hearing, praising Visnu, remembering,
serving his feet, worshipping his image, bowing [to him], servitude, friendship,
and self-surrender’®' In other words, although Vaisnavas may at times extol
certain devotional practices popular in their tradition as paramount and, in some
cases, even denounce those of other Vaisnava traditions, generally there is a degree
of tolerance—theologically, at least, if not always socially—and a recognition that
the worship of God can take many forms, and that various Vaisnavas may be
drawn to various practices.

Bhakti thus denotes both emotion and action. A Vaisnava worships God with
reverence, love, or affection, and the act of worship itself is an expression of that
love. As we will see below, acts of worship are mostly ritual in nature, and are thus
governed by scriptural rules the worshipper should follow. Vaisnava ritualists
insist on the proper ritual procedure in all acts of worship, as stipulated in scrip-
tural texts. ‘Sruti and Smrti are my commands, Visnu declares in an often-cited
passage; ‘one who disregards them violates my command and hates me. Even if
he is devoted to me, he is not a Vaisnava.** ‘Single-minded devotion to Hari that
does not follow the injunctions of the Sruti, Smrti, Puranas, and Paficaratra texts
is mere disturbance, writes Ripa Gosvamin.>® For some Vaisnavas, this is an
absolute principle. Srinivisamakhin, for example, argues that if one worships the
Lord without following the scriptural injunctions, even unknowingly, one’s wor-
ship cannot lead to liberation. A person who loves Visnu, he continues, will never
violate the scriptural ordinances, ‘even in thought’**

¥ Parama-samhita 4.72-4.

" Rahasya-traya-sara p. 299. The list is nearly identical to that given in the Kriyadhikara (24.106-8).

2 Sravanam kirtanam visnoh smaranam pada-sevanam/arcanam vandanam dasyam sakhyam
atma-nivedanam (Bhagavata Purana 7.5.23).

22 Sruti-smrti mamaivajiie yas te ullarighya vartate/djfid-cchedi mama dvesi mad-bhakto’pi na
vaisnavah (cited, for example, in Srinivasamakhin’s Dasa-vidha-hetu-niriipana pp. 56, 65; Jiva
Gosvamin's Bhakti-sandarbha 173; Vedanta Deéika’s Rahasya-traya-sara, p. 316; Manavala Mamuni’s
commentary on Pillai Lokacarya’s Sri-vacana-bhisana 282).

2 Sruti-smrti-puranadi-paicaratra-vidhim vind/aikantiki harer bhaktir utpatdyaiva kalpate
(Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.101); see also Jiva’s Bhakti-sandarbha 312.

** See Dasa-vidha-hetu-niriipana, p. 65.
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But if bhakti is also emotion, there is another dimension to these acts of
worship too. Srinivisamakhin argues, as we have just seen, that a devotee’s love
for the Lord is demonstrated by his strict adherence to the ritual prescriptions,
but many Vaisnavas also argue that love can transcend ritual. Indeed, many
Vaisnava traditions teach that there is an alternative path that transcends scriptural
injunctions—not because such injunctions are deemed pointless, but rather
because some devotees are seen to have already fulfilled their purpose. This is
particularly the case for traditions whose object of worship is Krsna. Caitanya
Vaisnavas, for example, distinguish between two types of practice: devotion that
is governed by scriptural injunctions (vaidhi bhakti) and devotion that is gov-
erned by passion (raganuga bhakti). Most devotees would practise the former, but
some devotees have attained a natural attraction to Krsna and ‘upon hearing
about the sweetness of the various emotions (bhava) [of Krsna’s eternal compan-
ions] their mind proceeds without regard for either scriptural instructions or
logic’*® Such a person, Jiva Gosvamin argues, would not intentionally violate the
injunctions of scripture, but even if they accidentally do so, whatever sin might
be considered to follow from that is immediately negated by their own devo-
tional absorption.*® As the Bhdgavata Purana states, one who practises such
bhakti ‘is never neglectful; even if he is running on this path with his eyes closed,
he will not trip and will not fall’*”

Similarly, Vallabha’s school makes a distinction between ‘the path of limita-
tions (maryada-marga) and ‘the path of grace’ (pusti-marga), after which his
tradition is popularly named. The former follows the ‘limitations’ or ‘boundaries’
(maryada) of scripture, such as the Vedic texts, which cannot be transgressed;
there is an emphasis on one’s own effort as well as a desire to attain liberation. The
path of grace, however, is one of full surrender to the grace of God, in which one’s
main motivation is love. As we will see below, though the spontaneity of love is
the guiding force, ritual is not abandoned, but rather re-evaluated as a conduit
and expression of such love.

The Srivaisnava teachings on ‘surrender’ (prapatti), much discussed in aca-
demic literature, are often also seen in this light. Srivaisnavas, who follow the
theology of Ramanuja, distinguish between two devotional paths. On the one
hand, there is the discipline of bhakti (bhakti-yoga), which they understand as the
Vedantic devotional path. The devotee acquires knowledge (jiiana) of the self and
God through a study of the Upanisads and pursues Vedic ritual practices (karma),
which purify the mind, to support this. When such knowledge matures, it becomes

** Tat-tad-bhavadi-madhurye srute dhir yad apeksate/natra $astram na yuktim ca [...] (Bhakti-
rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.277; translation after David Haberman).

% See Bhakti-sandarbha 312.

*” Yan asthaya naro rajan na pramadyeta karhicit/dhavan nimilya va netre na skhalen na pated iha
(Bhagavata Purana 11.2.35).
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a constant meditation, ‘uninterrupted like the flow of 0il;*® and is a form of love.*”®
Since this path is rooted both in Vedic practice and in Vedic (or, specifically,
Vedantic) study, it is only accessible to those who are eligible for those, namely
the twice-born (dvija) upper three classes.>

The second path, surrender to God (prapatti) or seeking refuge in God
($aranagati), however, is open to all and, moreover, need only be performed once
in order to attain salvation, unlike the path of bhakti-yoga, which depends on
repeated practice. Surrender to God, Srivaisnavas explain, is grounded in the
awareness that the self is helpless and utterly dependent on God, as it is, onto-
logically, a part (Sesa) of him who is the whole (Sesin). To surrender, then, is to
make God one’s ‘means’ (updya) to liberation: the devotee no longer relies on his
own actions to attain salvation, but rather abandons himself fully to God, ‘just
as a jewel belonging to another person is rightfully returned to him, for him to
protect and wear’*!

Srivaisnavas have long disputed the exact relationship between these two
paths,*? and though surrender (prapatti) has generally been accepted as the pre-
ferred practice, bhakti-yoga is also considered to lead to liberation. But it is a path
in which the emphasis is on the devotee’s own agency, whereas in surrender the
emphasis is on God’s agency in the attainment of salvation. The primary differ-
ence between the two is the inner disposition of the devotee. As both Vedanta
Desika and Pillai Lokacarya emphasize, those who have sought refuge in God
alone are nevertheless expected to follow whatever devotional practices are
appropriate to their social class (varna) and stage of life (asrama), as ordained by
scripture. But such acts are performed only out of love for God—since scripture is
his command, as we have seen—and they should not consider them to be the
means to liberation.*?

Rules and emotion, or ritual and devotional love, are thus not antithetical
for Vaisnavas, but complement each other. To use Kenneth Valpey’s typology,**
ritual is the grammar of Vaisnava bhakti, while love and emotion constitute its
poetics. Both the goal of and the motivation for all Vaisnava ritual is love, and
love expresses itself through ritual practice—even if it may at times break its
conventions.

8 Dhyanam ca taila-dhara-vad-avicchinna-smyti-santana-rispam (Sri-bhasya 1.1.1, translation by
George Thibaut).

* See Ramanuja’s Vedartha-sarigraha 141.

% See Vedanta Desika’s Rahasya-traya-sara, chapter 9.

*! Vedanta Desika’s Rahasya-traya-sara, p. 227 (translation after N. Raghunathan).

32 The complex disputes that arose within the Srivaisnava tradition as to the exact relationship
between these two paths and the role of human agency in surrender is beyond the scope of this chap-
ter, but see Mumme (1992) for a succinct overview of the debate, and Narayanan (1987) and Raman
(2007) for a very detailed study.

3% See Vedanta Desikas Rahasya-traya-sira pp. 316-22; see also Pillai Lokacaryas Sri-vacana-
bhusana 279-82.

** Valpey (2006), particularly pp. 9-11.
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Bhakti denotes thus both emotion and action. A Vaisnava worships God with
love, and the act of worship itself is an expression of that love. This also means
that, for a Vaisnava, bhakti is never a means to an end, but its own end: a devotee
performs acts of worship in order to obtain bhakti, and that bhakti leads to more
worship. Vaisnava texts may at times state that bhakti leads to liberation, but
bhakti continues in the state of liberation, and so the latter is not its end. Madhva
puts it as follows: ‘By bhakti one attains knowledge [of God], and then bhakti,
then a vision [of God], and then bhakti again, then liberation, and then that same
bhakti, which is of the nature of joy’*® Vaisnavas have therefore often distin-
guished between two types of bhakti: the first is the devotional practice itself, the
second the perfectional state of that practice. This distinction is referred to by
various terms. Harivyasadeva talks of bhakti ‘which takes the form of practice’
(sadhana-ripa) and that which ‘takes the form of its result’ (phala-rippa);*® Jiva
Gosvamin talks of ‘bhakti as the means’ (sadhana-bhakti) and ‘bhakti as the end’
(sadhya-bhakti);” and Madhva makes a similar distinction between bhakti as
practice (sadhana) and bhakti as perfection (siddhi). The latter arises when one is
liberated and no longer conditioned by the deluding forces of matter. As Madhva
states, ‘the worship of Hari in that state [i.e. liberation] is always pure joy. It is not
a form of practice, but it is perfection, which arose from that’*® Mere liberation
(moksa) is therefore never the goal for Vaisnavas. As the Bhagavata Purana (3.29.13)
states, Visnu’s devotees do not accept any form of liberation if it does not lead to
serving him.*

Some Vaisnava texts—such as early Pancaratra texts—claim that the worship
of God can lead to both liberation (moksa) and enjoyment (bhoga) in this world.*
But if some Vaisnavas see the desire for liberation as too self-centred, what to
speak then of sensual enjoyment! Riipa Gosvamin writes, ‘As long as the fiend of
longing for worldly enjoyment or liberation resides in the heart, how can the joy
of bhakti arise there?”*' Many Vaisnavas therefore advocate detachment from the
world and its sensual pleasures, reaffirming Krsna’s own verdict: ‘those enjoy-
ments that arise from contact [of the senses with their objects] are only sources of
suffering’** Renunciation (vairdgya) is thus praised, but cautiously. First of all,
true renunciation arises only from bhakti: only when one understands the true
position and nature of the Lord can one become detached from the pleasures of

%> Bhaktya jianam tato bhaktis tato drstis tatas ca sa/tato muktis tato bhaktih saiva syat sukha-
ripini (Anuvyakhyana 3.4.215).

% See Vedanta-siddhanta-ratnafjali p. 256.

%7 See Jiva’s commentary on Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.1.

*% Harer updasana catra sadaiva sukha-ripini/na tu sadhana-bhita sa siddhir evatra sa yatah
(Madhva’s Brahma-siitra-bhasya 4.4.21).

** Some Vaisnavas even condemn liberation, as it comes to be associated with the impersonal goal
of radical non-dualists. See Lutjeharms (2018).

0 See also Madhvas Tantra-sara-sarigraha 154: [...] sa bhaktir iti vijfieya sadhanam bhoga-moksayoh.

' Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.22.

*2 Ye hi samsparsa-ja bhoga duhkha-yonaya eva te (Bhagavad-gita 5.22).
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this world. ‘As a result of one’s capacity for maintaining unconditional love and
surrender towards the Lord, Vallabha writes, ‘the renunciation of sense objects
becomes firm’** Or, as Vedanta Desika puts it, only ‘he who is attached to the
supreme self is detached from that which is not the supreme self’** But too much
asceticism also harms bhakti. Vallabha cautions against renunciation, because it
can lead to pride which is opposed to bhakti,*> and Rapa Gosvamin states that
while renunciation may be somewhat useful in the beginning, ‘the saints believe
that it causes the heart to harden’; it is thus not suitable for devotion, which is by
nature ‘very tender.*® He particularly warns against ‘superficial renunciation,
which causes one to reject everything as material, and argues that true renunci-
ation is that by which one always properly employs worldly things, not for one’s
own pleasure, but in the service of God.*’

Many Vaisnava ritual texts also emphatically denounce those who make the
worship of God their livelihood, especially brahmin priests in temples. Priests in
a Vaisnava temple should ‘be single-minded, situated in true goodness, and until
their death not worship anyone else; they should worship the Lord of gods out of
sense of duty, without [the desire for any] reward, according to the Pauskara-
samhita.*® Indeed, both the Vaikhanasa Kriyadhikdara and the Paficaratra Parama-
samhita—both texts written for temple priests—claim that ‘not making the
worship of God one’s livelihood’ is one of the principal aspects of bhakti.*’
Srinivasamakhin, who discusses this topic at some length, states: ‘A brahmin,
even if he has learned the four Vedas, who is devoted to the worship of God with
an ulterior motive, with the desire for wealth, should be considered equal to a
casteless outcast (candala)’®® A Vaisnava always serves God, and does not make
God his servant.

As some of the above citations indicate, for Vaisnavas bhakti is exclusive: only
God is a suitable object of devotion, and those who are devoted to him should not
worship other gods. As Krsna states in the Bhagavad-gita ‘those who are devoted
to other gods and worship them with faith, worship me alone), but, he adds, they
do so ‘without following the injunctions of scripture’®* Their faith comes from
him, the Gita claims, as do whatever little rewards the gods may give,** and thus

** Nirodha-laksana 15 (translation by Frederick Smith, 1998).
** Paramatmani yo rakto virakto’paramatmani (cited in Rahasya-traya-sara, p. 158).
Sannyasa-nirnaya 4. *¢ Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.248-9.

47 Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.255-6.

8 Ekantinah susattva-stha dehantam nanya-yajinah/kartavyam iti devesam samyajante phalam vina
(Pauskara-sambhita, cited in Rao 2005: 92). See also Rao (2005: 164-6).

¥ Tat-pujanujivanam (Parama-samhita 4.75); yac ca tan nopajivati (Kriyadhikara 24.108). See also
Yamuna’s Agama-pramanya, pp. 156-8.

** Devarcana-paro yo'pi parartham vitta-kanksaya/catur-veda-dharo viprah sa candala-samo bhavet
(Dasa-vidha-hetu-niriipana p. 64).

>t Ye'py anya-devata-bhakta yajante sraddhayanvitah/tepi mam eva kaunteya yajanty avidhi-
purvakam (Bhagavad-gita 9.23).

** See Bhagavad-gita 7.21-2.

45
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only those who have but fittle intelligence’ worship the gods whose blessings are
paltry.®® Therefore, as an often-cited passage states, he who disregards Vasudeva,
and attends another god, is [like] a thirsty fool who digs a well on the Ganges’
banks’** The worship of Visnu makes the worship of the gods redundant, Madhva
explains: ‘When the Lord of all gods, who holds the conch, disc, and club, is wor-
shipped, all the gods are worshipped, since Hari is omnipresent’>® The Bhagavata
Purana uses this analogy: ‘just as by watering the root of a tree its trunk, branches,
and twigs are satisfied, [...] exactly so offerings to the Infallible also honour
everyone.®® A Vaisnava is thus free from the three debts a human being is born
with according to Vedic texts: a debt to the gods, repaid by sacrifice; a debt to the
sages, repaid by study of the Veda; and a debt to one’s ancestors, repaid by con-
tinuing the family lineage through a son.” Just as there is none higher than Visnu,
in whose being everything exists, so there is nothing higher than bhakti to him.

This is not to say that Vaisnavas dismiss other gods. The gods are seen as beings
vastly more powerful than humans, but as temporary as this material world over
which they preside. All the gods are seen to be attendants of Visnu, who serve
him in various capacities, and are to be honoured as such. Jiva Gosvamin, for
example, states ‘a person who worships Gopala [Krsna] but disparages other
gods—Ilet it be! Both his future and his previously performed dharma will be
destroyed!’*®

One other deity does gain an immense prominence in all Vaisnava traditions:
God’s divine consort—Sri for Visnu, Radha for Krsna, Sita for Rama. She is seen
as God’s greatest devotee, inseparable from him, and eternally perfect. As such,
God can never be worshipped without her. “The great sages, adept in the know-
ledge of the nature and person of the Supreme Lord, Vedanta Desika writes, ‘have
declared that the self-evident, essential, and manifest qualities and attributes of
the Lord and his glories, obtain greater lustre from the nature, form, and glories’
of his consort, who is to him ‘like the radiance which cannot be separated from
the sun’® ‘She is full of compassion and grace and very affectionate to the
Vaisnavas, the Kasyapa-jiiana-kanda states, ‘and therefore one should approach
Sr1, and with great effort strive to obtain Sri, until one’s death. One should not

** Bhagavad-gita 7.23.

** Vasudevam parityajya yonyam devam upasate/trsito jahnavi-tire kipam khanati durmatih (cited
by Vedanta Deéika in Tattva-tika, p. 64 and by Madhva in Krsnamrta-maharnava 112; for similar
verses, see Madhva’s Krsnamrta-maharnava 108-14; Jiva Gosvamins Bhakti-sandarbha 106; and
Gopala Bhatta’s Hari-bhakti-vilasa 1.111-15).

> Arcite sarva-devese sarikha-cakra-gada-dhare/arcitah sarva-devah syur yatah sarva-gato harih
(Krsnamrta-maharnava 9).

*¢ Yatha taror miila-nisecanena trpyanti tat-skandha-bhujopasakhah/[...] tathaiva sarvarhanam
actyutejya (Bhagavata Purana 3.31.14).

> See Taittiriya Brahmana 6.3.10.5.

% Gopalam pujayed yas tu nindayed anya-devatam/astu tavat paro dharmah pirva-dharmo’pi
nasyati (cited in Bhakti-sandarbha 106).

** Rahasya-traya-sara p. 651 (translation after N. Raghunathan).
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think that she is hard to attain’®® She is thus commonly seen as a mediator
between God and his devotees—indeed, some say she is more merciful than he!

Finally, for Vaisnavas bhakti is inherently communal. There is much emphasis
on one’s individual practice (sadhana) and personal worship, but such practice is
pursued in a community of fellow Vaisnavas, who themselves should also be an
object of devotion. ‘Even more than God, Harirama Vyasa says, ‘I like God’s
servants!”®" To love God is to love those he loves. “Those who are my devotees,
Krsna says, ‘are not my devotees. But those who are devotees of my devotees,
those I consider to be the best devotees.®* Such devotion is particularly directed
towards the saints and preceptors of one’s own tradition (sampradaya)—and
especially one’s own guru—but is also extended to the wider community of
Vaisnavas.

All devotees should be honoured on the basis of their devotion to God,
Vaisnava unanimously agree. Caste or gender, or anything else by which society
evaluates persons, is irrelevant in this regard, and Vaisnava traditions generally
offer initiation to anyone who desires it. On the importance of caste in the lives of
individual devotees, however, Vaisnavas are not quite in agreement. For example,
Vedanta Desika argues that devotees should certainly be honoured in accordance
with the degree of their devotion, irrespective of caste, but their devotion does
not eradicate caste distinctions. “The idea that devotees of Visnu have the same
caste, he writes, ‘is a foolish claim. [...] Equality due to the destruction of such
things as caste will happen only at the time of liberation’®* Especially in regards
to social customs, Vaisnavas should uphold such conventions, and each
Vaisnava ‘should not discard their castes; they should render service to the Lord
according to what is prescribed as competent for that caste’®*

Others, however, are more radical, and argue that since Vaispava initiation
(diksa) is said to destroy all the effects of one’s past actions, this includes the
body with which the Vaisnava is born. Caitanya is said to have said: ‘the body of
a Vaisnava is never material. The body of a devotee is non-material and is only
pure consciousness and bliss (cid-ananda). At the time of initiation the devotee
surrenders himself [to the Lord], and at that time Krsna makes him equal to
himself’®® To think of Vaisnavas in relation to the body of their birth would

® Sa ca prasadanugraha-para vaisnava-vatsala, tatah sriyam tu sadhayed yatnat amrtyoh sSriyam
eva karkseta. Durlabham nainam avamanyeta |...] (Kasyapa-jiiana-kanda p. 70).

1 Pauwels (2002: v).

°* Ye me bhakta-janah partha na me bhaktas ca te janah/mad-bhaktanam ca ye bhaktas te me
bhakta-tama matah (cited in Krsnadasa Kaviraja’s Caitanya-caritamrta 2.11.28 and Rapa Gosvamin’s
Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.218).

© Sajatyam visnu-bhaktanam iti mandam idam vacah [...] jaty-adi-dhamsatas samyam mukti-kale
bhavisyati (Rahasya-traya-sara p. 568).

* Rahasya-traya-sara p. 563 (translation after N. Raghunathan).

% Krsnadasa Kaviraja’s Caitanya-caritamrta 3.4.191-3.
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thus be an offence, and caste should therefore not be considered in the community
of Vaisnavas.

Now, let us turn to the nature of Vaisnava practice. How do Vaisnavas worship
God? As mentioned above, Vaisnavas have always recognized a variety of ways in
which God can be worshipped, and also show an awareness that Vaisnava prac-
tices have changed over the centuries. Vaisnava Puranas, for example, claim that
Visnu is to be worshipped differently in the four cosmic ages (yugas). So the
Bhagavata states: “That which was attained in Krta [Satya-yuga, the first of the
ages] through meditation on Visnu, in Treta through sacrifice, in Dvapara
through worship [of the image], that is attained in Kali through praising Hari
[Visnu]’®° Using this Puranic categorization of Vaisnava practice—saving medita-
tion, as the foundation for all Vaisnava practice, for the end—we now turn to the
specifics of Vaisnava practice.

2. Vedic Sacrifice (Yajfia)

I glorify the actions of Visnu
who made the earthly regions,
who held up the lofty gathered site,
traversing three times—he is praised
by those who are exalted. [...]
May my fortifying thought go forth to Visnu,
who dwells in speech, the one of many hymns,
the one who showers; he alone
by his three steps made this wide and enduring aggregate.
—Rg Veda 1.154.1,3%

In the famous Purusa-sikta (‘Hymn to the Persor’) of the Rg Veda (10.90), we are
told about a divine person (purusa) who encompasses this entire world and exists
beyond it. In the hymn, he is identified with sacrifice (yajria) itself, the central
Vedic ritual act, and it is through the sacrifice of himself to himself that the other
gods are able to create the variety we now experience in this world. In the words
of the Rg Veda: ‘the gods sacrificed to the sacrifice with the sacrifice’®® This hymn
is of immense importance to Vaisnavas. It is recited daily in many Vaisnava
temples and is commented upon and alluded to in many Vaisnava texts. This is
because Vaisnavas identify this cosmic person as Visnu.

¢ Krte yad dhyayato visnum tretayam yajato makhaih/dvapare paricaryayam kalau tad dhari-
kirtanat (Bhagavata Purana 12.3.52).

7 Translation after Laurie Patton (2005: 171).

8 Yajiiena yajiiam ayajanta devah (Rg Veda 10.90.16).
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Visnu is a Vedic deity. He is invoked occasionally in the four Vedas and has
about half a dozen hymns dedicated to him in the Rg-veda. He is thus certainly
not the most prominent Vedic deity, but was, according to Jan Gonda, neverthe-
less ‘a god of considerable notability,* because of his association with the most
prominent aspect of Vedic religious culture: sacrifice (yajfia). According to Vedic
texts, Visnu munificently supports those who perform sacrifice;”® he is the guard-
ian of sacrifice,”* and is, according to the Rg Veda, ‘upholding dharmic deeds.””
But the Vedic Brahmana texts go one step further: Visnu does not just uphold
sacrifice and rewards those who perform it, but he is that very sacrifice: “Visnu
indeed is sacrifice’ (yajiio vai visnuh), the Braihmanas state again and again.”

Given the association of Visnu with sacrifice, it comes therefore as no surprise
that Vaisnavas claim the Vedic tradition and its central ritual, the sacrifice (yajiia),
as their own. Vedic ritualists are frequently criticized in Vaisnava texts as lacking
in spiritual insight and being too infatuated with the pleasures and power that
may be obtained from sacrifice,”* but this is generally not seen as a criticism of
Vedic ritual itself, just of the mentality with which it is performed. It is only when
the Vedas are read in the light of the Upanisads, Vaisnavas argue, that the true
significance of the Vedic revelation can be understood, because these texts are, by
their own admission, the ‘vedanta’”>—the ‘end’ or ‘final word’ (anta) of the Veda.
Vaisnavas thus considered themselves to be ‘superior insiders) as Alexis Sanderson
put it, in contrast to Saivas who positioned themselves as outsiders to the Vedic
tradition.”® Indeed, Visnu is seen to uphold the Vedic tradition, and descends
into this world in his various forms (avatara) ‘whenever there is a decline of
dharma and a rise of adharma, in order to ‘perfectly establish dharma, the
Bhagavad-gita claims.””

In contrast to radical Advaitins like Sarikara, Vaisnava Vedantins have always
defended the importance of Vedic ritual even for those who pursued knowledge
(jfiana) of brahman through the Upanisads. Sarikara claims that ritual action and
knowledge of brahman are incompatible, since the former constantly forces an
identification with the body and the latter exposes such identification to be ignor-
ance. Since ignorance and knowledge cannot coexist, and liberation is dependent on
knowledge, renunciation of ritual action is necessary for the aspirant of liberation.”®
However, Vaisnava Vedantins argue that the two can and indeed should be
pursued together, as, they argue, the Upanisads themselves teach: an often-cited

%% Gonda (1954: 77). 7% See Gonda (1954: 21-4).

7t See, for example, Taittiriya Samhita 1.1.3, 1.1.11.

2 Dharmani dharayan (Rg Veda 1.22.18), translation by Laurie Patton (2005: 97).

73 See, for example, Satapatha Brahmana 1.1.2.13,1.1.3.1, 1.1.4.9, 1.2.5.33, 1.4.5.2, 1.7.1.21, 1.9.3.9,
3.2.1.38, 3.6.3.3, 3.6.4.2, 3.6.4.9, 4.2.2.10, 4.5.7.7, 5.4.5.18, 11.1.4.4, 13.2.2.9; Paiicavimsa Brahmana
9.7.10, 13.5.5; Gopatha Brahmana 2.4.6.

”* See, for example, Bhagavad-gita 2.41-5.

7* See Mundaka Upanisad 3.2.6 and Svetasvatara Upanisad 6.22. 76 Sanderson (1993: 40).

77" Bhagavad-gita 4.7-8. 7% See Upadesa-sahasri 1.1.2-15.
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passage from the Brhad-aranyaka Upanisad states that it is he [God] that brah-
mins seek to know by means of vedic recitation, sacrifice, gift-giving, austerity,
and fasting’”’

The Vaisnava argument for Vedic ritual is twofold. First of all, it is argued that
when such ritual actions are performed without desire for their rewards but only
out of a sense of duty, as the Bhagavad-gita teaches, such acts do not hinder but
rather help one achieve knowledge of God. Krsna teaches in the Bhagavad-gita
(18.5) that ‘sacrifice, giving, and austerity purify even the wise’ and should there-
fore not be renounced. Ramanuja explains that ‘for those who desire liberation
and practice contemplative worship (upasana) throughout their lives, these
actions destroy the [effects of] previous acts (karma) that obstruct the consum-
mation of such contemplation’®® Vedic ritual—as well as the duties of one’s social
position (varnasrama-dharma) which support such ritual practice—are thus seen
to support one’s worship of God by purifying the mind and eradicating the power
past acts have upon them.

The second argument is not unrelated to this but looks at Vedic ritual in a dif-
ferent light. When performed in this way, as supporting contemplation on God,
the nature of the ritual is fundamentally changed, Vaisnavas argue. The form of
the Vedic ritual remains unchanged, but it is performed with a different intention:
not as worship of the many gods, but as worship of Visnu himself, who resides
within the gods as the inner ruler (antaryamin) and grants them their powers, or,
as Madhva argues, who alone is the true referent of all the hymns of the Vedas.®!
This change in intention makes all the difference. Such Vedic sacrifice for Visnu
does not reinforce ignorance as Sankara claims, but rather, as an act of bhakti,
leads to liberation and Visnu himself. ‘Oh, how extraordinarily wonderful is this,
Ramanuja proclaims, ‘that though engaging in the exact same activity, but with a
different intention, some receive paltry rewards and are likely to fall [into the
ocean of rebirth], whereas others, whose reward is the obtainment of the supreme
person who is limitless and unequalled bliss, will not return [to this world]!"**

As we have seen, Vaisnava bhakti is open to all. But traditionally Vedic ritual
is not: only male ‘twice-born’ (dvija), members of the upper three social classes
(brahmin, ksatriya, vaisya) who have received Vedic initiation (upanayana) and
studied the Veda are eligible to sacrifice. Vaisnava traditions that advocate Vedic
ritual as worship of Visnu generally uphold this restriction, and mostly expect it
only from Vaisnava brahmins born in a family of Vedic ritualists. Texts like the

7® Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.22 (translation by Patrick Olivelle).

8 Mumuksanam yavaj-jivam updsanam kurvatam updsana-nispatti-virodhi-pracina-karma-
vinasananity arthah (Ramanuja on Bhagavad-gita 18.5).

81 See Madhva’s Karma-nirnaya, pp. xxviii-xliv.

82 Aho mahad idam vaicitryam yad ekasminn eva karmani vartamanah samkalpa-matra-bhedena
kecid atyalpa-phala-bhaginas cyavana-svabhavas ca bhavanti, kecananavadhikatisayananda-parama-
purusa-prapti-ripa-phala-bhagino’punar-avartinas ca bhavanti (Ramanuja on Bhagavad-gita 9.25).
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Bhagavata Purana do declare that anyone, even if they are a ‘dog eater’ (i.e. an
outcast), who recites God’s name, praises him, bows down to him, or merely
remembers him once, ‘becomes at once eligible for Soma offerings.®* But Vaisnava
commentators argue that, even though his devotional practice has destroyed all
his karma—including the ‘manifest’ (prarabdha) karma of the ritually impure
body in which he was born—and he is thus technically eligible for such ritual, as
the Bhagavata claims, such an ‘outcast’ Vaisnava should nevertheless not perform
Vedic ritual, because he would not have performed the required rituals to grant
him the status of being a ‘twice-born’ (dvija), which would ordinarily have been
undergone during childhood and which even a brahmin must observe in order to
be eligible for Vedic ritual.** Vaisnavas are thus, in this regard, generally very con-
servative and orthodox in their attitude to Vedic ritual—a conservatism generally
not seen in the other, more popular, forms of Vaisnava practice.

Vedic ritual is therefore not very widely practised among Vaisnavas, but there
is one Vaisnava tradition which more than any other grounds itself in Vedic texts
and practice. The Vaikhananas are perhaps the oldest living Vaisnava ritual trad-
ition. They are a Yajur Vedic school, and their communities are nowadays mostly
located in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, where several prominent temples
(such as the temple of Venkate$vara in Tirupati) follow the Vaikhanasa rite.

Vaikhanasas draw upon two textual traditions. The oldest and foundational
Vaikhanasa texts are two Yajur Vedic ritual manuals (siitra) which are tradition-
ally ascribed to the sage Vikhanas, from whom they derive their name: the
Vaikhanasa-srauta-siitra, which describes the solemn Vedic (srauta) rituals, and
the more influential Vaikhanasa-smarta-sitra, which is divided into two parts:
the Vaikhanasa-grhya-sitra, which discusses domestic ritual, and the Vaikhanasa-
dharma-siitra, which mostly deal with the stages of life (asrama) and social classes
(varna). The second corpus, collectively called the Vaikhanasa Agamas, probably
dates to the medieval period. This is a collection of texts ascribed to Vikhanas’
four disciples, Bhrgu (to whom is ascribed, among others, the Kriyadhikara),
Marici (Vimanarcana-kalpa), Atri (Samurtarcanadhikarana), and Kasyapa
(Kasyapa-jiiana-kanda).

The Vaikhanasa-srauta-sitra is, according to Willem Caland, not particularly
original in its treatment of the Vedic (Srauta) rituals and borrows much material
from other Yajur Vedic (Taittiriya) ritual texts.®® The rituals the text prescribes
are rather unremarkable for a Vedic school, but the text’s Vaisnava character is
unmistakable. The text repeatedly stresses meditation on Visnu during the ritual,
and sees him as the lord of the sacrifice.®® The basic ritual plan of the

8 Yan-namadheya-sravananukirtanad, yat-prahvanad yat-smaranad api kvacit/svado ‘pi sadyah
savanaya kalpate...(Bhagavata Purana 3.33.6).

# See Jiva Gosvamin’s commentary on Rapa’s Bhakti-rasamyta-sindhu 1.1.22.

85 Caland (1941: xxvii); see also Gonda (1977: 524-5).

86 See Caland (1941: xxi-xxii).
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Vaikhanasa-$rauta-sitra is elaborated upon, and slightly modified, in the
Vaikhanasa Agamas. Both enjoin that the ‘sacrificial hall’ (yaga-sala or agni-$ala)
should contain five different sacrificial fire altars:*” the round ‘household’ altar
(garhapatya) in the west, the square ‘offering’ (ahavaniya) in the west, the semi-
circular ‘southern’ (daksinagni or anvaharya) in the south, and the triangular or
square ‘domestic’ (avasathya) in the north. The fifth fire altar, the square ‘congrega-
tional’ (sabhya), is the most important for the Vaikhananas, and is to be placed
near the centre of the hall, to the west of the offering fire (ahavaniya). Right beside
it, between the four cardinal fires, is the ‘altar of repose’ (Sayya-vedi) where images
of Visnu are placed.®®

The worship of Visnu’s image, which is the primary interest of the Agamas, is
not discussed in the Vaikhanasa-srauta-siitra, but is discussed in some detail in
the Vaikhanasa-smarta-siitra, a much more influential text. The practice taught
by the Vaikhanasa-smarta-siitra is a remarkable Vaisnava adaptation of standard
Vedic ritual. It involves the performance of standard Vedic ritual offerings to the
various gods through Agni, the god of fire, but combines this with the worship of
Visnu’s image. Both rituals are seen to complement each other. As the Vaikhanasa-
grhya-sutra proclaims: ‘Now, after the daily (nitya) offerings to Agni comes the
daily worship of Visnu, which honours all the gods. As the [Aitareya] Brahmana
(1.1.1) states, “Agni indeed is the lowest of the gods, Visnu is the highest. Between
them are all the other deities”’® Thus, with the worship of Agni through the
regular Vedic rituals and the direct worship of Visnu, as taught in the Vaikhanasa-
smarta-siitra, all other gods are honoured.

The text describes in detail the rituals by which the image of Visnu is conse-
crated (pratistha).’® During the ritual, which lasts three days, the devotee fashions
an image of Visnu ‘not less than six fingers’ tall,”* which will then be consecrated
with a variety of Vedic ritual acts—oftferings into the domestic fire, various obla-
tions, and the recitation of Vedic verses. On the second day, the priest fills a vessel
with water, kusa grass, unhusked rice, a piece of gold, and some gems, and then
meditates on Visnu in his ‘partless’ (niskala) form in the heart. He then meditates
on Visnu in his form ‘with parts’ (sakala), ‘as golden of colour, as having a red
face, red eyes, red hands and feet, as wearing the Srivatsa-mark, as four-armed, as
wearing a yellow garb, as having in his hands the conch and the disc, and as of

87 See Vaikhanasa-Srauta-siitra 1.2-3; Colas (1996: 267-71). In the description that follows, I have
followed the Agamas.

8 A sixth altar, called the ‘lotus’ (paundarika), is added to this in the Agamas. It is placed south of
the sabhya and is used primarily for expiatory offerings as well as for the rite of image consecration
(pratistha).

8 Athagnau nitya-homante visnor nityarca sarva-devarcana bhavati. Agnir vai devanam avamo
visnuh paramas tad-antarena sarva anya devatd iti brahmanam (Vaikhanasa-grhya-siitra 4.10). See
also Kasyapa-jfiana-kanda p. 2.

% See Vaikhanasa-grhya-siitra 4.10-12. ! Vaikhanasa-grhya-siitra 4.10.
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benign countenance’®® Visnu is then invoked in the five forms Vaikhanasas
worship—Visnu, Purusa, Satya, Acyuta, Aniruddha—as are his two consorts Sri
and Bha, followed by more Vedic oblations. On the third day, the new image of
Visnu is brought to the place where it will be worshipped, either at home, in a
temple, or in the ‘fire hall’ (agni-$ala) where the standard Vedic rituals are per-
formed. The water that was consecrated the previous day and which is now
‘infused with the power ($akti)’ of Visnu is then poured over the image of Visnu,
who is requested to appear in this new form. The image is thereby consecrated
and comes to be Visnu himself.

The text describes but briefly the actual worship of Visnu. It is to be performed
every morning and evening, immediately after the Vedic fire ritual (agni-hotra)
performed at sunrise and sunset. The devotee then bathes the consecrated image
of Visnu, dresses and adorns him, and offers him flowers, perfume, incense, a
lamp, water, and food. All this, which is not typically Vedic in character, is to be
accompanied by the recitation of various Vedic verses in praise of Visnu and,
especially, of the Purusa-sitkta. The Vaikhanasa-smarta-siitra talks elsewhere of
the worship of Visnu with more standard Vedic rituals,’® but these are not used in
the daily worship of Visnu. Visnu is, however, ‘sacrifice personified’ (yajiia-purusa),
and the Vaikhanasa-grhya-sitra states that ‘what was omitted in the sacrifices is
completed by this [worship of Visnu’s image], according to the Sruti. Without
laziness, the twice-born should daily worship Lord Narayana with bhakti, either
in their home or in the temple. They will attain that highest abode of Visnu, it is
declared’**

All of this is elaborated in extraordinary detail in the Agamas, which follow the
main sequence given here, and list the countless mantras that should be used,
many of them from the Rg and Yajur Veda. We do not need to dwell on those
details here,” but there are two aspects of the Agamas’ rite that are worth men-
tioning. The most striking difference between the Agamas and the Vaikhanasa-
grhya-siitra is that the Agamas employ five different images of Visnu. The first
of these is the ‘immovable image’ (dhruva-bera), which is that described in the
Vaikhanasa-grhya-sitra. This is the principal image and resides perpetually in the
temple. It embodies Visnu, who is, as we have seen, invoked to reside in this form
during the rite of consecration, and from then on is permanently present in this
image. The daily (nitya) worship, however, is not offered to this image, but to
a smaller and mobile image, which is the ‘ceremonial image’ (kautuka-bera).

2 Vaikhanasa-grhya-siitra 4.10, translation by Willem Caland.

3 See Vaikhanasa-grhya-siitra 3.13, where Visnu is worshipped as part of standard Vedic pre-natal
rituals, and Vaikhanasa-dharma-siitra 10.9-10, where offerings are made to Visnu during funerary
rites.

°* Yajriesu vihinam tat sampirnam bhavatiti $rutir dvi-jatir atandrito nityam grhe devayatane va
bhaktya bhagavantam ndarayanam arcayet tad visnoh paramam padam gacchantiti vijiidyate
(Vaikhanasa-grhya-siitra 4.12).

%> For a detailed overview of Vaikhanasa daily worship, see Goudriaan (1970).



288 REMBERT LUTJEHARMS

Similarly, there is a ‘bathing image’ (snapana-bera) used to bathe the deity, a
‘festival image’ (autsava-bera) that is taken on processions during festivals, and
the ‘offering image’ (bali-bera) to whom oblations are made. Unlike the immovable
image, these other four images are not consecrated. Rather, at the beginning of
the worship Visnu is requested to move into the image form the main image, and
at the end of the worship, Visnu is ‘sent back’ to the main image. This ritual of
‘invitation” (avahana) and ‘dismissal’ (visarjana) is distinctly Vedic in character
and modelled on the Vedic ritual of invoking the gods, through Agni, into the
sacrificial fire and dismissing Agni at the end of the ritual.’® These five forms,
identified with the five main forms of Visnu recognized by Vaikhanasas—
Visnu, Purusa, Satya, Acyuta, and Aniruddha—are also seen to represent the five
Vedic fires Vaikhanasas use.

The second aspect that is unique to the Vaikhanasa Agamas is the self-deification
that takes place before the worship proper begins. The devotee recites the ‘Hymn
to the Self” (Atma-siikta), a Vaikhanasa hymn of nine verses in which the various
parts of the body are identified with aspects of Visnu and the cosmos, so as ‘to
enlarge the worshipper’s consciousness into cosmic size, so that he may be able
to identify himself with the Lord Whom he is going to worship’®” The hymn starts
as follows:

The self of the self, the highest and inner self, the inner self of the earth; he, the
primeval self, is our inner self; He envelopes everything, maintains the whole;
he, whose merit reveals itself, is our chief.

As the outward breath (prana), he is guidance; as the upward breath (udana), he
is the primeval Boar [Varaha] who grants boons; and as the circulating breath
(vyana), he is the concrete accumulation of ascetic power, Kapila, prince of her-
mits; and our downward breath (apana) is Hayasirsa.”®

The hymn is an interesting instance of the Vaikhanasas’ Vedic Vaispavism.
It resembles Vedic passages, like those common in Brahmana texts, that talk of
correspondences between the microcosm of the body and the microcosm of the
universe which are deemed important for Vedic ritual, and passages from the
Upanisads in which brahman is seen as the self of all, but re-envisions this in a
distinctly devotional Vaisnava fashion.

The Vaikhanasa Agamas differentiate between two types of ritual worship
of Visnu: formless’ or ‘aniconic’ (amiirta) and ‘with form’ or ‘iconic’ (amirta).*®
The former type is performed through Vedic ritual, while the latter consists of the
worship of an image of Visnu at home or in a temple. While it may be tempting to

%6 See Colas (1996: 280-1). 7 Goudriaan (1970: 212).
8 Translation after Goudriaan (1970: 214).
*% See, for example, Vimanarcana-kalpa p. 5, Kriyadhikara 9.1-3, Kasyapa-jiana-kanda p. 3.
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classify only the former as Vedic, since the latter introduces elements not typically
associated with Vedic ritual, it is difficult to do so. Although it is not its main
element, even the ‘iconic’ worship involves a fire sacrifice, into the sabhya fire,'*
but the ‘Vedic’ character of this system goes much beyond that. The ‘iconic” wor-
ship these Vaikhanasa texts describe may seem far removed from the traditional
Vedic fire rituals, but the Vaikhanasa tradition is not the only (Yajur) Vedic school

1,'°" and the Agamic rite is a clear development of the

to use images in Vedic ritua
early Vaikhanasa Vedic rituals as described in the Vaikhanasa Suitras. As we have
seen, the Vaikhanasas interpret the images in Vedic sacrificial terms, beginning
from their consecration, and view both ritual systems as complementary. While
the Vaikhanasa Agamas do contain a few (minor) Tantric elements, as Gérard
Colas has noted,'** their rite is markedly non-Tantric and deeply rooted in Vedic
imagery, if not also ritual and text. Traditionally, certainly, the Vaikhanasa rite is
viewed as a Vedic tradition, and based on its Vedic character it has been differen-
tiated from the (now more popular) Tantric Paficaratra rite, which we will discuss

below.

3. Image Worship (Arcana)

Ineffable inner light of ascetics, mystical kohl
of a yogi’s eye; precious stone,
vessel of perfect liberation, healer of the sorrows

of the poor and afflicted—
God of gods, divine eye in the assembly

of the Vedas:
we see him here,
in the middle of Srirarigam town!

—Vedanta Degika'"?

Later Vaikhanasa texts claim that of the two forms of worship—aniconic and
iconic—iconic worship is ‘best. Unlike the more complex Vedic rituals, image
worship does not depend on a patron (yajamana) and is thus easier to sustain,
says the Vimandrcana-kalpa.'** But the Kasyapa-jiiana-kanda gives another,
more popular reason: ‘in iconic worship there is the constant flow of delight for
both the eyes and mind. That will lead to bhakti and faith (sraddha), and only for

199 See Goudriaan (1970: 205).

191 See, for example, the use of images in the Baudhdyana-grhya-parisista-satra (Harting, 1922, 11,
13,p. 1).

192 Colas (1996: 285-7). 19% Hopkins (2002: 157).

9% Tac chrestham. Yajamanabhave pi avicchinnam bhavati (Vimanarcana-kalpa p. 5).
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one who has both faith and bhakti does all perfection arise’;'® by repeatedly
seeing [the image] and serving it, bhakti arises’'*°

This view is shared across Vaisnava traditions. Pillai Lokacarya, for example,
has a similar argument: Visnu’s beautiful image is so potent and important
because this form of his attracts the mind of his devotee and thereby distracts him
from his worldly attachments and generates in him a deep ‘taste’ (ruci) for the
Lord—even in those who are disinterested in him. It is this attraction, he argues,
that leads them to Visnu.'®” Visnu's image is so attractive, Manavala Mamuni
explains, because, although he manifests himself fully in that form, he also
assumes ‘simple’ qualities that make him more approachable, while he hides some
of his overwhelming divine majesty: out of his boundless grace the omnipotent
sovereign of all worlds resides here, in his image, among common mortals!'®
Furthermore, as Jiva Gosvamin argues, attending to God’s image is particularly
important because it nurtures a ‘special relationship™: the constant service and
worship creates a strong intimacy between the Lord and his devotee, which, for
Vaignavas like Jiva who worship Krsna, can take on various forms: the devotee
can come to see him as master, friend, child, or even lover."*

As such statements make abundantly clear, Vajsnavas do not look upon the
image they worship as a ‘representation’ of God or a symbol. Rather, the image is
non-different from him. The image is God. As Srivaisnava theology in particular
stresses, it is a divine descent (avatara) of God into this world. Out of his compas-
sion, God assumes a form made of matter so as to be perceptible and approach-
able by his devotees in this world, and Vaisnavas therefore attend the image not
just by offering ritual worship (piija), but also by bathing him, dressing and orna-
menting him, offering him food, allowing him to rest, and so on. The image is
treated as a person because he is seen to be the embodiment of the supreme per-
son, and whether in a temple or a household, the image is the central focus of all
activities. The temple is seen to be his home, and he is the legal proprietor of
all the temple’s assets, which the temple’s priests, who are his servants, merely
manage on his behalf.

Visnu’s image (arcd, bera) in temples is generally an image made out of stone,
wood, or metal that is a physical representation of one of God’s many divine
forms. But Vaisnavas also worship Visnu’s aniconic form of the salagrama. These
are stones—generally, but not always, black—named after the place where they
are found, in the Gandaki river at the town Silagrama, in Nepal. Based on the

195 Samiirte caksur-manasoh pritih sada samsrtis ca. Tabhyam bhakti-sraddhe syatam. Sraddha-
bhakti-yutasyaiva sarva-samsiddhih (Kasyapa-jaana-kanda p. 3).

19 Abhiksna-darsanat paricaryaya bhaktir bhavati (Kasyapa-jfiana-kanda p. 97).

197 See Sri-vacana-bhiisana 43.

108 See Manavala Mamuni on Pillai Lokacarya’s Sri-vacana-bhiisana 43 and 40.

199 See Bhakti-sandarbha 283.



VAISNAVA PRACTICE 291
stone’s marks and colour,’*® or on the desire of the devotee,'"*
stones are identified as one of Visnus many divine manifestations (such as
Narasimha, Hayagriva, Rama, Vasudeva, etc.). These forms reside in the stone
naturally, and the worship of salagrama stones therefore does not require any rite
of consecration.

The sculpted images of Visnu, however, do require consecration. The matter
out of which they are made needs to be ritually transformed and through the rit-
ual of consecration (pratistha) Visnu is requested to become fully present in the
image. As we have seen, the Vaikhanasa tradition has such consecration rituals,
which are developed out of and associated with Vedic ritual, but the majority of
Vaisnavas follow not the Vaikhanasa rituals but those of the Tantric Pancaratra
texts—or at least rituals that are inspired by these. The Paficaratras are a large
corpus of Sanskrit Tantric texts. Though they are considered a separate revelation
from the Vedic revelation, Vaisnavas have always insisted that they are merely
complementary to the Vedic canon and do not replace it. As Yamuna explains,
Visnu revealed the Pafcaratra texts because he realized most devotees could not
understand the intricacies of Vedic texts, and so, out of his compassion, revealed
a new set of texts, the Paficaratra, which taught the same but would be easier to
follow.*? Thus, though the rite is different, it is not contrary to Vedic ritual.'*?

these salagrama

The consecration rituals described in various Pafcarartra texts are detailed
and also vary from text to text. The (simplified) account in the I$vara-samhita is
as follows. An image is carved, in accordance with the regulations outlined in
Paficaratra texts, and is then brought to a newly erected pavilion. There it is ritu-
ally awakened by the ‘opening of the eyes’ (netronmilana or nayanonmilana): the
right and left eye of the new image are traced with a golden and silver needle or
pencil dipped in honey and ghee respectively, after which the priest prays for
the Lord to awaken into this form: ‘Now, with this very form of this image please
delight the people of this town, who are ignorant of reality. By you, who have
entered into them, they will quickly go from sin born from a thousand births, to
liberation (moksa)’''* The image is bathed, and then fully consecrated by the
‘placement of mantras’ (mantra-nydsa), during which the priest touches various
parts of the image’s body and ‘places’ a mantra there. The image will thereby be
transformed from inert matter into God’s divine and fully conscious body.
Once the rite is complete, the image is moved to the temple, where it will per-
manently reside. Like the Vaikhanasas, the Paficaratra rite also worships several
images—the big ‘immovable image’ (dhruva-bera or mula-bera), the ‘festival image’

1% GSee Rao (2009: 148-331). "1 See, for example, Bhakti-sandarbha 286.

"2 See Yamuna's Agama-pramanya p. 102. 1 See Yamuna's Agama-pramanya pp. 139-40.

"% Murti-bhedena riipena anenaiva hi sampratam/lokan ajiiata-tattvams tu samahladaya nagaran/
yenantas sampravistena isat-kala-vasat tu vai/janmantara-sahasrotthan moksam ayanti kilbisat
(Isvara-samhita 18.49). See also I$vara-samhita 18.229-34.
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(autsava-bera) which is taken on procession, the ‘bathing image’ (snapana-bera)
which is bathed daily, and so on'*?

This procedure is often simplified, and in some traditions performed not just
once but each time the image is worshipped. The ritual is then, mostly, reduced to
just the ‘placement’ (nydsa), and after the worship is completed, the process is
practised in reverse, while the devotee asks forgiveness for any shortcomings and
requests the Lord to return to the devotee’s heart.'*¢

Since the consecrated image embodies God and is considered to be no longer
made of matter, the devotee too needs to ritually transform his own body into a
divine one in order to be able to worship the image. The first step in this is ini-
tiation (diksa),""” which is available to anyone, irrespective of caste or gender. The
ritual of initiation is of great importance, since only by undergoing this ritual can
the devotee worship the image. The ritual of initiation is centred around one or
more fire rituals (homa). It can last several days, according to Pafcaratra texts,
but, if one does not have the means to do so, it can be performed very simply too,
merely by the recitation of the mantras.''® Whatever form the initiation takes, it
has two essential elements: the disciple receives from the guru the mantra(s) with
which he will worship the Lord, and initiation transforms the disciple ritually and
spiritually. The ritual of initiation destroys all the consequences—good or bad—
of past actions (karma) of the disciple. The disciple’s old identities, determined by
the accidents of birth and body, are thereby destroyed and the disciple attains the
new identity of being a servant of God. The disciple receives a new name—generally
a name of Visnu or one of his attendants—and in some traditions even a new

caste (jati) and family lineage (gotra)—he now belongs to the caste of Vaisnavas
)‘119

—and these are all consecrated as well.

and the family of Acyuta (Visnu
according to Paficaratra texts the disciple should be branded (tapa) on the upper
arms with the mark of the conch and discus of Visnu—a practice that, when fol-
lowed, is usually renewed each year on Sayana Dvadasi in the month of Asadha
(June to July)—and on the forehead the sign of a Vaisnava (tilaka or @ardhva-
pundra) should be (daily) drawn with clay from Vaisnava sacred sites, its shape
also signifying one’s specific Vaisnava tradition.'*® All these mark the devotee as
belonging to God: “Wearing the discus and so on is especially so men announce
their relation [to the Lord], [just as a wife] adorns herself with bangles and so on
to signal her chastity to her husband’'*!

This change is also physically marked:

! Pafcaratra texts list up to six different images. For more on the various images, see Varadachari
and Tripathi (2009, Vol. 1: 186-8).

116 See Tripathi (2004: 303, 366).

7 Some texts talk of different types of initiation. See, for example, Laksmi-tantra, chapter 41 and
Czerzniak-Drozdzowicz (2003: 132-4).

18 See, for example, Laksmi-tantra 41.9-10. % See O’'Connell (2019: chapter 6).

120 See Entwistle (1981-2).

2! Cakradi-dharanam pumsam param sambandha-vedanam/pativratya-nimittam hi valayadi-
vibhiisanam (Varaha Purana, cited in Gopala Bhatta Gosvamin's Hari-bhakti-vilasa 15.47).
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The change is seen to be not just social, however. As we have seen earlier in
Caitanyas claim, the disciple’s actual body is now transformed into a divine body
like that of the Lord. In some initiation rituals the guru ritually ‘deconstructs’ the
disciple’s body and then builds up a new, divine, body with mantras."** Other
texts describe a ritual that is reminiscent of the consecration of images: during
initiation the disciple is blindfolded or has his eyes closed, and his eyes are then
‘opened’ by tracing them with a small golden pencil. Just as the deity is awakened
into the image by the ‘opening of the eyes” (netronmilana) with a needle or pencil
during the consecration, so are the disciple’s eyes opened to the divine reality of
God during the ritual of initiation."**

This process is repeated, in some form, each time the initiated Vaisnava com-
mences his daily worship. While preparing for the worship, the devotee visualizes
how the material elements that constitute his physical body are dissolved and
then consumed by fire. Having thus mentally destroyed his material body, he then
constructs a divine body by the placement (nyasa) of Vaisnava mantras on the
various parts of his body, by which ‘he becomes equal to the God of gods and
becomes eligible for all the ritual acts, such as worship (pija).*** Though rooted
in Tantric rather than Vedic practices, the effect and purpose of the ritual is simi-
lar to that of the Vaikhanasa recitation of the Atma-sitkta: the devotee comes to
identify himself not with any of the temporary identities he has assumed in this
fleeting life, but sees himself only in relation to the unchanging God, whom he is
about to worship.

The image, then, is worshipped as one would honour an important guest, by
offering various kinds of services to the deity. Sixteen main acts of service
(upacara) are generally listed, which are often prescribed to be performed while
chanting the sixteen verses of the Vedic Purusa-sitkta hymn. There are some
minor variations in this list, but the basic structure of the ritual is the same across
the different texts. This is the list given in the Naradiya-samhita:'*®

invoking the Lord

offering him a seat

offering water to wash his hands
offering water to wash his feet
offering water to rinse his mouth
bathing him

dressing him

NSV =

122

See, for example, Czerzniak-Drozdzowicz (2003: 142).
See Sanatana Gosvamin’s commentary on Hari-bhakti-vildsa 2.130-1 and 2.222-5.
Yena vinyasta-mantrena deva-deva-samo bhavet/pujadi-sarva-karyanam adhikaras ca jayate
(Isvara-samhita 2.50-1).

1> Naradiya-samhita 2.58-60. For variant lists, see Padma-samhita 4.6.62-4, Laksmi-tantra
36.76-104 (listing eighteen upacaras), I$vara-samhita 4.47-8, 132-9.

123

124
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8. offering him a new sacred thread (yajiiopavita)
9. anointing him with sandal paste
10. offering a flower garland
11. offering incense
12. offering a ghee lamp
13. offering food
14. bowing down before him
15. circumambulating him
16. dismissing, and asking for forgiveness for mistakes made

This final offering, ‘dismissing’ (visarjana) the deity, is not included in all
Paficaratra texts: some add other elements—such as adorning the image with
jewellery—and end with submitting oneself and one’s family to God as the final
act.'?® The difference between the two lists points to the difference in practice: for
some God is invoked in the image, honoured as a guest, and then asked to leave
the image, but for others, as long as the image is regularly worshipped, God
remains present in the image. The latter is certainly the more popular view, as also
reflected in countless poems in praise of specific temple images.'*” For them, God
is ‘not an invited guest—instead, he is always present’; he does not visit the tem-
ple, but rather ‘the temple is his home’**®

Of all Vaisnava practices, image worship is undoubtedly the most common. It
is also the most ritually involved. Pafcaratra texts and ritual manuals following
them are immensely detailed in their prescriptions, and the rituals I have sum-
marized above, as described in these texts, appear overwhelmingly complex to
one not familiar with them. But those texts really describe just one aspect of
image worship, which is the grand, public worship performed in temples by fam-
ilies of priests for whom this is their only occupation. Most Vaisnavas practise
some form of image worship at home as well. Their rituals are modelled, to a
greater or lesser degree, on those performed in the temples, but are generally
greatly simplified.

However, the ritual aspect of image worship so far discussed is just one of its
aspects. Vaisnava communities establish themselves around temples where Visnu
is worshipped, and prominent temples became important places of pilgrimage.
Devotees visit these temples to participate or observe the rituals, to offer prayers
or join in song, or just to see the form of their beloved Lord. The devotees go,
often daily, to have an audience (darsana) with God—to see him and be seen by
him, and to be in union with him through that act. As Cynthia Packert has
argued, this act of seeing is not a ‘singular, definitive moment of religious
transaction’ but rather ‘the appreciative, all-over kind of looking that savors the

12¢ See, for example, [svara-sambhita 4.139. 127 See Hopkins (1993).
128 Packert (2010: 12).
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details of the body, the surface, and environment of the gods in much the same
way as a poem is appreciated, word by word, phrase by phrase’'* It is a deeply
sensuous experience, and always a different one, as the image is richly dressed
and ornamented anew each day, and the dress and ornaments change with the
seasons and the calendar of festivals celebrated in the temple. As countless
Vaisnava poets have expressed, to see God in his adorned image ‘offer[s] privileged
>130

glimpses’ of the deity’s daily routine, ‘and reflect[s] his many moods and activities.
Strdas sings:

Let your eyes fill and fill

with the beauty of the blessed Cowherd [Krsna].
Gaze at the splendor of that lord of life

so intensely that your eyes can’t bear to close.'*!

Although the ritual complexity and rigidity of temple worship might suggest
otherwise, it is because of this intimacy that image worship is also emphasized in
those Vaisnava traditions that teach a practice that transcends the parameters of
scripture. As we have seen above, Srivaisnavas distinguish between bhakti and
surrender (prapatti). They argue that in the former the devotee depends on ritual
practice, while in the latter the devotee depends on God. This should not be
understood as a dismissal of temple ritual, however. Indeed, Pillai Lokacarya
argues that Visnu’s image is the best means for the practice of surrender. Surrender
consists in making the Lord on€’s ‘means’ (updya) and not only is his image non-
different from him, but only in this form is he actually accessible to the devotee—
all other forms of his are beyond our immediate reach.'*> Devotees should
therefore surrender to the Lord in his form of the image, and attend him in that
form according to their capacity.

Similarly, image worship is central in the practice of the ‘path of grace’ (pusti-
marga), taught by Vallabha and his followers, although they view the practice
quite differently. They consider their method of image worship to only resemble
the structure of the Paficaratra method, since they do not worship a consecrated
image but the ‘essential form’ (svariipa) of God. As Anand Mishra explains, ‘the
presence of divinity in the svariipa does not result from elaborate rituals designed
to give life to the idol (prana-pratistha), but from Krsnas decision to reveal
himself in this form, for the sake of providing special delight to his devotee
through the performance of seva [‘service’], which otherwise would have been
impossible’'*® This idea that God manifests himself in the image due to love is not
entirely alien to Paficaratra practice. The I$vara-samhita, for example, states that

129 Packert (2010: 13). 130 packert (2010: 58). 11 Hawley and Bryant (2015: 721).
132 See Sri-vacana-bhiisana 39-42. See also Vedanta De$ika’s Rahasya-traya-sara pp. 285-9.
133 Mishra (2012: 100).



296 REMBERT LUTJEHARMS

when God is invoked, in the first of the sixteen acts of services (upacdra), he is
‘reflected [in the image] by the mirror of emotion (bhdva), from the lotus of [the
priest’s] heart’ where he perpetually resides.'** But whereas in the Paficaratra rite
this emotional aspect is rigidly circumscribed by complex ritual, in the image
worship of the Pusti-marga it comes to shape the ritual actions themselves. ‘Offer
homage to Krishna’s image with the utmost love, Gopesvara writes. ‘Do nothing
without love. When you are able to perform seva with an absolute dedication of
your entire being [...], you will experience the bliss of which the divine image is
constituted’'*®

Similarly, the Caitanya Vaisnava practice of devotion that is ‘pursuing passion’
(raganuga-sadhana) is a meditative practice in which one emulates the spontan-
eous love of Krsna’s immediate companions. Although one may forgo any form of
ritual practice while pursuing this, this is rarely done, and image worship espe-
cially is not rejected. Indeed, this state of devotion is said to come about by the
worship of Krsna’s image,'*® and such worship is expected to continue, although
some authors argue that certain of the more complex aspects of Paficaratra
worship—like the practice of the placement of mantras (nyasa), or various hand
gestures (mudra)—as well as any form of identification with Krsna are to be
rejected.'®” The rituals are thus simplified, and, more importantly, directed
more by the spontaneous love for God that is gradually awakening in one’s heart
than by the injunctions of scriptural texts.

4. Praise (Kirtana)

To punish Kamsa who tormented the good,
the Lord left his primal form of light
up there and took birth here:
What are people who cannot sing of him,
the Lord placed first in the Vedas,
who cannot jump about
in the streets—
Why do the learned and the wise
chant and roll the beads?
Are they even human?
—Nammalvar'*®

3% Bhava-darpana-sankrantam krtva hrt-kamalat tu vai (ISvara-sambhita 4.51).

13 Arney (2007: 521). 136 See Rupa Gosvamin's Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.300.

137 See Visvanatha Cakravartin’s Raga-vartma-candrika 12. Nevertheless, some of the rituals that
are rejected here do seem to have been followed in communities that followed this type of devotional
practice: see, for example, Radhakrsna Gosvamin’s Sadhana-dipika, chapter 4.

%% Narayanan (2007: 192).



VAISNAVA PRACTICE 297

In the words of Ramanuja, Visnu possesses ‘immeasurable, innumerable, all-
surpassing beautiful qualities’; he has

one invariable divine form that is in accordance with His pleasure and in
harmony with Himself; He has an infinite variety of unsurpassed beautiful
ornaments that suit His form, and immeasurable, endless and marvelous weap-
ons of all kinds that are equal to His power; He has a Consort [Sri] who suits His
pleasure and who is in harmony with Him [...]; He has an infinite entourage of
attendants [...]; He has a divine residence, the proper form and nature of which
are beyond the ken of thought and the power of expression: all of this [...] is

everlasting and irreproachable.’*

Parasara Bhatta comments that a Vaisnava worships Visnu ‘mentally, contem-
plating the Lord’s qualities which fully extinguish the threefold torments of
worldly life (samsara)—[such contemplation] becoming an uninterrupted stream
of nectar’ and ‘verbally, striving to praise his qualities—his body bristling by the
extraordinary joy which is born from experiencing them, with welling tears and
choking voice’'*® Thus, those who love God talk of God—of his beauty and
power, his opulence and splendour, his innumerable attributes, his divine consort
and his greatest devotees, his transcendent abode and his descents into this world.
As Krsna states in the Bhagavad-gita his devotees are ‘always praising me,**" and
when they meet other devotees whose ‘thoughts are in me’ and whose ‘lives are
dedicated to me), they ‘enlighten one another and always talk about me’**?

Such praise is, however, not just an expression of the devotee’s love for God,
and thus an outcome of practice, but is also seen as an important practice in its
own right. Vedic ritual is restricted to the twice-born (dvija), and while image
worship is generally open to all, it requires following proper conduct and follow-
ing many rules. But praising God can be practised by all. It rids the person who
does so from all sins, because it brings him in contact with God, who is the ‘purest
of the pure’*** Because of this it is deemed particularly important for those born
in this age of Kali, the most difficult of the ages. ‘In Kali, which is a sea of evil, the
Bhagavata claims, ‘there is still one good quality: by praising Krsna, one can

become free from attachment [to this world] and reach the highest’***

%% Vedartha-sarigraha 127, translation by J.A.B. van Buitenen.

10 [...] manasam avicchinnamrta-dharakaram nihsesa-samsara-tapa-traya-nirvapana-bhagavad-
guna-cintanam kurvan |...] vacikam ca tadrsam tad-anubhava-janya-harsa-prakarsa-pulakita-sariram
baspa-gadgada-kantham tad-guna-sarikirtanam samihamanah (Commentary on Visnu-sahasra-nama
p. 33).

Y Satatam kirtayanto mam (Gita 9.14).

2 Mac-citta mad-gata-prana bodhayantah parasparam/kathayantas ca mam nityam (Gita 10.9).

" Pavitranam madhye paramam mahat pavitram (Parasara Bhattas commentary on Visnu-
sahasra-nama, p. 67).

4% Kaler dosa-nidhe rajann asti hy eko mahan gunah/kirtanad eva krsnasya mukta-sarigah param
vrajet (Bhagavata Purana 12.3.51).



298 REMBERT LUTJEHARMS

But praising does more than just destroy sin. It awakens the devotee’s love for
God and draws him ever closer to him. The Lord is seen here to be the principal
agent. As Vallabha states, ‘having heard his own attributes sung in the hearts [of
his devotees], the Lord causes these people to become fully immersed [in bliss]>***
The Bhagavata Purana too states when one is absorbed in narrations of the Lord’s
play, the Lord himself, situated in everyone’s heart, purifies the heart of all
impurities, awakens bhakti for him there, makes one immune to the deluding
powers of matter, and thereby grants the devotee liberation.'*® Thus, ‘he who
praises him becomes praiseworthy’'*’

Such praise takes on many forms. While many texts contrast the practice of
praise (kirtana) with either Vedic ritual or image worship, it is intimately con-
nected with both. Reciting Vedic hymns in praise of Visnu or various prayers of
praise (stotra, stuti, stava) is an integral part of both ritual practices. Image wor-
ship specifically is closely linked with the practice of praise. Countless Vaisnava
poets composed poems in praise of a specific image of God, often describing in
detail the beauty of his adorned body and singing of the great grace bestowed
upon his devotees. Such poems, expressing the poet’s love, are then in turn recited
by other devotees as a vehicle for their own devotion. “Their very recitation bodies
forth God, Steven Hopkins explains; they are ‘icons of icons’ whose recitation
brings the devotee in the presence of the deity, and thereby recreate, for the
reciter, the ‘saint-poet’s experience.'*® Such poems, especially those composed in
vernacular languages, even become integrated into the temple’s worship. Many
Vaisnava temples, and especially those dedicated to Krspa in northern India,
developed a rich musical tradition, in which poems sung in praise of the deity
and recounting his divine play were seen as a particularly potent vehicle for the
devotees love.'*

But the practice of praise reaches beyond the worship of the image. Especially
popular is the praise of God’s divine play (/ila), as displayed in his many descents
(avatara) in this world. Praising God’s play and listening to such narrations
reveals his otherworldly beauty and charm, as well as his great love for his
devotees. These divine acts too are recounted in poetry and song, but also take
the form of discourses (katha), in which a devotee narrates episodes from sacred
texts, such as the Puranas. The most favoured of this type are week-long narrations
of the Bhagavata Purana (bhagavata-saptaha) in which the entire text—or por-
tions thereof—is retold, interspersed with devotional songs and even dramatic
performances.'*°

145 Nirodha-laksana 8, translation after Smith (1998: 518).

146 See Bhagavata Purana 1.2.17-21.

"7 Yam stuvan stavyatam eti (Parasara Bhatta’s commentary on Visnu-sahasra-nama, p. 43).
48 Hopkins (2002: 165).

149 See Beck (2012), esp. chapters 3-5, and Richard Williams’ chapter in this volume.

1% See Taylor (2016).
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The praise (kirtana) that the Puranas particularly praise, however, is the singing
of God’s name (nama-satrikirtana). God’s name is softly recited (japa), counting
each name on a rosary (mala), as a meditational practice, or sung in congrega-
tion, accompanied by musical instruments. God’s name is particularly singled
out, because Vaisnavas consider God to be non-dual (advaita), and so they argue
that there is no distinction or duality between God and his attributes. “The name
Krsna is the philosopher’s stone. It is the embodiment of the essence of conscious-
ness, complete, pure, and ever free, because there is no difference between the
name and the named’'*" This notion can also be traced to the Paficaratra tradition.
According to Paficaratra, mantras are one of the ways in which the transcendent
God reveals himself to us: just as the consecrated image is the physical embodiment
of God, mantras are sonic embodiments of God. ‘All mantras are manifestations of
god in his pristine glory as saviour, Sanjukta Gupta writes, and the mantra’s power
is therefore ‘the expression or embodiment of god’s saving grace (anugrahamirti).*>*
To recite the mantra is therefore to be in the presence of God.

But, as some Vaisnavas proclaim, God’s name is more than a mantra. Paicaratra
mantras are only received after initiation, as we have seen. They not only necessi-
tate adherence to Vaisnava standards of purity and good conduct, but their use is
also subject to ritual rules. God’s name, however, is not subject to those limita-
tions. Caitanya wrote: ‘O Lord, you revealed your many names. You have invested
in them all your potencies (sakti), and there is no established time for remember-
ing them. Such is your mercy!” God’s name can therefore be recited by anyone, at
any time. Though it is often conferred during initiation as a mantra, texts from
those traditions that emphasize the importance of the name often claim that it
does not require initiation."”® Rather, merely by reciting God’s name, all perfec-
tion can be achieved. No other practice but the name is required, because ‘when
his name is unreservedly sung a man is at once released from all sins; the Visnu
Purana declares, ‘[which flee] like wolves frightened by a lion’*** Since the name
is God, nothing else is required. As Tulsidasa proclaims, Rama’s name ‘is provi-
sions for those who journey empty-handed, and a friend for those who travel
alone, it is blessedness for the unblessed, good character for those with none, a
patron to purchase goods from the poor, and a benefactor to the abandoned. It is
a good family for those without one, they say—and the scriptures agree—it is, to
the crippled, hands and feet, and to the blind it is sight’**®

"I Nama cintamanih krsnas caitanya-rasa-vigrahah/pirnah  suddho  nitya-mukto’bhinnatvan
nama-naminoh (attributed to the Padma Purana, cited frequently in Caitanya Vaisnava texts, such as
Rupa Gosvamin’s Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.233 and Krsnadasa Kavirajas Caitanya-caritamrta
2.17.133).

12 Gupta (1989: 224 and 243).

153 See, for example, Krsnadasa Kaviraja’s Caitanya-caritamrta 2.15.108-11.

%% Avasenapi yan-namni kirtite sarva-patakaih/puman vimucyate sadyah simha-trastair vrkair iva
(Visnu Purana 6.8.19).

1%% Translation by Hawley and Juergensmeyer (2004: 166).
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5. Meditation (Dhyana, Smarana)

In the hollow of the hearts

of those who discern some ultimate truth
beyond meditation

may the self abide—
nothing but mere consciousness,

while in ours

may this charming self remain,

with lotus eyes and smiling lotus face,
dark as a cloud
clothed in gold.

—Kaviratna®*®

As an independent practice, meditation (yoga, dhyana, smarana) is relatively rare
in Vaisnava traditions. It is prescribed in various scriptural texts, and has been
practised by Vaisnava ascetics, but since the majority of Vaisnavas are household-
ers, it has rarely been their central practice. Many Vaisnava texts do include some
system of pure meditation, often drawing on the meditation taught in the school
of Yoga, as developed in Patafjali’s Yoga-siitras. The Bhagavad-gita offers a
Vaisnava version of yogic meditation by which, Krsna says, one can come to ‘see
me in everything and see everything in me’'*” Puranas, like the Bhdgavata, also
teach the eightfold meditation practice (astarnga-yoga) to meditate on the form of
Visnu, claiming that by such practice ‘the characteristics of bhakti quickly
appear.'®® We find a similar adaptation of this form of meditation among the
Vaikhanasas. The Vimanarcana-kalpa, for example, list meditation (dhyana) as
one of the four ways in which Visnu can be worshipped (the other three being
through mantra meditation, through sacrifice, and through image worship): ‘one
should contemplate the supreme self within the living being (jiva) with the self by
the practice of eightfold (astariga) yoga; this is meditation (dhyana).*>® The eight
aspects of yoga are the traditional ones, although their interpretation is distinctly
Vedic and Vaispava. Among the ethical observances (niyama), for example, are
the worship of Visnu, listening to the meaning of the Veda, recitation of mantras,
and sacrifice, alongside the more traditional ones like austerity or contentment.'*’

%6 Dhyanatitam kim api paramam ye tu jananti tattvam, tesam astam hrdaya-kuhare suddha-cin-
matra atma/asmakam tu prakrti-madhurah smera-vaktraravindo, megha-Syamah kanaka-paridhih
patikajakso’yam atma (cited in Rapa Gosvamin’s Padyavali 77).

Y7 Yo mam pasyati sarvatra sarvam ca mayi pasyati (Bhagavad-gita 6.30).

%8 See Bhagvata Purana 2.1.21; see also Bhagavata 3.28, 11.15, 11.28.38-44.

Y [...] astanga-yoga-margena paramdtmanam jiva dtmand cintayet tad dhyanam iti
(Vimanarcana-kalpa p. 509).

190 See Vimanarcana-kalpa pp. 510-11; cf. Yoga-sitras 2.32.
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Since meditation on the transcendent ‘partless’ (niskala) form of Visnu ‘even the
gods cannot define, because that form ‘is imperceptible,'®* the Vimanarcana-
kalpa only enjoins, meditation on the form of Visnu ‘with parts’ (sakala). Such
meditation can either be on the divine from of Visnu that is ‘without [material]
qualities’ (nirguna), or on those forms ‘with qualities’ (saguna), in which he is
present in this world of matter. This latter form of meditation draws on various
Vedic and Upanisadic notions and involves meditating on the effulgent form of
Visnu, accompanied by his consort and surrounded by his associates, as he is pre-
sent in various material bodies—such as fire, the sun, and the moon. In the for-
mer type of meditation, after ‘making the self pure by the practice of breath control
(pranayama), disengagement of the senses (pratyahdra), and concentration
(dharana)), ‘one should see with the self that [form of Visnu] who pervades all like
fire wood, who is [omnipresent and indivisible] like space, who is hidden in the
cave of the self of all, who exists both within and outside, who is seen and unseen,
tangible and subtle, who is without blemish, immensely clear, immeasurable,
without parts, who never exerts himself, who is eternal, inconceivable, and part-
less’ “In the central space of the lotus of the heart which blooms by the practice of
breath control (pranayama)’ one should see ‘with the greatest devotion’ ‘the inner
self, Narayana, who is the cause of all worlds, imperishable, unmanifest, and the
unalterable supreme light’ who illumines the body “from the waist up to the crown
of the head’ and who is ‘the embodiment of the highest bliss’*** Both forms of
meditation lead to absorption (samadhi), in which one attains, even in this life,
supreme bliss and ‘always sees and experiences Narayana, the supreme self’'**
Meditation also plays an important role in Paficaratra practice. The I$vara-
sambhita, for example, writes that before engaging in the worship of the image, the
devotee should meditate on God. He should sit down and, withdrawing his sen-
sory faculties from their objects, turn his focus to his Lord. Invoking him with
mantras, he should prepare a seat for the Lord in the lotus of his heart and invite
him to sit there with his consort. He should then meditate on God, his consort,
and his attendants, paying attention to every detail of his divine form and attri-
butes, praying ‘Welcome, Lord of the god of gods, infallible one, please be near
me, and receive my mental worship (pija), which is properly imagined’'** The
devotee visualizes God and then performs worship exactly as he would of the
consecrated image, but mentally.'®® This gives the meditation a distinct sensory
aspect: the senses are withdrawn from their objects but imagined actively in
the meditation. As the Parama-samhita states, the devotee should approach the

'L Niskalam devair apy anabhilaksyam adrsyam syat (Vimandarcana-kalpa p. 516).

1% Vimanarcana-kalpa p. 517. 1% Vimanarcana-kalpa p. 519.

1% Svagatam deva-devesa sannidhim bhaja metyuta/grhana manasim pujam  yathartha-
paribhavitam (I$vara-sambhita 2.107). Cf. Laksmi-tantra 36.135.

195 See, for example, [svara-samhita 2.108-28, Laksmi-tantra 36.114-36.
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Lord in meditation ‘as if he were seeing’ him, bow down to him ‘s if he were
touching’ him, and meditate on him ‘as if he were hearing his words.**

The Paicaratra meditation is thus clearly subordinated to the worship of the
image. It is not an independent practice. Not only is it to be practised before one
worships the image, as a preparation for it, it is also just an internalized form of
the external image worship."”” While the Vaikhanasa method of meditation is
less tied to ritual worship, it is nevertheless also subordinated to image worship.
The Vimanarcana-kalpa, for example, claims that while meditation is a valid,
independent practice, image worship is still the ‘best means to attain all things,'*®
and such meditation on both forms of Visnu—in a slightly simplified manner from
that described above—is better while performed during the Vaikhanasa rites.'®

In the Bhagavad-gita, when Krsna teaches Arjuna the practice of yogic medita-
tion, Arjuna despairs and declares it to be impractical: because the mind is fickle,
how can such meditation ever be steady? “The mind is fickle, Krsna, turbulent,
powerful, and obstinate. It think it is as extraordinarily difficult to control as the
wind!""7° It is a sentiment that is echoed by many Vaisnavas throughout the ages,
who see pure meditation as too difficult for those born in this troubled age of
Kali, when people are ‘sluggish, have the most sluggish thoughts, are ill-fated, and
disturbed>”*

This is not to say that Vaisnavas reject meditation entirely. As we have seen,
meditation (dhydna) is a key part of both the Vaikhanasa and Pafcaratra rites.
While they may discourage meditation as a practice on its own, they fully embrace
meditation if it is part of the larger cultus, because meditation is what all Vaisnava
practices have as their goal.

According to the Puranas God is to be worshipped in different ways in the
different cosmic ages (yuga). In the Krta or Satya age, the first and longest of
the cycle, people are pure and can therefore easily take to the worship of Visnu: all
they need to do is meditate on him. But as the ages progress, people grow more
restless and distracted and require more engagement to gain the same result. So,
in Treta, the second age, they should perform the ‘aniconic’ worship of the Vedic
sacrifices; in Dvapara, the third age, they should worship an image of God; and in
Kali, the last and most troublesome age, they should turn to the name of God.'”*
The practice of each age after the first is a substitute for meditation proper, but as

196 Parama-samhita 10.23.

197 Yoginam api sarvesam mad-gatenantar-atmana/sraddhavan bhajate yo mam sa me yuktatamo
matah (Bhagavad-gita 6.47).

198 Tesv arcanam sarvartha-sadhanam syat (Vimanarcana-kalpa p. 509).

199 See, for example, Vimanarcana-kalpa p. 224.

7% Caficalam hi manah krsna pramathi balavad drdham/tasyaham nigraham manye vayor iva
su-duskaram (Bhagavad-gita 6.34).

7Y Mandah sumanda-matayo manda-bhagya hy upadrutah (Bhagavata Purana 1.1.10).

172 See, for example, Bhagavata Purana 12.3.52 and Visnu Purdna 6.2.17.
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proper substitutes they will lead to the same goal as the meditational practice of
the first age.

Vaisnavas of all schools stress this. Irrespective of what specific practice is fol-
lowed, the goal is the same: constant awareness of God. As Rapa Gosvamin states,
‘Visnu should always be remembered; he should never be forgotten. All scriptural
injunctions and prohibitions should be servants of these two principles.'”
Ramanuja similarly stresses that constant engagement in ritual practice will lead

to meditation. Such meditation, he writes:

is of the nature of remembrance, but in intuitive clearness is not inferior to the
clearest direct perception (pratyaksa); which by constant daily practice becomes
ever more perfect, and being duly continued up to death secures liberation. Such
meditation is originated in the mind through the grace of the Supreme Person,
who is pleased and conciliated by the different kinds of acts of sacrifice and
worship duly performed by the devotee day after day.'”

As we have seen, the followers of Caitanya also teach that the practice of image
worship and praising God’s divine play (/7ld) in particular can bring about a spon-
taneous attraction to Krsna and the desire to have an intimacy with him like that
of his eternal companions. The dominant practice then becomes meditation
(smarana) on the divine play of Krsna, which, as we have seen, could replace all
other forms of practice but normally just infuses those other practices—like
praising (kirtana) and image worship—with that meditation.'”®

Similarly, in the Pusti-marga meditation is an essential part of image worship.
It is the nature of the mind to always want to be jumping from one object to
another. Therefore, keep it occupied with Krishna’s infinite and multifarious lilas,
advises Gopesvara, ‘recollecting them one after another in chronological succes-
sion’. This should be practised while one serves the image: ‘As you perform seva
before the svarup [image]’ he writes, [...] savor the sublime sweetness of those
lilas that Krishna performed in the company of his devotees. And when one is not
in the presence of the image, ‘keep his lotuslike face constantly in mind as you
experience the sorrow of separation’'’®

Meditation is for Vaisnavas thus generally not a distinct practice, performed on
its own, but all the external practices that Vaisnavas perform are seen as a form of
meditation or a means to it. Earlier we have seen the Vaisnava claim that any act
of worship without bhakti is invalid: even if it is performed, the Parama-sambhita

73 Smartavyah satatam visnur vismartavyo na jatucit/sarva-vidhi-nisedhah syur etayor eva
kirikarah (Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.8).

174 Sri-bhasya 3.4.26 (translation after George Thibaut).

175 See Rupa Gosvamin's Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.2.291-307; Jiva Gosvamin’s Bhakti-sandarbha
312; and Haberman (1988: 133-7).

176 Arney (2007: 513, 514, 519).
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claims, it is as if it is not performed if there is no bhakti.'’” Bhakti is a type of love,
Ramanuja argues, and love is a form of awareness.'”® It is therefore meditative
awareness of God, his attributes, and his divine play that counts in practice. ‘One
may offer the wide earth with all its gems to Krsna, but if his mind is elsewhere he
will not easily attain Janardana [Krsna]’'”® Whatever way one might worship
God—whether by Vedic ritual, by the ritual worship of his image, by gazing upon
his divine image, by singing his glories and his divine name, or by any other
means—one should in each instance contemplate the nature of God, if it is to be
worship at all.

Meditation, in some form or another, is thus immensely important for Vaisnavas,
but they do not see it as the only form of practice since it is too difficult to pursue.
And meditation is, in part, so difficult because it does not engage all one's faculties.
Like all Vedantic traditions, Vaisnavas assert that the bodies we bear are temporary,
yet deludedly we think we are these bodies—both physical and mental—rather
than the unchanging, eternal, and unborn self (atman) that briefly inhabits this
body, and has inhabited countless other bodies before it. Some Hindu traditions
see renunciation of all things bodily, insofar as is possible, as the only proper
response to this. But while Vaisnavas see our human bodies as temporary and our
identification with them as illusory, the body with all its faculties is not something
that can be tossed aside. ‘One who is embodied;, Krsna teaches in the Bhagavad-
gita, ‘can never renounce actions entirely’'*® In Vaisnava thought agency is a per-
manent character of the self,'*" and such agency is expressed through the faculties
of the body. Bhakti is the proper exertion of that agency, and bhakti therefore uses
the body in the service of God. As cited earlier, the Narada-paricaratra thus defines
bhakti as ‘serving the Lord of one’s sensory faculties with those faculties’'*?

Now, meditation alone is seen as limited because it only uses one of the body’s
faculties—the mind—but Vaisnavas want to engage all their faculties in the wor-
ship of God. The Bhagavata Purana describes an ideal devotee thus: ‘he used his
mind [to meditate] on the lotus-feet of Krsna, his speech in constantly describing
the qualities of Vaikuntha, his hands in acts such as cleansing Hari’s temple, his
hearing in listening to the true narrations of the infallible Lord, his sight in seeing
the temples of Mukunda’s image, his limbs in touching the bodies of the Lord’s
servants, his faculty of smell in smelling the fragrance of the blessed tulasi at his
lotus-feet, his faculty of taste in [the food] offered to him, his feet in walking to
Hari’s pilgrimage sites, his head in bowing to the feet of the lord of his faculties,

Y77 Parama-samhita 4.72. 78 Vedartha-sarigraha 141.

7% Prthivim ratna-sampirnam yah krsnaya prayacchati/tasyapi anya-manaskasya sulabho na
janardanah (cited in Paragara Bhatta’s commentary on Visnu-sahasra-nama p. 60).

180 Na hi deha-bhrta sakyam tyaktum karmany asesatah (Bhagavad-gita 18.11).

81 See Brahma-sutras 2.3.33fT.

82 Hysikesena hrsikesa-sevanam bhaktir ucyate (cited in Ripa Gosvamin’s Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu
1.1.12).
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his desire in service, not in longing for pleasure.'®® Vallabha writes: ‘an organ
which is clearly not seen to be used for the Lord’s service should decisively be
brought under complete control’ and be used to serve him.'** Vaisnavas therefore
want to do more than think of God: they want to serve him, and experience him
with every one of their faculties. Even in meditation—as in Paicaratra’s inner
worship—when the external faculties should be dormant, the sensory faculties
are imagined and the Lord is both served and experienced through them.

This emphasis on ‘meditating’ on God with all one’s bodily faculties also means
that Vaisnavas have a much broader understanding of practice. Since the act of
worship itself is seen to be less important than the mood with which it is per-
formed, as we have seen above, any act can become an act of worship: whatever is
done, if it is done for God, is considered to be bhakti. This means that bhakti does
not end with the ritual act of worship itself, but is rather something that comes to
govern one’s entire life. Vaisnava practice is thus, ultimately, the way a Vaisnava
comports himself in every aspect of his life. In the Bhagavad-gita Krsna instructs
Arjuna to ‘remember me and fight:'*® throughout his daily duties he should
meditate on God, by making all his worldly acts acts of worship, through remem-
brance of God, and with the aim of pleasing him. ‘When even a single moment
passes without meditation [on the Lord], Parasara Bhatta writes, ‘it is proper to
weep as if one were robbed by thieves.'*® Therefore, as Krsna later states in the
Bhagavad-gita: ‘whatever you do, whatever you eat, whatever you sacrifice,
whatever you give away, whatever austerity you perform, [...] make that an
offering to me’'*” “‘Whatever one does in accordance with one’s nature—whether
with one’s body, speech, mind, senses, intellect, or self—all of it should be
offered to the Supreme, with the thought “this is for Narayana”’'®*® Or, as it is
put in one prayer: ‘May my life be service, my walking pilgrimage, my thoughts
meditation, my words words of praise—may what I do with my entire self be
done for you, Visnu’'®’

%2 Sa vai manah krsna-padaravindayor, vacamsi vaikuntha-gunanuvarnane/karau harer mandira-
marjanadisu, Srutim cakaracyuta-sat-kathodaye/mukunda-lingalaya-darsane drsau, tad-bhrtya-gatra-
sparse ‘nga-sarigamam, ghranam ca tat-pada-saroja-saurabhe/Srimat-tulasya rasanam tad-arpite,
padau hareh ksetra-padanusarpane/Siro hrsikesa-padabhivandane, kamam ca dasye na tu kama-
kamyaya (Bhagavata Purana 9.4.18-20).

'8¢ Nirodha-laksana 19 (translation by Frederick Smith).

185 Mam anusmara yuddhya ca (Bhagavad-gita 8.7).

1% Ekasminn api atikrante muhiirte dhyana-varjite/dasyubhir musiteneva yuktam akranditum
bhrsam (Commentary on Visnu-sahasra-nama, p. 31).

7 Yat karosi yad asnasi yaj juhosi dadasi yat/yat tapasyasi kaunteya tat kurusva mad-arpanam
(Bhagavad-gita 9.27).

188 Kayena vaca manasendriyair va buddhyatmana vanusrta-svabhavat/karoti yad yat sakalam par-
asmai narayanayeti samarpayet tat (Bhagavata Purana 11.2.36).

189 Sthitih seva gatir yatra smrtis cinta stutir vacah/bhiiyat sarvatmana visno madiyam tvayi cestitam
(cited in Hari-bhakti-vilasa 8.431).
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