
 

  Nama Dwaar/Apr-May 2009/ Page 1 

Many people consider begging the 

ōŀƴŜ ƻŦ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ LƴŘƛŀΦ .ǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƛƳŜ 
immemorial, Sanatana dharma (known 
as Hinduism today) has advocated beg-
ging to ascetics, brahmacharins 
(students of the Vedas) 
and spiritual aspirants as 
a means of gaining hu-
mility and forbearance. 
Young students, who 
studied the Vedas while 
ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ 
home, would go begging 
for food and the alms 
received would be given 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǿƛŦŜΦ {ƘŜ 
would cook the food 
and offer it to God, the 
master and the stu-
dents.   

Down the ages in India, we find Mah-
ans (enlightened saints) begging for 
food. In the olden days food was not 
sold and it was even considered a sin 
to sell food. Every village, town and city 
had a resting place where pilgrims and 
travelers were fed sumptuously: only in 
the hope that a Mahan might be in the 
crowd, as feeding a Realized soul is a 
blessing that is not easily available.  

Yogi Ramsuratkumar τ the great saint 
of Tiruvannamalai, Tamil Nadu, who 
ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ŀǎ ΨǘƘƛǎ ōŜƎπ
ƎŀǊΩτ Ƙŀǎ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά.ŜƎƎƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ŎǊƛƳŜ 
in India. Beggars are not criminals. 
Great Masters come in the form of 
beggars. If they are protected, they will 
do their lilas (divine play) here. India is 
their lila bhoomiΦέ 

Once a lady repeatedly requested Yogi 
Ramsuratkumar to give her some 
upadesa (spiritual advice). Yogi Ramsu-
ǊŀǘƪǳƳŀǊΩǎ ŀŘǾƛǎŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǊŜŦǳǎŜ 
anyone who came to her seeking alms 
and to always offer food. She returned 
home happily. One day a beggar ap-

peared at her door and she gave him 
four annas (25 paise). 

After a few months she visited Yogi 
Ramsuratkumar. Immediately on see-
ing her, Yogi Ramsuratkumar turned 

the other way and as if 
talking to somebody 
ŜƭǎŜΣ ŀǎƪŜŘΣ ά!ǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 
restaurant can you buy 
any food for four an-
ƴŀǎΚέ 

The lady was com-
pletely startled. 

On the subject of our 
attitude towards beg-
gars, Sri Muralidhara 
{ǿŀƳƛƧƛ ǎŀȅǎΣ ά²ƘŜƴ ŀ 
beggar seeks alms from 
you, give him what you 

can or just walk away. Do not advise or 
abuse him. Do you know how difficult 
it is to beg? One has to stoop himself 
to the lowest level, giving up all his self
-respect, to stretch his arm for alms. 
There have been times when we our-
selves have been in need of money. It 
may even be a very paltry sum. We 
may know fully well that we will cer-
tainly return the amount borrowed 
from a friend or relative. Yet we hesi-
tate to ask. Why? We deem it to be 
shameful. Then imagine a man on the 
street with a begging bowl. Further, at 
the entrance to a temple or in a 
kshetra (pilgrimage place) there might 
be a Mahan sitting amidst the beggars 
seeking alms. By dropping something, 
money or food, in his hand it is you 
who stands to gain, not he. Further, 
any abuse you throw at him does not 
unsettle him but on the other hand will 
prove to be a great curse in your own 
ƭƛŦŜΦέ 

India may be the beggar capital of the 
world. But it is also the spiritual capital 
of the world. Innumerable saints have 

been born and continue to be born in 
its soil. Many of them often depend on 
charity for the sustenance of the lives 
that they themselves do not care for; 
but it is in our best interest to help sus-
tain those lives, for it is through them 
and through spirituality that the world 
will be saved. 

Nirmala S. Giri, Chennai, India 
Illustration: Sripriya Sarathy, Charlotte, NC 
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Focusing the mind on spiritual matters is 

very difficult since it has been accus-

tomed to dwelling on worldly matters 

for crores of births. Most of the time, 

people are aware of the mistakes they 

commit. Yet they are unable to avoid it 

as it has become habitual. When we lis-

ten to a person describing vividly about a 

ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŜ ŦŜŜƭ ŀ 

strong urge to visit that place? Similarly, 

it is true that reading or seeing pictures 

of certain places or things kindles our 

enthusiasm to visit that place or acquire 

that thing. The desire is deeper on listen-

ing about it from a person than by learn-

ing about it through a book or a picture. 

So, we should constantly listen to spiri-

tual subject matters and about Mahat-

mas. 

It is not enough to just read or hear 
about such matters just once because 
the mind will indulge in sattvic (good) 
thoughts for a while and dawdle back to 
the usual worldly thoughts. We have to 
constantly listen to spiritual matters till 
the mind dwells on nothing but sattvic 
thoughts.  

Sravana (listening) is one of the nine 
forms of Bhakti. Moreover, King Parikshit 

a t t a i n e d 
moksha just 
by Sravana. 
Just as lis-
tening to one 
who speaks 
s u p e r f l u o u s 
worldly things is wrong, so too is not lis-
tening to one who speaks healthy spiri-
tual matters. God has bestowed on us 
the power of listening just so that we will 
constantly listen to His glories and attain 
Him. Let Saraswati, the Goddess of 
Knowledge, shower her grace on us to 
achieve this. 

The Need for Sravana 

Infinite Ways to Infinite Bliss 
Excerpts from the discourses of Sri Muralidhara Swamiji of Chennai, India.** 

Advaita Philosophy is generally under-

stood to hold that jnana (Supreme 
Knowledge) is essential for mukti and 
that Ishwara bhakti (devotion to a Per-
sonal God) will not be sufficient. Yet 
Sivanandalahari, a devotional master-
piece of Sri Adi Shankara, the great pro-
ponent of Advaita, says that there is 
nothing that devotion cannot accomplish 
(Bhakti kim na karoti...). 

It seems contradictory that, on one 
hand, Sri Adi Shankara preached that 
jnana was the only way to reach mukti, 
and on the other, he established Shan-
matham (worship of God in six forms) 
and composed a wealth of devotional 
works in praise of various deities from 
Ganesha to Hanuman. 

But a closer examination shows that Sri 
Shankara used bhakti as a stepping stone 
to jnana which eventually leads to mukti. 
Jnana is about attaining knowledge of 
the Supreme Brahman. But focusing and 
meditating on a formless and nameless 

Brahman is an immensely difficult 
ǘŀǎƪ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘΦ  

On the other hand it is easy to start with 
bhakti towards an entity that 
has form ς Shiva, Krishna or 
Durga. When we prostrate 
before our favorite God, 
clasp our hands, sing songs 
and perform puja, our bhakti 
is initially more ritual ori-
ented. We may also supple-
ment our pujas with a list of 
requests - several variations 
of health, wealth and pros-
perity. This is an expectation-
driven relationship with God; 
we expect our material desires to be ful-
filled in return for worship. 

As we mature in our bhakti however, we 
start to melt with love for God. When we 
feel the surge of the soul, devoid of any 
desires except being immersed in devo-
tion to God, our bhakti becomes Para 
bhakti. This is the kind of bhakti experi-
enced by Meera, Andal, Sri Thyagaraja, 

Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and oth-
ers.  At this stage, the individual merges 
ƛƴ ƭƻǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ άǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭέ DƻŘ ǿƘƻ ōŜπ
comes one and the same as the Supreme 

Brahman as the form and con-
tent dissolve. This bhakti is 
nothing but jnana. 

 Sri Shankara clarifies the rela-
tionship between bhakti and 
jnana in his work, Vivekachu-
damani, with the following 
verse.  

mokSha-kAraNa-sAmagryAm 
bhaktireva garIyasI 

sva-svarUpAnu-sandhAnaM 
bhakti-rity-abhidhIyate 

(Among the instruments of moksha, 
bhakti is the most important; 

Bhakti is said to be the unbroken union 
�Á�]�š�Z���}�v���[�•���}�Á�v���v���š�µ�Œ���o���^���o�(��- the Atman.) 

In other words, when bhakti is com-
pletely desire-less, jnana and bhakti are 
simply one and the same. 

Bala Subramanian, Seattle, WA 

Sri Adi Shankara and Bhakti 
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discrepancy/lapse in the translated version is the sole responsibility of the person/s who translated the work from Tamil into English.  


