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Book Review

Thirugnanasambanthar was one of the four

distinguished Saints (nayanmars) venerated most by
Hindus from amongst a galaxy of sixty three canonized
Hindu saints. Gnanasambanthar was not born in this
world, like other mortals, to redeem his past karma. He
was sent here by Divine will so that he could achieve
certain ideals in resusitating the Hindu religion within
the short period of his life. He was born with the main
objective of benefiting the world. One School of thought,
consider him an incarnation of Lord Skanda, popularly
known in South Sri Lanka as "Kataragama Deio".

During Sambanthar's time (7t Centurary A.D)
Yagnas were a popular religious practice in northern
India as an ancient tradition. Live animals were sacrificed
as offerings in these yagna rites as the finale of the Yagna
rites and the dead carcasses thereof were consumed by
the participants as "prasath”. Tamils living in South India
set their face against this horrendous religious practice;
they hated it, rebelled against this form of sacrifice and
started embracing religious like Jainism and Buddhism
which prohibit animal sacrifice.

Tamils proudly claim five renowned epics in the
Tamil language. But Seevaka Sinthamani and
Valaiyapathy the foremost of the five, expound the merits
of Jainism. Manimekalai and Kundalakesi are primarily
Buddhistic texts. Silappathikaram alone carries some
references to Hindu religious practices. Its invocation
verse makes no reference to God almighty, but hails the
grace of the moon, the Sun and the rain. As admitted by
the two authors themselves Silappathikaram was indeed
the fore-runner of that great Buddhist epic Manimekalai.
Strangely little or no reference is made in these epics to
the importance of the Hindu precepts and practices. This
unfortunate situation arose as there was hardly anybody,
in this period, to explain to the people the greatness of
the Hindu religion and its merits. As to how one could
so beautifully arrange his worldly life according to the
Hindu doctrine and eventually attain heavenly beatitude,
with an individual's effort, was not adequately explained
to the ordinary masses. As a consequence, the Hindu
religion lay hidden from the ordinary folk and the other
religious faiths prospered. Sambanthar's advent proved
highly inimical to the cause of those religions.

Thiru Onana Sambanthar -
the Hindu Saint

Mr. S. Sabaratna Mudaliyar

Another significant contributory factor was that
the adherents of the Hindu doctrine then were exclusively
the Brahmins. The Slokas and mantras they chanted in
their prayers to God were mostly in Sanskrit and the
medium of all Hindu rituals were confined to the sanskrit
language, to the detriment of their mother tongue, Tamil.

- In this back ground, Thirugnanasambanthar felt it his

bounden duty to propagate the Hindu religion and the
Tamil language. He boldly declared himself as Tamil
Gnanasampanthan and hailed (Sivaperuman) Siva, the
Lord almighty, as a Saivaite.

Jainism reigned supreme all over the Pandian land
at that time. Religions that deny the existence of one
God almighty, the Paramathma and the Athma (soul),
could not spread adequate light to remove the ignorant
darkness which enwraped the Tamil land then.
Gnanasambanthar stressed that even local shrines, their
environment and the presiding Deities served as foci of
devotion, even for souls advanced in spirituality. By his
more than thirty miracles he proclaimed the significance
of the Sacred Ash of the Hindus to the whole world and
helped people remove their ignorance, The Sacred Ash
represents the Grace of God that illumines a soul on the
removal therefrom of its inherent impurity of mala; it is
rubbed on the forehead of people to remind them of the
Grace of God which they have to seek daily.

["Ashes are produced by the burning of
cow dung in the sacred fire. Cow dung
is symbolical of the mala - power (Pasu-
malam) in man - Pasu being a name for
soul as for cow; and malam being a
name for our ignorance (Pasa) and cow,
dung. When malam that envelopes the
soul is burnt by fire of Gnanam or Pure
wisdom, the Grace of God shines forth;
and this Grace is symbolised by the
sacred ashes - white in colour"]

When Gnanasambanthar arrived in Pandiyan
territory, there were only two persons who were
adherents of the Hindu faith then - viz: Mangayatkarasi,
the Queen and her minister Kulachchirayar. With Divine
Grace, Gnanasambanthar succeeded in converting all its
people to Hinduism. The Holy Ash (®mBm) was the
only instrument he used to achieve his mission. He was
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free of any caste consciousness. But for the timely birth
of Gnanasambanthar the Hindu religion would have been
as dead as the Dodo. Preserving the religion of the
Hindus for posterity was his greatest contribution. His
object was to maintain and uphold Vaithika Saivam -
the religion of the Vedas and Agamas.

In a brief life-span of sixteen (16) years his
devotional outpourings to the Lord exceed 16000 decads,
containing well over 160,000 hymns popularly known
as Thevaram "Garland to God". So says the celebrated
authority Umapathy Sivachchariar. It is our great
misfortune that most of these hymns were forgotten as
lost and only 384 Dacads, comprising about 3840 hymns
are available to us today. He was a born poet and a
perfect master of the musical art. His thevarams kindle
in our hearts. true piety and love. He displayed in his
hymns the beauties of Isaittamil.

Gnanasambanthar realized the importance of
temple worship. He was grief struck when he witnessed
the sufferings of people along the path of his tours. He
paid special homage and displayed intense devotion to
"Murthis" enshrined in the historic temples spread all
over South India. He was compassionate enough to
perform miracles and provide relief to suffering parties.
As his objectives were achieved, he had the premonition
that his time to depart from this world was fast
approaching. But his parents felt it to be their duty to
arrange a marriage for their son in marriageable age.
They selected a suitable partner for him and took the
couple to a temple "Thiru Nallur Peru Manam" to
solemnize his marriage. The dutiful son who did not
wish to displease his parents just indicated that a marriage
for him was unnecessary; he was conscious of the rituals
in a Hindu wedding where both the bride and the
bridegroom had to swear to remain faithful rock-like to
wedded life by symbolically placing the bride's leg on
the grinding stone (9yin1f)) a piece of rock; he averted

this swearing-in ceremony by not adhering to his parents
arrangement. Having offered his prayers at the temple,
Gnanasambanthar extemporized a thevaram in praise of
the presiding Deity when a Divine announcement " You
both enter and merge in this light" was heard from the
sanctorum of the temple where a brilliant light appeared.
The Divine order was obeyed by the couple and the
merger was complete. In the Siddhanta doctrine God is
one sublime glow of blissful intelligence in whose
presence the various actions necessary for the movement
of the Universe take place. Gnanasambanthar's farewell
message to the Hindu public may be summarized thus:

Always, wear the sacred ashes,

Always chant Namasivaya, the five letter mantra,

Always dedicate yourself in service.

The story of the life of Thirugnanasambantha
Nayanar, the eminent Hindu Saint, is available in English
in a small book of 45 pages authored by S. Sabaratna
Mudaliyar of Kokuvil. It has been reprinted in 2001 by
the Kumaran Press, 201, Dam St., Colombo 12. Its first
edition was a Translation from Periyapuranam and it
appeared far back in the year 1920. The new edition
will meet the needs of the present generation and will be
useful reading especially to non-Hindus. This book
which deals with his life, covers exhaustively all miracle
performed by the Nayanar to relieve the suffering of
persons during his extensive tour of historic Hindu
shrines scattered all over South India Miracles of alien
religions cannot stand a comparison with those of
Gnanasambanthar. It also elaborates how Sambanthar
achieved his main objective of benefiting his co-
religionists who were menaced by the strong influence
of heretical faiths.

S. Ratnapragasam
115/4 W.A. Silva Mawatha,
Colombo 06.
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RELIGION AND WOMAN

BY: Dr. S. K. Vadivale

Indian Literature, both Sanskrit and Tamil
a bounds in traditions which give pride of place to
women. Women have earned the Veneration, Adoration
and Admiration of those around them for their
unblemished Chastity, Fidelity and Servility e.g Sita,
Savithri Chandramathi, Dhamayanthi, Draupathi and
Kannaki (Pattini Deviyo). Can we expect women of
today to command affection and adoration in society, as
was enjoyed by their ancient prototypes? It is stated in
Tamil literature that women of virtue commanded the
skies to give rain when there was dire need for water on
earth.

In modern parlance, one refers to the wife as the
‘better half of man: like wise in Hinduism the Supreme
deity, Shakthi and Shiva are believed to be (two-in-one)
and the cause of the universe is evolution, resolution
and dissolution Shathi and Shiva were represented by
the symbols 'Lingam' and "Yoni' and venerated by the
dravidians in their original home land, Mesopotamia,
from whence the practice was brought to the Indus-valley
region in 3000 B.C. The Lingam-Yoni worship was

repugnant to the vedic-aryans who entered the Indus-
valley in 1500 B.C. Today, the Aryans of North India -

worship the lingam and yoni symbols with great zeal
and piety. The pattern of dravidian worship eventually
became the basis of modern hinduism.

Shiva, by himself is inert (Tamas) Shakthi is the
dynamic force (Rajas) behind Shiva. When Shakthi and
Shiva act, intelligence (Satva) i.e. the universe manifests.

The question, Shakthi or Shiva (the woman or man) is
the superior or the more powerful of the two, does not
arise. The woman and man are complimentary and
supplementary to each other. Both woman and man must
act to be get a child. '

Hinduism gives woman an exalted place both in
the home and in society. Food, sleep and sex are a must
(indispensable) to all living beings. Man alone, because
of his highly developed sixth sense, craves for material
wealth viz:, gold, land and woman, Hinduism does not,
like Buddhism and catholicism, believe in renunciation
and celibacy as a pre-requisite and gate-way to salvation
any person who lives a life of virtue can attain
emancipation.

The Buddha was always uncomfortable in the
presence of women and He was reluctant to admit them
into the Buddhist Sangha. The conversation between
the Buddha and his favourite disciple Anand is relevant
on this point.

Anand.
"How are we to conduct ourselves, Lord, with
regard to woman - kind". "As not seeing them",
replied the Lord. "But if we should see them,
What are we to do"? "No talking Anand. " But if
they should speak to us, Lord, what are we to do"?
"Keep wide awake, Anand".

Why the sadhu's attitude towards woman kind was
unpleasant, unwholesome, unhealthy and revengeful, is
enigma to non-Buddhists.
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