VEDANTA  DESIKA                                                                            
(HIS PHILOSOPHY AND LIFE)

(A VERY BRIEF SKETCH )

VEDANTA DESIKA(1268-1369) is a key figure in the annals of  VISISHTADVAITA (panorganismal monism) philosophy.He clarified and amplified the teachings of RAMANUJA(1017-1137),the founder of the  above school of thought.Vedanta Desika has given us more than  one hundred works;no single person can master all of them,even in a full life time.Besides,many of them have to be studied through a guru only.What is given here is a brief and superficial glance.

Before going to Desika ,Let us look for a moment at Ramnuja.He has given us nine works.SRI BASHYAM is his main philosophical treatise,being a commentary on the Brahmasutras.Ramanuja does not consider himself  as the originator of visishtadvaita.He bases his philosophy firmly on the timeless VEDA.He also says  he is simply amplifying the teachings of ancient seers such as Kandu ,Parsara,etc.

According to Ramanuja,the Brahman of the  Upanishads is identical with SRIMANNARAYANA.(Narayana along with his consort Lakshmy). The  entire universe of living and non living entities is his body.There are  countless individual souls(Jivatma) caught in the cycle of birth and death. Depending on their karma,they attain births right from a lowly worm to a mighty deva.Yet,from an absolute point of view,all these jeevatmas are in a trap.They have to be born again and again in various bodies till they are released and elevated to Vaikunta,the eternal abode  of  SrimanNarayana,beyond the material universe. 

Having gone there,jeevatmas attain eternal bliss and do not return.There are only two methods to achieve this ultimate liberation.One is the method shown in the Baghavat Gita.That is,first karma yoga, then gnana yoga, then finally bakti yoga.There are very many disadvantages in this  route.For one thing,this process takes a very very long time indeed. It will take many births  to attain the desired end.There will be many obstacles.However,the most important point is that,the individual concerned has to have enormous inner strength and abilities of a very high order.Even in the previous yugas(eons),very few people had these qualifications.In the present day kali yuga,We will be fooling ourselves if we think we have such strength and abilities.Afterall,even in carrying out ordinary,everyday tasks,we have problems!

What then is to be done?How to get liberated from this vicious cycle of birth and death and go to one’s true place in Vaikunta?Ramanuja prescribes the method of Saranagati.(This should be done only through a proper Acharya(guru)!).In Sri Bashyam itself,there is only a brief mention of this approach. However, in his Saranagati gadyam,he deals with this in more detail.The straight forward translation of the word Saranagati is surrender.In this case , it refers to an individual surrendering to God  with the help of an acharya for the sake of Moksha(liberation).We will look at this in more detail in the section on Vedanta Desika.

VEDANTA DESIKA: LIFE AND PHILOSOPHY

Vedanta Desika was born in the year 1268 A.D in Thooppil,a suburb of Kanchipuram town in Tamilnadu,India.His mother and father were Thotharamma and Ananthasuri.Well before the actual birth,omens in the form of dreams had indicated that the child to be born would be an incarnation of the God of Tirumala-Tirupati(Sriman Narayana).Therefore the child was named Venkatanatha,the name of the God of Tirumala.At the age of five,Vekatanatha received the blessings of Nadathur Ammal,a great saint-scholar and fourth in line in the guru sishya lineage of the great Ramanuja.Nadadhur ammal predicted that the child would become a great acharya and  would firmly establish the philosophy of Ramanuja.He also instructed Kidambi Appullar,the maternal uncle of the child to teach him the scriptures.After fully teaching him the scriptures,Appullar instructed Venkatanatha to do penance and earn the  grace of Garuda,the carrier of Narayana.This was done by him very successfully.He then earned the grace of Hayagriva,an incarnation of Narayana and the lord of all knowledge.

By this time, his fame was already spreading. He was frequently invited to  religious debates,for the purpose of defending the philosophy of Ramanuja against attack from scholars of other faiths.He did this job  very successfully. He always won his debates convincingly. In fact, many of his opponents realised how great he was and became his disciples! The Srivaishnava community was delighted and realised that Desika was a great Acharya and an incarnation.                                                                                                                                                                                
   

The deity of Srirangam ,Lord Ranganatha and his consort Ranganayaki,were so pleased with him that  they granted him the titles of Vedantacharya(teacher of Vedanta) and Sarvtantraswatntra(master of all arts) respectively.This increased Desika’s fame even more.

Unfortunately,there were some people who became envious of his fame.They planned to spoil his fame by confronting him with impossibly difficult challenges.Not only were  these challenges unfair,they were some times cruel.Yet Desika never got perturbed.These encounters always ended with him winning and his opponents begging to be forgiven. Two typical examples are given below.(There are many more).

Once he was challenged by a mason to line the walls of a well with badly broken bricks prepared by him. To his  amazement,Desika completed this job perfectly.This well can still be seen in Tiruvaheendrapuram,Tamil Nadu. At another time,a snake charmer challenged him to control his snakes and then sent his venomous serpents to attack him. This was no problem for Desika.By drawing lines on the ground, he  managed to stop all but one of the serpents .The remaining serpent,rushed forward to bite him..Desika thought of Garuda.Suddenly, a large bird swooped down from the sky and carried away all the serpents! Frightened at the prospect of loosing his livelihood,the snake charmer fell at Desika’s feet and begged for the return of his precious snakes.The ever forgiving Desika,prayed to Garuda and the snakes were returned.                

There were many more notable incidents his life.All these are important for all followers of Ramanuja-Desika tradition.However the aim here is to provide a short and quickly readable article.It is sufficient to say that Desika irrefutably and firmly established the superiority of Visishtadvaita over all other systems.He also created a team of highly learned disciples to carry on this tradition.He ascended to SriVaikunta in 1369 A.D.

HIS PHILOSOPHY: In his long life,Desika produced about one hundred works.Some are in Sanskrit,some in Tamil and some in Manipravalam(a mixture of Sanskrit and Tamil). In these days, it would be difficult  for any person to master all these even in a whole life time! Take for example the epic poem Paduka Sahasram.This consists of over one thousand verses written in praise of the Paduka of SriRanganatha.This work is said to have been composed during the course of a single night as the result of a challenge from a rival. Apart from sheer poetic beauty,each verse is so full of meaning, one has to study it with the help of a scholar, to understand the grandeur of this mighty epic.As another example, one can take Parmada Banga, a work written to establish the superiority of Ramanuja’s philosophy over that of others.Here,Desika clearly displays the knowledge of the existence of several orders of infinity.Ordinarily,the discovery of this concept is attributed to the European mathematician Cantor of the eighteenth century. Desika’s work was coposed in the fourteenth century! From my own reading, I feel that Desika’s understanding of the concept of infinity is superior to that of Cantor’s.

Desika’s metaphysics found in a concentrated form in his magnum opus SRIMAD RAHASYATRYA SARA. The name itself suggests that this should be studied only through a guru.Basically,this work gives the detailed meaning of the three mantras all Srivaishnavas should know (through initiation!),i.e, Ashtakshara,Dvayam, and Charama sloka. What is even more important is the fact that this work deals in detail with the way of Sarnagati(surrender to Sriman Narayna through an Acharya (preceptor),which is the only practicable way for salvation in the present age. Instead of trying to present in detail this or any other part of this mighty work of philosophy here(an impossible task!) we will take up(very briefly) what Desika wants us to do.

The first qualification for a Srivaishnava is the firm belief that Sriman Narayana is the supreme deity.i.e, the  Brahman of the Vedas.He is the actual person who can liberate us.Please note that this is not just blind faith.Desika has derived this truth logically,using the Vedas as the authority. Of course,Viveka,the discriminatory intellect which tells us that we have to get ourselves liberated from the long cycle of births and deaths in which we have been trapped has to be there. Then the next step is to get a true Acharya..Then one has to undergo samasrayana,i.e,initiation into srivaishnavism.Then one has to learn about saranagati from the acharya and then perform it under his guidance.Then one has to carry on with the same faith till the natural end of this life.At this point Sriman Narayana will take us via what is known as the Archiradhi path to Srivaikunta, the eternal abode which is beyond the material universe.There one enjoys infinite and eternal bliss with out any return to the imperfect and  sorrowful  material universe. 

Can I  recommend an Acharya? I hear someone asking!. Yes,I can .My own.He is the Head of Ahobila Math,an institution with over a million disciples.His address can be obtained from the editor,”Nrimha Priya” 30,Venkatesa Agraharam, Mylapore,Chennai,Tamil Nadu,600 004,India.Tel. 91-44-4611540 

Any questions? Of course you have questions! Ask right away. Suggestions for improvement are also welcome cgopinat@yahoo.com 

Please forgive any lapses.
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