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			Foreword

			Here is a biography of Narayana Guru, which introduces him, faithful to his true form, as an embodiment of wisdom. Indeed, it has been written by someone who has dedicated her life to the learning and teaching of this very wisdom, especially as we humans may actualize it in our lives of the here and now. Although most extant biographies of the Guru were written by persons belonging to his own geographical and cultural background, this one stands an exception in this respect. The author of this work, Nancy Yeilding, belongs to and lives in a region and culture at the opposite side of the globe. Yet this can be no obstacle, because the wisdom taught by the Guru is one in essence, which is life’s highest aim, guide, and joy, irrespective of all geographical and cultural differences.

			The biographer of this work first came into contact with the life and teachings of Narayana Guru when Guru Nitya Chaitanya Yati happened to be giving classes in the United States in the 1970s and early 1980s. It was then that she learned of and became attracted to the way of wisdom as revalued and restated by Narayana Guru, upon which she has been studying and meditating ever since.

			In the southern Indian state of Kerala, Narayana Guru is commonly known for inspiring a social transformation by critically challenging a divisive and suppressive caste system while declaring the dignity and unity of all humankind. Such externally visible activities aimed at the correction of social problems are what mostly have caught the attention of historians and biographers. That is to say, they view the Guru and his apparent activities from the point of view of action itself or from values pertaining to action alone. But the author of this book has been not only attracted to the social activities of the Guru, but more importantly to the wisdom wherefrom came all the judicious social advice and uplifting inspiration he provided. 

			True wisdom, which is beyond even the realm of all action, is an eternal value applicable to any human any place in the world, as it serves as an absolute norm for all fields and actions of life. It shines in the manner that the light rays of the sun do radiate in all directions. When a few of these wisdom rays fall upon the people of some particular place, they may be inspired and activated, and thereby experience a change of attitude that affects and permeates their social and personal lives for the better. Such indeed was the influence of the Guru’s life and his instructions in the region today known as Kerala. But in this book, though the author is fully aware and respectful of these socially significant historical events, she also sees correctly that, while the Guru engaged in many significantly helpful activities, he was beyond the realm of all activity, being ever absorbed in the all-inclusive oneness of the Self. How the Guru himself perceived the visible activities just mentioned is portrayed in his Sanskrit work Darśanamālā. There it is written:

			Established in brahman, the brahman-knower

			By the fire of wisdom having burnt everything up,

			Aiming at the good of the world,

			Performs actions according to what is considered right. – X.5 

			This verse depicts the character of the nirvāṇa-experience (absolute self-absorption) of a brahmavit (knower of the Absolute) as one who remains well stabilized in Brahman (the Absolute) while seemingly engaged in activity amidst the society. For such a person, all actions are burnt away in the fire of wisdom, which is the Absolute. That is to say, such a person perceives the society and all its affairs, including his or her own apparent participation in them, to have no being other than as manifestations of the Absolute. It is from that peak vantage that Narayana Guru perceived the society and how it may be guided. 

			While the present biography does give much space in describing the social transformation undergone in Kerala as inspired by the Guru, it also takes care to show him as one ever absorbed in the Absolute Self. When that Self is realized by any person, the mind attains to final certitude, and life is transformed into an unending stream of happiness. That we too may attain this realization, the Guru had also provided much valuable instruction, and this may indeed be said to be Narayana Guru’s greatest contribution to the world. Thus, both in attaining and in living wisdom, Narayana Guru was a guru par excellence.

			An enlightened person always lives in complete unity with the Absolute Reality which is a mystery in itself. This Reality unfolds itself as this mysterious world of which the enlightened person forms but a fragment. Being in unity with it, all that is possible within that Reality is naturally possible for the enlightened person too. Thus, things viewed as “miracles” were often witnessed in the life of the Guru. Eyewitnesses recounted many such miraculous events and stories in the life of the Guru. Such things are not denied by the Guru, but we may see how he himself viewed them from his very own words in his poem Advaita Dīpikā (The Lamp of Non-duality) thus: 

			Ātmā is devoid of “I”-sense; It, as with a yogi, by its own māyā, 

			Sportingly unfolds itself in various forms; a yogi, 

			Unmoved from his state of being well-founded in yoga,

			Assumes myriad forms to move about in sport.

			Yoga is the state of being in union, and a yogi is one who is always in union with the Absolute Self. The unenlightened cannot really understand the normal state of a yogi. Therefore what is quite normal to the life of a yogi is naturally seen by non-yogis as something miraculous or supernatural. Yet this entire world is a great miracle of the Absolute Self; and the miracles seen in the life of a yogi are but fragments of that great miracle. The present biography will hint at this aspect of the Guru.

			We hope this book will serve to introduce Narayana Guru in a straightforward fashion to the world, especially to the West. In respect to the Guru’s life and philosophy, it is not enough to glorify the immediate influence they had on a particular geographical region in the time of his physical presence. It is especially important to find out how the Guru’s life and philosophy may render our own lives meaningful and resolve our problems in the here and now, both personal and social. To this end may readers find this book enlightening and may many more works on the life and philosophy of Narayana Guru flow from the pen of Nancy Yeilding.

			Muni Narayana Prasad

		

	
		
			A Thumbnail Sketch of Narayana Guru

			When Narayana Guru (1854–1928) was born, the socio-economic structure of India was very oppressive to the masses, as the country was ruled by several petty chiefs who were under the influence of an exploiting kind of theocracy. The caste system, a scourge of the Hindu society, was at its worst and the working-class masses were treated as untouchables or outcastes.

			Even from early childhood Narayana Guru sensed the outrage of injustice shown to the people of less privileged classes, to whom schools, places of worship, and even the public highways were forbidden. He challenged these social atrocities even as a boy. He learned Malayalam, Tamil, and Sanskrit, and became well-grounded in the scriptural classics of both Sanskrit and Tamil. But scholarship did not bring him any peace of mind. He knew that he could never be happy unless his fellow beings could also share his happiness. With this intention in his mind, he left home and became a wayfarer in search of truth. After traveling extensively and learning the secrets of yoga, he entered a cave in Marutvamalai and did intense penance for six years. During those years of solitary meditation he had no one to support him other than the Divine Providence. At the end of his tapasyā he became an enlightened soul. He saw the oneness of all living beings and he decided to return to the world with the message of unity.

			He was soon recognized by people as their guru, and in less than a quarter of a century he became instrumental in a radical revolution of the socio-economic structure in southern India. Millions of people became his dedicated followers, and an organized force was created to eradicate the blight of untouchability and to reclaim justice, equality, and human dignity. His watchword was “only he lives who loves.” To the masses he gave two cryptic messages: “man is of one kind, one faith, and one God,” and “whatever a man’s religion, he should be good.”

			He knew that the emancipation of man lies in knowledge. He built several temples and threw them open to all, so that people could live a clean and devoted life. He opened several new schools where the masses, who had formerly been forbidden the right to education, could study. He opened industrial centers to make poor people economically self-sufficient. He was always a friend of the lowliest and lost, but he never attacked any section of people, however aggressive they were, nor broke any established law. He taught people to reconsider and revise traditional practices and age-old conventions that were opposed to social and natural justice. He brought pressure on the rulers to repeal laws of repression and social discrimination and to enact in their place laws that enhance justice and human dignity.

			Although these historical changes that he brought about can never be forgotten, his major contribution to world culture comes from the example of his personal life and his philosophical and mystical writings in Malayalam, Tamil, and Sanskrit. Both the cream of the ancient Dravidian culture preserved by the Tamil language and the Upaniṣadic wisdom enshrined by the Sanskrit language found their confluence in the writings of Narayana Guru. His mystical hymns are both inspiring and elevating. Without watering down the emotional fervor of devotion, he used these poems as a means to restate his philosophy of unitive understanding. 

			Today, scholars all over the world are finding in his writings new avenues to approach the eternal riddles of life. The universal and thoroughgoing ethical norms enunciated by him are well suited to be used as the normative basis for the world order of a unified human family. His insight into psychology opens up the mysterious depths of the human mind and spirit, and if it is properly pursued, we can discover in its light the meaning and purpose of our life in the here and now, and the secret of establishing harmonious relationships with the rest of the world.

			Nitya Chaitanya Yati

			Excerpted from a talk given in Portland, Oregon, 

			marking the celebration of Narayana Guru’s 123rd birthday, 1977

		

	
		
			Preface

			This biography grew out of a suggestion made to me by my guru, Guru Nitya Chaitanya Yati, the kind of suggestion that is pregnant with meaning and possibility, much of it unseen at the beginning. 

			In 1976-78, in Portland, Oregon, I had been fortunate to be among a group of friends and students who had been invited by Guru Nitya to participate in an in-depth contemplation of Narayana Guru’s One Hundred Verses of Self-Instruction (Ātmopadeśa Śatakam). Each day was devoted to one verse, beginning with an early morning class/meditation given by Guru Nitya. Afterward, we all went our ways, to work and other activities of the day, then, in the evening we reconvened to share our experiences of living the day in the light of the wisdom of that verse and Guru’s commentary on it. I volunteered to record the classes and, for a number of hours each day, painstakingly hand-transcribed every meditation. The verses and their meaning soaked deep into my psyche and permeated the unfolding of my life patterns. 

			Prior to that study I had been unenthusiastic about going to India, thinking that it would be too painful to helplessly encounter those suffering poverty and disease (envisioned based on photos in National Geographic and newspapers). But after coming to know this extraordinary, visionary, life-transforming work of Narayana Guru, I was eager to connect with the land and culture of his origins. Within the first few days of my landing in India in mid-1979 with Guru Nitya, my visions were radically altered, as I encountered abundant loving hospitality, varied beautiful landscapes, and the grace and depth of India’s rich millennia-old culture. 

			After we had been in India for a short while, Guru asked me to write a paper to be given at the annual convention of the Narayana Gurukula in Varkala, Kerala, at the end of December 1979. He suggested the title and topic: “What Narayana Guru Is Not.” Following my research for and presentation of that paper, Guru made the suggestion that I write a full-fledged biography. As I undertook the project, research and note-taking threaded through my first visits to India, in six-month sojourns. 

			In Guru Nitya’s company I traveled the well-worn pilgrimage path from the southern tip of India, Kanyakumari, where three oceans meet, to the meditation caves, ancient temples, and timeless valleys and peaks of the Himalayas in the far north. The history and traditions of India, particularly Kerala, gradually unfolded before me, revealing both treasures and curses. Worst of the curses is that of the centuries-old caste system, with its dehumanizing effects on the oppressed and the oppressors alike. And most precious of the treasures are the spiritual and philosophical insights that are capable of leading us out of the trap of constricted identity to identity with the Universal Self of all. I discovered that Kerala had been transformed by Narayana Guru, who, having established himself in the core of wisdom, had a powerful effect in ever-widening circles. 

			We visited the birthplace of Narayana Guru and several temples he had inaugurated. In Varkala, we basked in the serene atmosphere of the beautiful temple he had dedicated to Śāradā, goddess of wisdom, and were jarred by the clamor at the nearby hilltop shrine erected to mark the site of his burial. From there we viewed the opposite hill, dedicated to the place of learning – East-West University of Brahmavidya – he had suggested as an alternative to such a shrine, which he described as “a place where bats would live.” 

			Traveling through Kerala we passed by countless schools and hospitals bearing Narayana Guru’s name, and I often accompanied Guru Nitya as he compassionately responded to request after request to address eager student bodies of colleges named after Narayana Guru throughout Kerala. I had opportunities to meet a few people who had been blessed to see or interact with Narayana Guru in person and to encounter many people of all different backgrounds whose lives had been touched by his love and wisdom.

			 Gradually the essentials of Narayana Guru’s life story came together. But as they did so, they brought me face to face with wonder. What brings about the transformation of a simple human being to a great sage, whose Word of wisdom and profound loving compassion potently chasten, encourage, uplift, mobilize, and transform an entire society, a great teacher whose psychological and philosophical insights have enlightened and guided students all over the world, with a freshness that persists through time? 

			I have attempted to illuminate some aspects of the answer in the pages that follow. Looking at the outline of his life, considering certain inclinations and patterns that evolved and persisted, and pondering some of the significant events and non-events of his inner and outer life offer many insights, but the key is the vibrant stillness from which the transformative action emerged. And it is Narayana Guru’s mystical and philosophical teachings that reveal the darkness-dispelling light that shines within us all. It is my hope that this presentation of his life story will function as an inviting doorway into the study of his precious transformative words of wisdom.

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments 

			In the early 1980s, when I began work on this book, most of the written biographical material on Narayana Guru available at that time existed only in Malayalam (though some books have since been translated into English). Guru Nitya and some kind friends, particularly Thomas Palakeel, graciously and painstakingly translated many excerpts from the Malayalam biographies into English for me. Knowing of my interest, friends helped me to meet with devotees and scholars of Narayana Guru, and scholars of Kerala sociology and history, who generously gave their time to answer my questions and to suggest further resources. I am grateful to them all.

			Over time, I became aware that certain stories about Narayana Guru – conveying his jokes, quips, and profound insights – were part of the fabric of Kerala life. Each is a gem of living wisdom. Starting with Guru Nitya, many people shared these precious stories with me, with only slight variations, and most of the books written about Narayana Guru in Malayalam and English include several. Although it has not been possible for me to trace individual sources for each anecdote related here, I am very thankful to be able to share them.

			At every step of the process I was guided and inspired by both Guru Nitya and his guru, Narayana Guru’s direct disciple and successor, Nataraja Guru. His Word of the Guru in the Life and Teachings of Narayana Guru examines the guru principle and role in all of its manifestations, from the most universal to the most particular. It also includes some of Nataraja Guru’s own personal reminiscences and reflections. I have included several lengthy quotations of this priceless book. Written by one who was fortunate to live out the intimate, bipolar relationship of guru and disciple with Narayana Guru, and who was a guru in his own right, it will ever serve as exemplar to any who hope to write about the Guru’s life.

			This biography was primarily written in the early 1980s. Then, during the 1990s, it was serialized in the English Gurukulam magazine, published from Island Gurukula Aranya, Bainbridge Island, Washington, USA. However, periodically over the years since, certain friends have encouraged me to collect the chapters and publish them as a book, particularly P. Narayanan of Cochin, whose interest in and support of the project never flagged. I picked up the project and worked on it in 2002, and again in 2011, but both times had to put it back on the shelf in the face of other demands. Now, at the end of 2017, I have been able to revise and ready the manuscript for publication. 

			I am very grateful that D.K. Printworld is excellently presenting the book, and to the friends who have lent their finest skills to enhancing that presentation: Andrew Larkin for creating a beautiful cover; Guru Muni Narayana Prasad and Deborah Buchanan for introducing the book with caring insight; Scott Teitsworth for giving it a careful proofreading and helpful suggestions; Jane Benson for her perceptive encouragement, and Peter Oppenheimer for providing the lovely author photo. I am also very thankful for the sincere dedication of Jyothi Darshan, and the good company of Isha Karunakaran and Ramakrishnan K.P. , which made it possible for me to visit and photograph significant places in the life of Narayana Guru, most especially the cave near the top of Marutvamalai, where Narayana Guru witnessed the “dawning of ten thousand suns.”
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			Introduction

			Lessons were drawn in raked sand. Water was brought from the common well to thatch-covered homes for washing. Cooking was done over an open fire. Young children played shaded from the tropical sun by lushly growing plants, as parents prepared for the day’s work. This was the village life Narayana Guru was born into in 1854 in the village of Chempazhanthy in the then princely state of Travancore, now the Indian state of Kerala. Much of this life seems idyllic in its simplicity. Lines of separation and strictures of behavior, however, impinged on most human activity. Some people were privileged and powerful, while many were relegated to poverty, oppressed and degraded. Both of these conditions were the heritage of Narayana Guru – the abundance and simplicity of nature and the crippling rigidity of social traditions.

			After childhood, after studies of religious classics with local teachers, and after companionship with other questing young men, Narayana Guru entered a new period. He had quietly left the family home and expectations of a normal social life. Now he often retreated into solitude, composing hymns and poems. There was a deepening introversion as the phenomenal world was attended to less and less. Finally the young man went alone into the forest at the southern tip of India in a cave high on  hill. There he sank into contemplation both agonizing and intoxicating, which the biography documents through the Guru’s own words and through stories from those who glimpsed him in the wilds and those who listened to him as he gradually emerged from this white heat of inner transformation.   
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			Marutvamalai (author photo)
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			Young Narayana Guru (public domain)

			Now, in the beginning half of the twenty-first century, how can we understand Narayana Guru’s life? Can someone born in such a different world have anything to teach us? In the last century and a half so much in our world has altered irrevocably: we are able to fly to anywhere on the planet in hours; global communication is instantaneous. At the same time humans are causing a change in climate that threatens our very existence. All this seems far from the south Indian village of Narayana Guru. 

			Underneath these surface variances, however, there is a persistent stream of continuity linking us to the Guru. We still misunderstand ourselves. We project our fears and problems on to others. We love and hate, we are jealous. We hoard, then throw away objects that glitter in our mind’s eye. For a portion of people extravagant material comfort is a daily fact, while others live in suffocating poverty. Yet deep in our silence we can feel the pulse of an existence that animates and unites us with all. This is where Narayana Guru’s insights – that arose out of his concentrated, searching contemplation – speak directly to modern people. How do we understand the relation between the particularities of our own lives and the larger universe? How do we find our path in the midst of difficulty? Are we isolated individuals or cogs in an impersonal order? The Guru’s works address these questions that continue to arise throughout history. His writings and the metaphors he uses may seem antique to us, but each work uses a method of direct evaluation, a pairing of polarities, and a dialectic synthesis that can unravel our contemporary challenges. 

			In this current biography by Nancy Yeilding the specifics of Narayana Guru’s life have been collected from original source material and through interviews with those who knew him and those who heard stories first-hand. Each section focuses on an important aspect of the Guru’s life and teachings: his early upbringing, the social influences, and the early propensities to study, to social reserve and to compassion. In each chapter the Guru’s life is used as a springboard to understanding his philosophy. 

			Yeilding shares Narayana Guru’s expressions of mystical insights, preserved in song and poem, and recounts how he continued in a spiritual tradition while expanding and reforming it. His work is also correlated to the mystical literature of other cultures. Here we read of similar songs by Mahādeviyakkā or poems by St. John of the Cross. We encounter the same silence from both Narayana Guru and Ramaṇa Maharṣi, and we see the specificity as well as the commonality in the writings of these rishis and saints.

			Yeilding additionally explores the lives of important disciples who gathered around Narayana Guru after his return to society following the years of retreat. All the disciples had strong inner connections to Narayana Guru’s teachings, using them as the basis of their individual engagements. The author addresses where the disciples’ activities were natural continuations of the Guru’s insights and where the Guru’s teachings were limited by a particular disciple’s conditionings and predilections. 

			Scrutiny is also brought to bear on the essential aspects of Narayana Guru’s philosophy and its expression in the socio-political world of that time. When the Guru wrote in “Critique of Caste” (Jāti Mīmāṁsā) his well-known phrase, “One of kind, one of faith, and one in God is man,” he did not mean one option as opposed to others. He meant there is simply one abiding, unifying reality, which is the same for everyone. This is ardently expressed through his daily behaviors in the midst of a culture that was seriously divided over just those separating lines. To him there could be no “other” and no separate castes, no competing religions.

			In her biography, Yeilding details both Narayana Guru’s and Gandhi’s approach to the satyāgraha or non-violent resistance at Vaikom, Kerala, in 1924. The writings and the actions of each of them in relation to caste and religion are compared. It is in this particular campaign that the singular quality of Narayana Guru’s approach is most evident. He did not fight with others. He simply embodied a principle of inclusion and identity and did not let fear constrain his actions. Whereas many of his followers worked only on the level of confrontation to what they opposed, the Guru was immersed in a limitless generosity that refused to be bullied. He didn’t protest against the prohibition for lower castes to walk along the temple sidewalks, he simply walked there and encouraged others to do so. At the heart of the Guru’s actions was a loving unity, an uncompromising dedication to the indivisible Oneness. 

			Narayana Guru’s example reverberated long after his samādhi at Varkala in 1928. All throughout south India he remains a touchstone of visionary ideals, showing how to bring about inclusion and reform without violence. In practical terms this has allowed Kerala to resist much of the sectarian violence flaring throughout the rest of India. 

			Despite his many achievements, Narayana Guru often receives no more than a cursory mention in modern histories of India. This holds true whether the focus is socio-political or whether it is spiritual. Part of the problem is that Narayana Guru spans those issues; he doesn’t fit easily into either category. Part of the problem is the very issues that the Guru himself addressed. He did not fit into the north India activist model, and neither was he of high caste following a specific Hindu line of religiosity. The reformers who became well known as pivots of modernization were there in the thick of everyday argument and protest. The saints who embodied the philosophical insights of Indian tradition were most often brāhmin caste, even though they themselves proclaimed the illusory nature of such division. By default and through a continuing act of distortion, Narayana Guru has been labeled a saint of a particular region and a spokesperson for a particular caste. What a reversal of all that he taught! It is hoped that through this biography the essential nature of the Guru’s revaluation of Vedānta is more clearly understood, and that his radically loving, non-violent approach to social reform is taken to heart. His origins are individual but his penetrating insights are applicable in each situation where we are confronted with discrimination and oppression. 

			In the end we come back to our original question: How do we in this contemporary era, in our separate lives, incorporate the teachings of Narayana Guru? We cannot simply imitate his actions. Through studying the lives of his successors we can begin to understand what it means to truly imbibe the Guru’s words and make them our own. His successor Nataraja Guru could not have been more different than Narayana Guru – science at the university in India, graduate work at the Sorbonne in Paris, teaching in Geneva – a sharp, engaged teacher always conversant with modern ideas, a profound intelligence who elucidated the inner frameworks of Western and Eastern philosophy. The third in the lineage was Guru Nitya Chaitanya Yati – with a penetrating realization that expressed itself in psychological acuity and a fluid movement between cultures and personalities – who extended the reach of Narayana Guru’s teachings. At present Guru Prasad’s quiet generosity has been a stabilizing and welcoming invitation to seekers. The unifying thread running through these different gurus is a dedicated search for wisdom coupled with the ability to uniquely express one’s inner vision. Which is another way of saying that the unchanging Absolute is manifested individually in each person, their own dharma one of the infinite expressions of the undivided Self. 
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			Marutvamalai Cave Entrance (author photo)

			At Marutvamalai cave there are still small hollows in stone benches where Narayana Guru sat during his years of contemplation – the simple surface of stone, polished by many years of contact with a human body. We all are invited to sit there, or along the nearby stream, and listen to the endlessly varying sounds of the world. We are invited to hold those sounds close in our hearts, reaching out to the others who also sit quietly in the dark. Songs of adoration and gratitude rise from us, filling the world with beauty.

			Deborah Buchanan

		

	
1

Nature Naturing

A golden
flower of a green tree is framed against the background of a clear
blue sky. Tops of coconut palms wave in gentle sea breezes, their
shade offering respite from the sun, which bakes the reddish earth
into burning dust. Birds call from clumps of bushes at the sides of
the paddy fields where the greens and golds of the growing rice
make patterns of stripe and patchwork. Here and there are the
figures of fieldworkers, bending to the plants while they stand
knee deep in the quiet water, or walking the narrow paths on the
dikes between the fields. At the southern edge of the field stands
a simple dwelling with thick mud walls and a roof of thatched palm
leaves. Named “Vayalvaram” (the ridge of a paddy field), this old
family home is part of a village known as Chempazhanthy, near the
city of Thiruvananthapuram in the tropical state of Kerala, south
India. It is here that Narayana Guru was born in 1854.1


[image: ]



Vayalvaram, in Chempazhanty, the
home and village where Narayana Guru was born and lived as a child
(public domain)

According to Narayana Guru’s disciple and
successor, Nataraja Guru, Narayana Guru’s mother:

... was a sensitive and pretty woman known as
Kutty. This simple name, which means “child,” fitted the simplicity
of her nature and social status. She just happened to be there, as
if by nature’s own conspiracy, and neither titles, sophistry, nor
any extra embellishments of dress or ornament happened to be
superposed on her. Nature had given her grace and kindliness, which
the son inherited, with wisdom. The sensibility of the Guru
Narayana has to be acknowledged as drawn from this simple woman who
gave him birth, and who in her quiet ways seemed to merge into the
background of nature itself and seemed hardly to exist at all. Her
personality did not make itself felt on the surroundings with any
loudness or gaudiness. Neither trimmings nor frill were added to
it. Her ancestry and that of her husband belonged to a simple human
context.2

Narayana Guru’s father was Kochuvilayil Madan Asan, or Madan Asan. In south India,
Asan is a title of respect
given to teachers or other men held high in the regard of their
communities. Although Madan Asan was a farmer, this appellation
indicates he was more than that. He came from an educated family
and was well versed in Sanskrit, astrology, and Āyurveda (traditional Indian medicine).
His fellow villagers came to him for advice in matters of
agriculture and revenue, and gathered weekly on the veranda of
Vayalvaram to hear his expositions of the two ancient epics of
India, the Rāmāyaṇa and the Mahābhārata.3

Narayana Guru was born on the third day of
Oṇam, an ancient harvest festival
celebrated throughout Kerala. The festival revolves around a legend
that dramatizes the story of the brāhmanic Aryan immigration into Kerala and the
imposition of a stratified feudal system that subjugated the
indigenous peoples.4 The
legend is that of the good King
Mahābali, a king of native origin who was reputed for his
generosity and just rule. Mahā
means “great” and bali means
“sacrifice.” When an aggressive newcomer disguised as a begging
dwarf asked for the boon of all the land he could cover in three
strides, the king readily granted it. The beggar, Vāmana, said to be the Aryan god Viṣṇu in disguise, used magical powers
against Mahābali. His first stride covered all of earth, his
second stride all of heaven. To keep his word, King Mahābali
humbly offered his own head for the third stride, and was driven
down by the force of Vāmana’s step. It is believed that he has had
to dwell in the underworld ever since, but his goodness won him the
boon of visiting his people once a year.

The legend goes that Mahābali comes Oṇam
morning and stays for three days. He returns to the underworld on
the third day of Oṇam, known as Chaṭṭayam; this was the day Narayana Guru
was born. Thus the timing of his birth linked him to the return of
natural abundance, justice, and kindness. This auspicious timing
was highlighted by a baby who did not cry. The attendants, somewhat
surprised and worried, examined the new baby but found that he was
healthy and breathing normally.5

Little Narayana (Nanu) was a very lively and
active child. When his elders placed fruits and sweets before
pictures of mythical gods, attributing human desires to the
pictures, he used to delight in eating them. When he was scolded
for this, he would reply, “God will also be pleased if I please
myself.”6

As he grew, Nanu was often said to resemble
his mother’s uncle, Kochan Asan, who,
like Nanu’s father, was a scholar and important member of the
community. In those days, sacred
books were inscribed on palm leaves. This was an art at which
Kochan Asan excelled. He was also responsible for establishing the
temple of Manakkal near the ancestral family home. This temple was
supervised and used by members of both the Ezhava and Nair
communities (considered to be different castes), who lived in
harmony in that area for some time.7

The establishment of a temple open to both
communities stood in stark contrast to the prevailing
socioreligious practices of the time. Although considered below the
Nambūthirī brāhmin community
having the highest social ranking and prerogatives, Nairs were included in the fold of “caste
Hindus,” while Ezhavas and other groups were considered to be
outside the caste system or “outcastes.” That status was linked not
only to educational, economic, and career options, but also to
freedom of religious worship. The
rigid rules of the feudal society forbade most people from entering
the temples that were supported by their taxes and other
contributions.

Even more insidiously, social status was
reinforced by the concept of
pollution – the touch or even nearness of a person outside one’s
community was thought to pollute one’s religious as well as social
and physical sanctity. Here is a summary demonstrating the real
insanity that held sway:

The worst form of social evil perpetrated to
heighten and sustain this status [of the so-called “highest” group
known as Nambuthiri Brahmins] was “distance pollution,” which the
savarnas (the four varnas of Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaisya and Sudra)
inflicted on the avarnas (those below the savarnas) as
untouchables, unapproachables and unseeables. A Nayar may approach
but not touch a Nambuthiri; an Izhava should stand 38 feet away
from a Nambuthiri and 18 feet away from a Nayar; a Pulaya should
never go before a Nambuthiri, and should stand 24 feet away from a
Nayar and 12 feet away from an Izhava; and a Nayadi should remain
“invisible.” Important among the debilitating effects of this
injunction on its victims was the prohibition on their use of
public space used by the savarnas, especially temples and the roads
around them.8

These conventions were bolstered by cruel
punishments for transgressions and made possible by dictated
differences in hairstyles and clothing, including enforced nudity
of the upper body for men and women in the so-called outcaste
groups.

However, in the Manakkal Temple, those considered to be
Ezhavas as well as Nairs (but not those considered to be
Pulayas, who were regarded as “lower”
on the social scale) could enter freely. The privilege of
performing pūjās (rituals of worship) was not
limited to members of the priestly “castes.” After some time,
government authorities interfered and the harmony between the two
groups broke apart under the pressures of caste prejudices and power struggles.

Early stories from Narayana Guru’s childhood
show us how he reacted to the complex web of social and religious
strictures that dictated behavior in his village and surrounding
area. Nanu had two uncles on his mother’s side: Raman Vaidyar and Krishnan Vaidyar. The appellation vaidyar
indicates their scholarship and skill in the traditional Indian
“science of life,” Āyurveda. Both of
them were influential in their community. Krishnan Vaidyar in
particular played an important role in helping the Ezhava people
better themselves. Both uncles, however, persisted in closed-minded
and prejudicial attitudes toward groups they considered to be
beneath them in society. They were meticulous in enforcing the
vicious conventions of
untouchability.

Nanu delighted in showing the ridiculousness
of such attitudes. At about the age of four or five, he had become
very fond of one worker who was considered an untouchable by Nanu’s
family. Nanu was told that he would go blind if he touched him. He
went running to hug the man, immediately proving the falsehood of
such superstitions. He simply laughed
at his relatives’ shocked insistence that he perform the ritual of
purification that they considered necessary to ward off blindness
and other such dire effects of “caste
pollution.”9 His
lifelong capacity to strike directly at the core of a prejudice,
yet to do so with gentleness and humor thus started very early in
his life.

One day when Nanu was going to school with
other village children, a sannyāsin
(renunciate) with matted hair and ragged clothes was walking on the
same country road. His unusual looks startled the children and they
started to jeer and throw stones at him. He walked serenely on, as
if unaware. When Nanu saw this, he started crying and left the
other children to walk after the sannyāsin. When the sannyāsin noticed Nanu walking behind him
in tears, he turned to console the child and asked why he was
crying. Nanu answered that it was because he couldn’t stop the boys
from throwing rocks at such a good man. Hearing this, the
sannyāsin lifted Nanu to his
shoulders and carried him to his parents. He blessed Nanu and told
them he would one day become a mahātmā (great soul).10

When he was six Nanu’s grandmother died, and
on the day of the cremation the family showed their grief with ritualized outbursts of loud
wailing and crying. A couple of days after the cremation, Nanu
disappeared. A search party was organized to look for him and he
was found sitting in the forest lost in thought. When his family
asked him about his behavior, he replied:

The other day there was a death. You were all
crying so much I thought you would be sorrowful forever. But the
next day everyone was laughing and behaving as if nothing had
happened. I felt so strange about it that I wanted to sit in the
forest instead of staying in such a place.11

In this we can see his turning away from the
conventional patterns of social interaction, which prescribe a
histrionic dramatization of grief about one’s loss paired with a
lack of interest in gaining any profound understanding of life and
death. His gesture came as a correction to behavior that was
blindly motivated by relativistic concerns instead of being tuned
to more universal values.

Nanu spent most of his time outdoors, more in
tune with the beauty and harmony of nature than with the crude life
patterns of the people around him. Personal hygiene was sorely
lacking. Houses were often dark due to the lack of windows or
lighting and the smoke of cooking fires. The common practice of the
time was for married children to live under the same roof with
their parents and grandparents and often aunts, uncles, and
cousins, in large joint families. Though such extended families
fostered mutual cooperation and support, they also formed a firm
link in the network of society’s bonds, breeding superstitious
practices and unthinking conformity to self-destructive codes and traditions.

Nanu preferred the open skies and sunlight,
the birds singing and flitting from bush to bush, the [...]




OEBPS/image/Photo-6.jpg





OEBPS/image/Photo-5.jpg





OEBPS/image/DKPW-Logo.png
1

PRINTWORLD
Publishers of Indian Traditions





OEBPS/image/Photo-1.png





OEBPS/image/Photo-2.jpg





OEBPS/image/Photo-3.jpg





OEBPS/image/Narayana_Guru_front.jpg
&

A Life of Liberating Love

Nancy Yeilding






