Immanent Nature
of the Divine Mother

Swami Tyagishananda

URGA PUJA IS AN Indian festival cele-

brated in honour of the Divine Mother

in the autumnal season. The Mother is
known by various names in various parts of India
and these names are mentioned in various lists
such as Lalird Sabasranima, Lalitd Astottara,
and so on. These names really do not represent
different deities but only various aspects and at-
tributes of one and the same deity. In fact, itis
the same God, celebrated as a masculine Being
under various names, who is worshipped as the
Divine Mother also. The Divine Father and the
Divine Mother, therefore, really represent the
same enticy.

Regarding worship of Devi, it is said:
‘Pumriapam va smared-devim strirapam va pi
cintayet, athavd niskalam dbyayer saccidananda
{aksanam; Devi may be worshipped as male or
female or devoid of all gender associations or
free from all names and forms as pure Existence-
Consciousness-Bliss” In fact, some Tantras like
Mundamala Tantra and puranas like Kirma
Purana and Kalika Puripa indicate identity be-
tween various forms of Krishna and Devi. All
these show that it is the same God who is wor-

shipped under male and female forms.
Brahman is Sakti and Sakti is Brahman

Sri Ramakrishna refers to this identity:

Is Syama male or female? A man once saw the

image of the Divine Mother wearing a sacred
thread. He said to the worshipper: “Whart?
You have put the sacred thread on the Mother’s
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neck!’ The worshipper said: ‘Brother! I see that
you have truly known the Mother. But I have
not yet been able to find out whether She is
male or female; that is why I have put the sacred
thread on Her image. That which is Syama is
also Brahman. That which has form, again, is
without form. That which has arcributes, again,
has no attributes. Brahman is Sakd and Sakd is
Brahman. They are not two. These are only two
aspects, male and female, of the same Reality—
Existence-Knowledge-Bliss Absolure.'

Again on another occasion he says:

Thus Brahman and Sakti are identical. If you
accept the one, you must accept the other. It is
like fire and its power to burn. ... Thus one can-
not think of Brahman withour Sakt, or of Sakti
without Brahman. ... Kali is verily Brahman,
and Brahman is verily Kali. It is one and the
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same Reality. When we think of It as inactive,
thar is to say, not engaged in the acts of creation,
preservarion, and destruction, then we call It
Brahman. But when It engages in these activ-
ities, then we call It Kali or Sakri. The Reality
is one and the same; the difference is in name
and form (134-5).

Sri Ramakrishna would often instruct that
‘Brahman is verily Sakd and Sakti is verily Brah-
man, which he even taught to Keshab Chandra
Sen and his followers. He would point out the mis-
take of those who doubt this identity: ‘Hazra can
never be persuaded to believe that Brahman and
Sakei, that Sakdi and the Being endowed with Saki,
are one and the same. When the Reality appears as
Creator, Preserver, and Destroyer, we call It Saksi;
when It is inactive, we call It Brahman. But really
itis one and the same thing—indivisible’ (567).

Devi is Absolute Truth

This Sakti of Brahman is referred to in Svetasvatara
Upanisad: ‘May that Divine Being who though
himself colourless gives rise to various colours in
different ways with the help of his power for his
inscrutable purpose and who dissolves the whole
world in himself in the end, may he endow us
with good thoughts.” In Kena Upanisad, Uma
Haimavati appears before the gods and points
out to the gods thatall their glories are dependent
upon the glory of Brahman. Here Uma Haima-
vati represents Fidya or pure knowledge through
which the realisation of Brahman comes.’

The Svetasvatara Upanisad further says: ‘God
is neither female nor male nor neuter.* This im-
plies that the Atman or God has no gender.
The Devi Upanisad of Atharva Veda also makes
this identification between Devi and Brahman.
Devi herself says in the Upanisad: T am of the
form of Brahman. The whole universe includ-
ing Purusa and Prakyti has come from me.”
The Babvrajopanisad also mentions that only
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Devi existed in the beginning before creation.
It is only She who created the world. Similarly,
the Sarasvati Rabasyopanisad describes Saras-
vati as follows: ‘Vedantartha tattvaika-svaripa
paramarthatab, namariapatmana avyakta
adyaitina brabmarapa-svarapa; one whose only
form is what is taught by Vedanta, who is mani-
fested as nama and rapa, who is the Sakti or en-
ergy of Brahman that is one with Him.

Although Devi is one and is identical with
Deva or Brahman, many circumstances con-
tributed to God being conceived of as a female.
When the spirit of anthropomorphism necessi-
tated the personification of the Absolute, it was
quite natural for the devotees to associate the
idea of gender also with God. When God is con-
ceived of as a glorified human being, it is quite
possible to conceive of a being as either male or
female. In Sanskrit, the word Szk# itself as well
as other words like Prakyti, Maya, Vidya, and so
on are in the feminine gender and therefore eas-
ily lend themselves to be conceived of as belong-
ing to the female gender.

Ordinary people cannot conceive of the Ab-
solute or the undifferentiated, attributeless unity
of Brahman. So it was easy for them to conceive
of the Creative Power as well as other powers
and attributes, especially those which are de-
noted by words in the feminine gender, as in
some way connected with Brahman asa separate
entity. This relationship was variously conceived
of by different devotees according to their tem-
peraments. Poetic imagination and fancy lend
colour to this relation between Brahman and
its attributes. Thus the two aspects of Godhead,
which are really one and indivisible, came to be
separated in the imagination of devotees, poets,
philosophers, and of the masses, and came to be
treated as related to each other as husband and
wife, parent and daughter, or brother and sister,
for reasons poetical, devotional, philosophical,
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Immanent Nature of the Divine Mother 25

and philological. The same Goddess is thus con-
ceived in popular imagination as well as the
sacred texts as wife, daughter, or sister of God.

Deviin Different Forms

Dyavaprithivi ¢ We find descriptions in the
Vedas of the whole creation as proceeding from
the sky and the earth as father and mother, and
they are coupled together under the name of
Dyavaprithivi.

Usas » Sinceall livingbeings are produced on
this earth, Deviwas considered as the mother of
all. Similarly, Usas, the dawn, was considered as
a goddess.

Ambika s Ambikais described as the sister of
Siva in some portion of the Vedas, although She
is known as the wife of Siva in later literature.

Sraddha e Medha, intuition; Sraddba, faith;
vidya, knowledge—all these are considered as
goddesses. In Kathaka Sambita of Yajur Veda,
Sraddhais described as a goddess through whom
all the gods derived their divinity and the whole
world has been established in Her; She as the
first born Absolute who protects all dharma.®
Similarly, there is also a prayer to Sraddba: ‘1
invoke Sraddhba in the morning, evening, and
at noon. May the Goddess Sraddba give me
$Yraddha, the faith.”

Medha o The Taittiriya aranyaka conceives
of Medba asanother goddess and invokes Her to
come and help the devotee as it is She that helps
one to become a rishi. Similarly, in the Sukla
Yajur Veda, we find a statement: “With that
Goddess Medha who is worshipped by devas
and pitris, O Lord Agni, make us possessors of
medha, intuition.

Sarasvati, Ile, and Bbarati « Sarasvati, ariver
on the banks of which so many spiritual prac-
tices have been performed, is eulogised as a Devy,
who especially is helpful for spiritual practice
and spiritual realisation. Prayers are addressed to
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this Goddess in Rg Veda: ‘Bbarati, Ile, and Saras-
vati, all of whom I am now addressing, may they
lead us to good fortune.”® ‘Sarasvati who perfects
our devotion or adoration, and the divine /¢ and
Bharati that surpasses all—may these three god-
desses come to the sacrificial chamber and guard
this sacrifice against all obstruction for the sake
of our oblations’ (2.3.8).

Aditi « The whole of nature itself under the
name of Aditi which means infinite or all-encom-
passing is conceived as a female form of Brahman
and praised as havingbecome the whole universe
in Rg Veda: ‘Aditi is heaven in the intermediate
region; She is father, mother, and child; all the
gods and human beings are 4dit; She is what is
already born and yet to be born’ (1.89.10).

Vak o This goddess is the only form of Brah-
man who gives expression to her nature in an
entire s#kta in Rg Veda. The whole sikza has
Atman for its devata and the rishi of the sizkza is
Vak, the daughter of Ambhrna. Vak gives expres-
sion to her own glories, which she experienced
in spiritual realisation being identified with the
Atman thus:

[t is I who move abour in the form of Rudras,
Vasus, Adityas, and Vis§vedevas. I is I who up-
hold Mitra, Varuna, Agni, and the two Aswins.
[tis I who uphold the Soma sacrifice, the gods
Tvasta, Plisana, and Bhaga. It is I who give
wealth which is the fruit of sacrificial offer-
ing to the sacrificer making oblations of clari-
fied burter and libations of Soma acceprable
to the gods. I am the Ruler of the universe and
the granter of the wealth of worship; I know
Brahman as my own self; I am the foremost
amongst those to whom offering should be
made, the offerers of sacrifice conceive of me
differently and place me in different places. I
assume many forms and make all creatures re-
enter the self (10.125).

Incidentally this mantra gives us a clue as to
how, some of the goddesses who are worshipped
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in later times might have been only human
beings in the beginning. They realised their div-
inity by devotion to God and spiritual practices.
They were considered goddesses later on as in the
case of Vak. As we have seen, Vik, a daughter of
Ambhrna rishi and a rishi herself, was considered
a goddess later on and the whole sz#kzsa, quoted
above, was considered as relating to Devi herself.

It might have been only on the same prin-
ciple that one who realises God becomes God,
that Parvat, Sit3, and Rukmini came to be wor-
shipped as goddesses. Parvati might have been
in all probability a great woman devotee of Siva,
who did Tapas for union with Siva and who fi-
nally succeeded in attaining fulfilment of her de-
sire. Such might have been the origin of most of
the stories given in the Puranas. Some of these
goddesses might have been only the wives or
daughters or mothers of realised persons who
were considered as gods. Sometimes, as in the
case of Sirada of Sringeri, a realised woman
might have been considered as an embodiment
of vidya or spiritual knowledge and worshipped
as goddess. Thus, many of the various goddesses
worshipped in later times, might have been in
all probability, only spiritual women who were
themselves realised souls or related to such real-
ised souls as in the case of Minaksi in Madurai,
Padmavati in Tirupati, Sr1 Valli, Andal, and so on.

Againin later times, we find spiritual practices
like Sandhya and various associates of spiritual
practices like Svzhaand Svadhabeing converted
into goddesses and their names being considered
as the names of the one primary goddess. In his
prayer to Devi before the Mahabharata war,
Arjuna says: ‘Tvam brabmavidya vidyanam
mabanidri ca dehinam, savitri vedamati ca
tatha vedanta ucyate; you are the very personi-
fication of the knowledge of Brahman, among
all kinds of knowledge; you are of the form of

great sleep among those who bear bodies; you
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are also Savitri, the mother of all Vedas; you are
also said to be the embodiment of the knowledge
of Upanisads.

Thus, we find that the various aspects of na-
ture, external and internal, or subjective and ob-
jective, denoted by words in the feminine gender
are elevated to the rank of divinity and wor-
shipped as goddesses, especially when they are
very helpful in spiritual practice and in spiritual
regeneration or when they are conceived of as
helpingin the creation of the world.

Concept of Sakti in Different Schools
of Philosophy

Mimamsa System s 'The Mimamsa system ac-
cepts the idea of Sakd independently of God. To
themitis onlyan impellingagency of force in con-
nection with 4p#rva, which acts as an intermedi-
ary principle between sacrificial performancesand
their results and it is called adrszz or the unseen
force leading to a particular effect. In discussing
the Sunya doctrine of Buddhists, Kumarila Bhatta
admits the existence of Sakri as a category which
determines the cause and effect that should fol-
low. He admits it only as a logical category and
not as the higher metaphysical ground of the ul-
timate principle of creation, unlike other Indian
philosophical systems accepting Vedas.

Sankbya System o In Sankhya, Pradhana or
Prakytiis the active principle of Sakti that pro-
duces all subtle and gross matter, but She is never
regarded as the active nature of the intelligent
principle Purusa. Prakrti is unintelligent and is
active of her own accord in producing the world
in the presence of the passive Purusa.

Advaita Vedanta « To Acharya Shankara,
Sakti appears as maya enveloping the jzvas or in-
dividual souls. It is also identified with creative
ignorance, since the ignorance of the true nature
of a rope gives rise to the idea of a serpent. Sakri
is never a different principle associated with
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God. When we realise Brahman, we recognise
Sakti also as only Brahman. It is like conceiving
the world in a dream where we see the act, the
actor, and the powers of the actor which are but
manifestations of the mind. Acharya Shankara
calls this creative ignorance ajfana or avidya,
which can never be described as real or unreal,
sadasadbhyam-anirvacaniya. It is unreal as it is
possible for us to get out of this avidya and re-
alise our true nature as Brahman through amma-
vicara or self-enquiry leading to Asma-jiana or
Self-knowledge. He considers this to be the op-
posite of avidya and calls Sakti as vidya also.

Both vidya and avidya exist only so longas we
have notrealised Brahman. As soon as we realise
Brahman, we also realise that what was vidya or
avidya to an unrealised person is nothing other
than the non-dual Brahman. So this maya-sakzi
exists for one only in a state of ignorance but in
that state it has as much reality as the world and
the jiva. Though it has no paramarthika-satta or
absolute reality, it has vyavaharika-satta or em-
pirical reality. Every one of the powers or forces
of nature as well as the powers of a human being
has this vyavaharika or relative reality just as the
powers we see in the dream have got as much
reality in the dream state as the waking powers
in the waking state.

Visistadvaita ¢ According to Acharya Ra-
manuja, Laksmi or $ri and Narayana are ever
inseparably united. They go together and con-
stitute the same supreme Reality, Para-Brahman,
although theyare two entities. They are the mas-
ters and saviours of the universe, and the origina-
tion, sustenance, and dissolution of the universe
are done by the Divine couple. Devotion to the
couple is the means of salvation and they both
form the goal to be attained in the state of mukri.
Though their persons are different, the tastes
and opinions of both are identical and there is
no possibility of difference of opinion between
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them as in the case of loving parents’ intention
on doing good to their children.

Both Laksmi or Sr7 and Narayana are posses-
sors of infinite auspicious qualities. Still, for the
convenience of meditation, by their common
consent, Nardyana manifests all the manly qual-
ities and Sri the womanly qualities. But this does
not mean that, one does not possess the other’s
qualities. Out of their own will, one is the con-
sort and the other is the Lord, and this agree-
ment is only for the purpose of saving souls. The
Lord is strict and severe, and the sinning souls
cannot easily approach him for pardon. So the
loving mother St7 intercedes and both together
save the suffering souls. The greatness of S is
however inherent and not dependent even upon
her Lord. Here the duality does not show itself
as their opinions are always identical.

Dvaita System o According to Acharya
Madhva, Laksmi is the intermediate prin-
ciple between the highest principle Hari (Lord
Nairayana) and the highest soul Brahma. She,
being untouched by sorrow; is eternally free from
samsdra or transmigratory existence. She is the
presiding deity of all primordial matter. She is
all-pervading and eternal, but her attributes are
not infinite in the same sense as those of Hari.
She is dependent on Hari, who is the only in-
dependent principle, and He is the only one on
whom she is dependent. She is the Mother of
the universe as the Prakrt, of which the universe
is the development and is presided over by her.

Laksmi is the acme of perfection. She is popu-
larly represented as the goddess of fortune and
plenty. She has innumerable forms like S1i, Bhu,
and Durga. She is the controller of the three
gunas: sattva, vajas, and tamas. Though Hari is
all-powerful by himself and can do everything
himself by his own wish, yet he condescends to
be helped in his work by Laksmi, Brahma, and

others. What powers these possess are not their
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own, but given to them by Hari. Laksmi isin all
her forms and incarnations only the essence of
intelligence and bliss. She is co-extensive in space
and time but she transcends both. She isin closest
and most intimate touch with Hari, who is there-
fore described as wearing her in his heart. Laksmi
represents the material aspect of the universe and
Hari the conscious aspect. Hari is full and self-
dependent, and his majesty and bliss cannot be
augmented by his association with Laksmi. Hari
is the first independent cause and Laksmi the first
dependent cause of the universe.

Bengal School of Vaisnavism

According to the Bengal School of Vaisnavism,
Krishna has an infinite number of Saktis. The
three principal ones are Svarapa-Sakti, Maya-
Sakti, and Jiva-Sakti.

Svaripa-Sakti o The lils or divine plays of
Sri Krishna are possible through his Svaripa-
Sakti. The realm of cif or pure consciousness
being its only sphere of action, it is also called
Cir-Sakti. The aspect of Ciz-Sakti that helps the
performance of /ilas is called Lila-Sak#i, and that
aspect which makes Krishna and his associates
forget their true nature during Vrindavan Lila is
Yoga-Maya. This Svardpa-Sakti has three other
aspects, namely, Sandhini, Samvit, and Hladini;
each corresponding to sas, cit, and ananda as-
pects of the Reality. A combination of these
three is technically called Suddha Sarrva.

Maya-Sakti « Miya-Sakti is that aspect of
power which is insentient and cannot, there-
fore, move without Krishna’s agency. This Sakti
constituted of sattva, rajas, and tamas has two
aspects: pradhana and prakrti. As pradbana, it
is transformed through the creative energy of
God, the inanimate and material substance of
the created universe, and becomes its second-
ary material cause. As prakrti, it makes the
worldly-minded souls assume material bodies,
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by suppressing their true nature and thus it be-
comes the secondary efficient cause of the uni-
verse. The principal cause is always God himself,
since insentient maya can never be the cause of
the universe.

Jiva-Sakti o All the jivas in essence are Sri
Krishna’s Jiva-Saks. This is also called Tazastha-
Sakti because it comes within the sphere of ac-
tion of both Maya-Sakti and Svarapa-Sakti.

Sri Krishna is one without a second. There is
no distinction between Sakti and its subject in as
much asitis Sri Krishna who manifests himself as
the eternal universe, himself remaining unaftected.

The Sakta Cult

In the Sakra cult, the power or active aspect of
the immanent God is called Sakti, because in this
aspect God produces, nourishes, and maintains
all. In Her static transcendent aspect, Sakti is
of the same nature as Siva. Thus, Siva is the un-
changing Consciousness and Sakti is its changing
power, appearing as mind and matter. Sjva-Sakti
is the Consciousness and its power. This is the
doctrine of one infinite Brahman having dual
aspects: the transcendent aspect in which it does
not change and the immanent aspect in which it
changes. There is thus changelessness in change.

Sékta-dharma is thus only another form of
monism. Maya is only one of the powers of the
Mother God. It is that power by which the infinite
formless Consciousness veils izself fo itself—neg-
ates and limits itself—so that it may experience
itself as having form or forms. This Mayz-Sakti
assumes the form of prakrti, composed of three
gunas, whose function is to veil and limit the
pure infinite formless Consciousness.

In the Sakta cult, God is regarded both as the
power-holder or the male Siva and as the prim-
ordial power or Sakti, the Divine Spouse and
Mother. While Siva represents the consciousness
aspect of the Reality, Sakti is its aspect as mind,
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life, and matter. Siva is the liberation aspect of
the Reality while Sakti is in the form of samsira,
transmigratory existence. Sikra teaching is thus
non-dualist in the sense that both Siva and Sakti
are really one. It may be called duo-mono-theistic.
It is monotheism because Siva and Sakti are the
two aspects of one and the same Reality; it is
also dualistic because both are worshipped as
different persons.

Sakti and the Modern Science

Thus far, we have seen how every system of
Hindu thought, from the Vedic times to the
present day, recognised Devi or Sakti in one
form or another, either as one with the Abso-
lute or independently of it or in some way related
to it. According to the system of thought which
seems convincing to oneself, Sakei may be con-
ceived in different ways by different individuals,
but everyone will have to admit one’s own rela-
tion with Sakti in some form or another.

Even the modern scientist has been forced
to the conclusion that the whole world of solid
matter of varying degrees of subtlety and gross-
ness is ultimately found to be—in the last an-
alysis—only forms of manifestation of one and
the same energy. The world of names and forms,
of mind and matter are all dissolved by mod-
ern science into one fundamental Absolute En-
ergy. Every aspect of power in the universe has
its ultimate source in this fundamental root of
the universe, whether it is spiritual power or
moral or physical. But to the modern science,
however, this ultimate source of all power is
unintelligent and unconscious. To the Hindus,
this ultimate source of all power is an intelli-
gent and conscious energy like everything else
in the universe.

Every human being holds a spark of this
divine energy. Like the atom which is capable of
manifesting the infinite energy involved in it by
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intelligent scientific processes as shown by the
atomic bomb, the intelligent manipulation of
the human powers involved in the individuals
can also be released and the finite human can
be expanded into the infinite absolute Self. The
only difference between these two processes is
that the energy released from a material atom
by modern scientific processes is only a blind
unconscious energy. The release of the spiritual
energy, which is involved in life and mind by
sadhanas or spiritual practices is as much a sci-
entific process as any other processes of modern
science. This enables us to manifest our divinity.
It is only when this infinite energy is manifested
that one can realise its real nature.

People who have realised their divinity under-
stand that it is this divinity that was at the begin-
ning of creation and that it continues to exist in
different forms at every stage of cosmic and in-
dividual evolution. It is on the basis of such a re-
alisation, that the sages ask us to have faith in the
truth that everything is only the Divine Mother.
Any aspect of energy, mental or physical, may
be taken as an aspect of that Divine Mother, as
mentioned in our scriptures. This idea forms the
basis of the Hindu practice of conceiving every
aspect of nature as a Devata or divine deity, and
trying to find the Divine Mother in Her com-
pleteness and absoluteness through any one of
these aspects. It also explains why every Devata
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is identified with every otherin theend. &
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