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   Ramanujacharya

A Theologian, A Philosopher, An Acharya and A Social Reformer

“tvameva maataa cha pitaa tvameva
tvameva bandhush cha sakhaa tvameva
tvameva vidyaa dravinam tvameva
tvameva sarvam mama deva deva”.

“You are my mother and father

You are my relative and friend

You are knowledge and wealth

You are every thing to me, my Lord”

       This simple universal prayer recited by almost every devout Hindu embodies the essence of Hinduism. It defines the relationship of a man to God, and the perception of god as a mother, a father, a relative, a friend, knowledge, wealth, and every thing in the Universe.   Hinduism as a faith, a religion and a dharma (doctrine) draws its strength from Vedas and Upanishads that proclaim the presence of god in all.  Taittiriya Upanishad  says, "Mathru devo bhava, Pithru devo bhava, Acharya devo bhava, Atithi devo bhava,". Worship your mother (mathru), father (pithru), teacher (acharya) and guest (athithi) as god.  

       In Hindu culture, Acharyas are held in high esteem, as one can comprehend and interpret the Holy Scriptures, Vedas and Upanishads only with the guidance of an Acharya.  Guru bhakthi (devotion to teachers) is absolutely essential to lead a life of righteousness and use “jnana” (knowledge) as a vehicle to attain “moksha” (liberation).     

“Guru Brahma Guru Vishnu
Guru Devo Maheshwaraha 
Guru Saakshat Para Brahma
Tasmai Sree Gurave Namaha” 

“Guru is Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva. Guru is the exact replica of Para Brahma (above and beyond Brahman-supreme truth).  He creates, sustains knowledge and destroys ignorance. I salute such a Guru.”

        Acharyas of infinite knowledge and wisdom walked on the sacred soil of India through out India’s history interpreting Holy Scriptures and imparting their knowledge to their disciples. They left a wealth of knowledge in their writings for generations to come to understand and appreciate their philosophical approaches in unraveling the complex relationship between the universe and the creator.
          Hindu faith, religion, ethics, culture, and traditions have strong roots in Vedas, Upanishads, and Puranas.   Upanishads represent the conclusion (end or antham) of Vedas, hence deemed as Vedanta. They represent the collective work of sages and seers who lived thousands and thousands of years ago.  The three great Acharyas of South India, Sankararchaya, Ramanujacharya, and Madvacharya lived in an age far removed from the age of Vedas and Upanishads.   Interpreting Vedas and Upanishads, in context to a different age is a daunting and an arduous task.  Their interpretations of the relationship between an infinite God (Paramatman, Parabrahman, Purushothaman, etc.) and the finite atman (self) as revealed in the texts of Vedas and Upanishads reflect their own individual philosophy.  “Thinking makes the difference” is very true with reference to their interpretations of Vedantic philosophy.  The eternal triangle represented by matter, soul and god form the three basic concepts in the evolution of their philosophies. 

             Here is a brief simple introduction to philosophical interpretations of Sankara (780–812 CE), Ramanuja (1017–1137 CE) and Madhva (1238–1317 CE). Note that the three Acharyas are not contemporaries.  Ramanuja could question the authoritative philosophical interpretation of Vedanta by Sankara but not that of Madhva.   Jagat Guru Sankarcharya’s advaita (non-dualism or monism) identifies atman with Paramatman (Supreme Person).  Madhvacharya’s dvaita (dualism, monotheism) is the antithesis of advaita.  Dvaita emphasizes the distinction between atman and paramatman, and differs from advaita with a strong emphasis on the material qualities of the Supreme Person, accepting him as a Personal Lord.  The non-dualists focused on reality as transcendent, where as the dualists understood reality as a system of pairs of opposites, atman and paramatman.   Ramanujacharya’s philosophy of Visishtadvaita (qualified non-dualism) strikes a note in between Sankara’s advaitam and Madhva’s dvaitam, leaning  more towards monism and at the same time questioning Sankara’s philosophical interpretation of the relationship between atman and Paramatman, the definition of  the absolute and abstract Parabrahman as nirgunan (one without guna—material qualities) and the concept of maya (illusion). Ramanuja’s visishtadvaita is a synthesis of the practices of devotionalism of dualists, saranagathi (complete surrender to the Personal Deity) of Azhvars (devotees of Vishnu) with those of orthodox advatins (non-dualists).

         Hinduism identifies God anthropomorphically with Shiva or Vishnu.   Despite the fact that Sankara looked upon the Supreme Being as abstract, aroopa (formless), and nirguna, he worshiped Lord Shiva and Govinda (Vishnu). The opening words in Sankara’s Bhaja Govindam  are “Bhaja Govindam,  Bhaja Govindam,  Govindam bhaja mooda mathe”  (Worship Govinda, worship Govinda, Oh fool, worship  Govinda  for your salvation). 

Did Sankara accept Govinda  as his personal deity  in his Bhaja Govindam? “punarapi jananan punarapi maranam”-- “birth again, death again to be born again in the womb, it is difficult to cross over samsara (cycle of birth and death). To break away from this painful cycle, and free yourself from the world of illussion (maya) seek Brahma padam; pray to the god in your heart”, says Adi Sankara.  Recognizing the presence of Vishnu in everything, he emphasizes that worshiping Vishnu in ones heart, not knowledge or wealth is the only way to free oneself from samsara.  His followers, Smarthas (Shivaites) consider Lord Shiva as the Supreme Deity.   Shivaites worship Vishnu also. 

          Madhva and Ramanuja are Vaishnavites, who worship Vishnu as the Supreme Deity and Personal Lord.  All three Acharyas believed in Bhakthi margam (path of devotion) for attaining moksha (liberation).  However, most non dualists of Sankara’s school of Vedantic philosophy look at the idea of devotion to a Personal Lord as inferior to Brahma knowledge and absorption in the abstract Supreme through knowledge.  (The article will elaborate on the ideological differences later.)

Early Life of Ramanuja

           More than thousand years ago, in Sriperumbudur (situated not too far from Chennai, Tamil Nadu) lived an orthodox vaishanavite young couple by name Asuri Kesava Somayajulu and Kanthimathi.  Thirukachi Nambikal, a devotee of Lord Varadharaja of Kancheepum often used to stay with the couple on his way to the temple in Kancheepuram.  Somayajulu requested Nambikal to appeal on his behalf to Varadharaja to grant them a child.  Varadaraja  answered the prayers of Thirukachi Nambikal with a message to the  young couple that they should perform Puthra Kameshti yaga (the very same yaga performed by Dasarata in Ramayana that led to the birth of Rama and his brothers) in the temple of Parthasarathy and he would grant their wish.  The Lord himself would be born to the couple as the incarnation of Adisesha.  (Adisesha is the serpent on which Lord Vishnu reclines in Vaikuntam). Lakshmana, the younger brother of Sri Rama is the incarnation of Adisesha.  Kantimathi’s brother, Thirumalai Nambi struck by the beauty and the aura around his nephew christened him as Ramanujan (anujan means younger brother).  Ramanuja also goes by the Tamil name Ilaya Perumal (younger Perumal (God).)

           Young Ramanuja had an extra ordinary gift for grasping the meaning of most difficult Sanskrit texts.  He sought out the company of wise men and scholars.  At the age of sixteen, after the sad demise of his father, he left Sriperumbudhur with his young wife and grief struck mother; he moved to Thiruputkuzhi near Kancheepuram.   Ramanuja’s wife Rashakambal unfortunately did not share his liberal views on the existing caste system. Ramanuja found a way to end the unhappy marriage.  He became a sanyasi to devote his life in pursuit of knowledge and in the service of God.
Ramanuja as a disciple of Yadhava
          Yadava Prakasa, a renowned Advaita Acharya taught Vedantic philosophy of Sankara in Thiruputkuzhi.  Yadhava Prakasa accepted Ramanuja and his cousin Govinda as his disciples.   There is a saying in Tamil “Guruvukku minjina sishyan (student)” praising the intellectual superiority of a student over that of his Guru.  Ramanuja was one such student.  He frequently disagreed with his Guru’s interpretation of Holy Scriptures. 

        “Kapyaasam pundarikam eeva mashini.” (Chandokya Upanishad). Yadhava translated this as Sri Maha Vishnu’s eyes were as red as the posterior (brushtam) of a monkey.  The absurd crude translation upset Ramanuja; tears from his eyes fell upon Yadhava’s thigh that he was massaging at that time. When Yadhava demanded an explanation from Ramanuja, he pointed out how incorrect his Guru’s comparison of Vishnu’s eyes to the posterior of a monkey and the real meaning of the text was that the eyes of Vishnu were as lovely as the red petals of a lotus (Thamarai Kannalan (lotus eyed)--Divyaprabhanadam and other Tamil Azhvar Pasurangal). Yadhava demanded unquestionable complete devotion from his disciple.  Ramunja could not help questioning his Guru on his interpretation of “Sathyam, Jnanam, Anantham Brahma" (Taittiriya Upanishad).  According to Yadhava, it meant “Brahmam” is the whole form of truth, wisdom and infinite.”  Ramanuja contradicted him with a different interpretation: “Lord has got the qualities --truth, knowledge and has no beginning or end and eternal. It is not those qualities are Brahmam”.   Yadava Prakasa felt that Ramanuja was a real threat not only to his status as a Guru but also to Sankara’s advaita. The relationship between Ramanuja and Yadhava grew bitter despite Ramanuja’s devotion for his Guru; he ultimately left him. This was a turning point in his life. Now as an Acharya he could teach Vedanta from his point of view.  His teachings attracted a large number of disciples.

            Little did Ramanuja know about his Guru’s plot to kill him when he accepted an invitation from Yadhava to join him on his pilgrimage to holy Kasi (Benares) to take a dip in the holy river Ganga.  Somehow, his cousin Govindan came to know of the hideous plot of the Guru who requested Ramanuja to flee.  Shocked and saddened, Ramanuja just wandered away not knowing where he was going.  He then met a hunter and his wife who told him that they were on their way to Sathyavaratha Shethram (Kancheepuram), hundreds of miles from where they were in North India.  During this long tiring journey, hunter’s wife got thirsty. Ramanuja could find no water anywhere in the vicinity. Finally, when they were close to Kancheepuram, they found a well. Ramanuja went to fetch water to quench the thirst of hunter’s wife.  When he returned with water, he could not find the couple.  The weary traveler did not know where he was. His joy knew no bounds when he came to know that he was close to his beloved Kanchepuram and the hunter couple were Varadaraja Perumal and his consort Perundevi.  From that day onwards, Ramanuja carried water from the well for bathing Varadaraja Perumal in the sanctum sanctorum of the temple. 

          Ramanuja had to face a series of plots conspired by Yadhava and other advaitees including the Chola King Kulothunga II. To escape a persecution by the king, Ramanuja went on exile to Melakodu in Karnataka. Yadhava when defeated by Ramanuja in a debate was humbled by the greatness and compassion of his former disciple. Yadhava became a renowned Srivaishnava bhaktha (devotee of Vishnu).

Bhakthi Movements by Vaishnavaite Azhvars       

             Hinduism withstood onslaughts by many foreign invaders including Mongols, Greeks, Persians and Europeans, mostly because of Hindu dharma encoded within Vedas and Upanishads and the Bhakthi movements of Vaishnavites and Shivites.   There was a resurgence of Hindu spiritualism following the decline of Buddhism and Jainism.  Buddhism and Jainism questioned the Vedic rituals of sacrifice, and the hierarchy in the Hindu society based on caste system.  Vedanta represented by Upanishads believes in the presence of Parabrahman in all (“sarvam mama Deva Deva”).  However, only Brahmins had the right to perform certain rituals for centuries prior to Bhakthi movement.   Bhakthi movement represented by Tamil Azhvars and Nayanmars (devotees of Shiva) did not favor discrimination based on caste.  The doctrine of “prapatti” –unconditional surrender at the feet of Narayana was added to Bhakthi yoga by Vaishnavite Azhvars.  Hymns composed in Tamil by Azhvars praise Narayana for his divine qualities (Kalyana Gunas), his immense grace (karuna), and his incarnations to conquer evil.   Azhvars’ unqualified complete selfless devotion and prapatti as the only means for salvation had unquestionable influence on Ramanuja’s theology and philosophy.  God is not without material qualities (nirgunan) or abstract (without identity) to Azhvars.  Their personal deity is Vishnu and Vishnu only.  Their hymns glorify him with his thousand different names (namangal pala-Thirupavai).      
          The twelve Azhvars represent a cross section of Hindu society including eight Brahmins, a king (kshatriya--Kulasekhara Azhvar-- Chera King of the 8th century), a non brahmin (sudhra --Nammazhvar alias Sadagopan), an untouchable (Harijan --Thiruppan Azhvar) and one female (Andal).  Andal is the daughter of Periyazhvar who composed “Periya Thirumozhi”- a glorious tribute to all incarnations of Krishna.  Thiru is the prefix for someone great, here it stands for Vishnu; mozhi in Tamil means language or word.  Nammazhavar’s   Thiru Vai mozhi (words of God)  is considered equivalent to Sama Veda.  Each and every verse in Thiru vai mozhi ends with words (sol) of Sadagopan.  Nammazhvar addresses  Kannan (Krishna) as “em Peruman”meaning my very own God,   a precious black ruby (gem) within my eyes (“karu manikkam en kannulan”),  bright light (Jyothi), lotus eyed (chenthamari kannalan) etc.  “God is easily approachable and accesible to his devotees (adiyarkku yeliavan--Nammazhvar). Madhurakavi Azhvar was instrumental in introducing  Thiru vai mozhi  to Vaishnavites. Ramanuja was a great devotee of Nammazhvar. He believed in Madhurakavi Azhvar’s noble idea of being a devotee of devotees. Ramanuja looked upon Azhvar’s “Thiru vai mozhi” as the essence of Vedas.         

           During Margazhi Mahotsavam (celebrations in the Tamil month of Margazhi) celebrated widely across Tamil Nadu, one can hear “Thirupavai” (devotional songs composed by Andal)  in every Hindu temple and home.  Andal describes Sriranganathan as “Uthaman”-- noble (Ongi Ulagalantha Uthaman), flawless Govinda (Kurai onrum illadha Govinda), Narayanan (one with noble qualities), Devathi Deva, etc and says that Narayanan alone with his immense grace can help his devotees to attain moksha (Neengatha Selvam i.e. a real wealth that one cannot lose). Unlike Sankara, Andal gives a roopam (Figure with physical characteristics) to Narayanan—body as dark as cloud (kar meni), eyes as red as lotus (pankkayar kannan), face as bright as the rays of sun (kadir mathiam pol mugathan), etc.   She is the personification of vaishnavism. As a true Vaishnavite, Andal wants everyone to receive immense grace and blessings of Narayanan and be happy.  Ramnuja recited Thiruppavai daily on his way to  collect alms from others--that is what a sanyasi does—a sign of humility (“Unja viruthi” or  Maaadukara viruthi). He held Thiruppavai’s verse that begins with “Undu madakallitran” (Krishna kills a mad elephant (mada kallir) that runs amuck) dear to his heart.

          Another widely sung Azhvar Pasurum “pachai ma malai pol meni pavazha vai kamala chengan” by Thondaradipodi Azhvar describes the physical characteristics of the Personal Deity, Sri Ranganathan  (body as green and magnificent as a mountain, mouth as beautiful as a coral, eyes as red as lotus, etc.). In the hymn beginning with “Oorilen kani illai uravu marrorivar illai” ending with “paril nin pada moolum parrinen Parama Moorthi, Karolivannne katharuginren, arular kalai kanamma Aranga ma nagarullane”, Thondaradipodi Azhvar declares his detachemnt from worldly possesions, and says that the only person who can reliveve him from the painful Samsara is the  Parama Moorthi in Srirangam. Again and again Azhvars offer saranagathi (complete surrender)  to their Personal deity.
           Nadhamuni (during the 9th – 10th centuries) compiled a collection of 4,000 Tamil verses composed before 8th century by the twelve Azhvars in Nalayira Divya Prabhandhm.   Divya Prabhandhm is considered to be the Tamil (Dravida)Veda.  Divya Prabhandham opens with the sentence “Pallandu pallandu pala kodi noorayerathandu mallanda nin thol Manivanna, un chevvadi thirukkappu” (Periya Thirumozhi) invoking the infinite Krishna (Manivanna, Kanna) as the personal deity of Vaishnavas.  Ramanuja introduced the recital of Divya Prabhandham in Sriranganadha’s Temple in Srirangam.  Until then, temples priests recited only Sanskrit hymns. Sanskrit is the language of Pundits. Tamil is the native language of the land. Divya Prabhandham is far simpler to understand than the Sanskrit Vedas and Upanishads .  The devotional songs of  Azhvars express the unconditional love of the devotee to the personal deity and the reciprocal love of God to the devotee. 

             Ramanuja wanted everyone to understand the great qualities of the Supreme to accept him as a personal deity for moksha.  Ramanuja’s  theology and philosophy were  equally moulded by the life and work of Azhvars and the Upanishads.  His philosophy is Ubhaya Vedānta or  "Vedanta of both kinds", a  synthesis between Sanskrit Holy scriptures and the popular Tamil hymns.  As a polemicist, and a phiolosopher, Ramanuja devoted his entire life in proving the Vedantic legitimacy of the popular conception of a personal deity and a genuine personal identity.

Perception of God 

        Perception of God by Sankara, Ramanuja and Madhva has its origin in the word Brahman.  brh ( burst forth, ceaseless growth—brahattvam,  with no beginning --adhi or end --antham) )is the root for the word, Brahman in Upanishad.   Upanishad looks upon Brahman as the Supreme Reality not as a non-entity.  Sankara derives the word Brahman from brahti (exceed) and atisayana (eternity or purity).  Brahman to Madhava is the Supreme in whom the qualities dwell in fullness—brhanto hy asmin gunah; the Real is not an abstract but of powerful vitality. Taittirya Upanishad affirms that Brahman, the absolute Reality is truth, wisdom, (knowledge, consciousness) and infinity (satyam, jnanam,and anantam respectively) 

           Ramanuja asserts that the absolute Brahman is not a bare identity or a non-entity, Brahman is a determinate whole maintaining an identity in and through the differences. The absolute infinite Brahman manifests in every finite reality. He echoes the words of Prahlad, who defies his atheist father saying that god is in this pillar and even in the smallest of all things (“Thoonilum ullan, thurumbilum  ullan”).  Life is real, matter is real, universe is real; these are not figments of imagination, not illusory objects, however transient they may be.   Ramanuja does concur with Upanishad in this respect. There is one infinite Brahman but infinite numbers of souls, souls either trapped in bodies (jivatma) or endlessly searching for rebirth because of cause and effect (karma) or in union with Paramathma (moksha).  He conceives unity in the midst of plurality, and believes in an interaction among a plurality of all existing things possible.  Brahman is not a nirgunan but with qualities sat, cit, ananda (existence, consciousness, and bliss respectively), karuna, etc.  (God is also known as Satcithanandhan.) “adiyum anthamum illa arul perum jothi”-- that is how Tamil hymns  describe God (no beginning, no end, full of kindness, mercy (arul or karunai in Tamil). Ramanuja’s Personal deity is the composite of the divine characteristics described in Sanskrit Holy Scriptures and Tamil Divya Prabhandham. The supreme has “a divine form peculiar to itself, not of the stuff prakrti and not due to karma.”

Visishtadvaita or Qualified non-dualism

      Ramanuja's Vishishtadvaita combines the oneness of God as explained in Advaita of Sankara with Vishesha (attributes). 

        Ramanuja found some of Sankara’s assertions in Advaita rather disturbing (absursd) and contradictory to the statements in the Upanishads.
         Nature of Avidya (ignorance): Is ignorance real or unreal? If ignorance is real, what appears to be unreal (illusory) cannot be unreal.  The manifestations of the Supreme in objects around us are real; in the light of this argument advaita collapses into duvaita.   If avidya is unreal, one cannot arrive on any conclusion about the so called illusory objects based on avidya.  

         Incomrehensibility of Avidya:  It is hard to accept that ignorance is neither real nor unreal but incomprehensible (anirvacaniya) as stated in advaita.  Sankara is questioning the very power of cognition here. 

       The grounds of knowledge of Avidya:   Ramanuja asks “what exactly is the basis for avidya?”   According to advaitins, avidya is not a negative entity, it is not just a mere lack of or absence of knowledge, but it is like a veil obscuring the reality, Brahman; avidya is positive nescience (ignorance) not mere ignorance.  Followers of Sankara assert that perception, inference and postulation demonstrate avidya is positive, nescience conceals the wisdom present within and only true knowledge of Brahma can remove avidya.  Ramanuja argues that cognition (pramana) cannot establish avidya.  Perception, inference, or scriptural testimony cannot account for avidya . One simply cannot dismiss cognition.

        The locus of Avidya: “Did ignorance arise from Brahman's avidya or the individual soul's (jiva) avidya?” asks Ramanuja. It sounds ridiculous and impossible that ignorance could arise from Brahman because Brahman is knowledge (“jnanam Brahman”–Upanishad).  If atman is the locus for avidya, it is equally absurd that individual soul could be the seat of ignorance.   

          Avidya's obscuration of the nature of Brahman: “How can Sankara say that avidya obscure the nature of Brahman when advaita claims that Brahman is pure self-luminous consciousness (sat, cit)?” asks Ramanuja.  

        The removal of Avidya by Brahma-vidya:  Ramanuja dismisses the claims of Advaita that Brahman is pure, undifferentiated consciousness and Brahma-vidya alone can remove avidya.  Ramanuja vehemently denies the existence of  an undifferentiated Brahman (nirgunan).  Brahman has infinite auspicious attributes.  It is Divine Grace not wisdom that liberates self from samsara.  Sankara is again contradicting his very own words.  In his Bhaja Govindam  he says that worshiping Govinda alone, not knowledge or wealth can liberate one from samasara.
The removal of Avidya: According to advaita, illusion (maya) resulting from ignorance creates bondage (attachment to worldly possessions, desires, relationships, etc.) and only Brahma-knowledge can set the soul free.  Ramanuja, however, asserts that bondage is real, and knowledge cannot remove what is real.  Knowledge can only disclose the real, not destroy it. 

          Ramanuja did not question the wisdom of Sankara.  He respected him as a great Acharya. However, he found some of his interpretations to be self contradictory as well as contradictory to Vedantic philosophy. He felt that there was a dire need for a new interpretation of advaita.  This has led to the evolution and birth of a new philosophical interpretation – Vishishtadvaita. 

          Ramanuja could no longer bear the suffocating tyrannical intellectual arrogance of the staunch advocate of advaita, his Guru, Yadhava. He started his own school to teach Vishishtadvaita.  Ramanuja's theory is an advaita or non-dualism, but with a qualification (visesa).  

         Vishishtadvaita admits plurality, since the supreme spirit subsists in a plurality of forms as souls and matter. Brahman is eternal, infinite, pure ultimate reality.  He creates, sustains and destroys the jivatmas.  In the world of chaos, there is order, in the world of diversity there is unity --all because of the spiritual bond between the individuals.  Devotion is the spiritual bond between the individuals and God.  

         Atman is finite, definable with material qualities, imperfect and distinct from Brahman.  Atman is dependant on the perfect Brahman.  Brahman has material qualities sat, cit, anandha, karuna, jnana, etc that define Brahman as Purushothaman and give him a distinct personality, above and beyond that of self.   Albeit the fact that these qualities are distinct and different from each other, they all belong to one identity and do not divide its integrity of being.   The abstract attributes are distinct from matter and souls, which are also called attributes of God.  Brahman has internal differences (Svagta-bheda), fragmentary and not fragmentary at the same time-- a synthetic whole with souls and matter as his moments (cid-acid-visista).  No testimony supports advatin’s claim of a distinction- less (homogeneous) Brahman.

        Visishtadwaita asserts that the living entities are qualitatively one with the Supreme but quantitatively different. The quantitative difference means that the fragmentary parts of the Supreme in the individuals are dependent on the Supreme but they cannot become the Supreme.  The qualities of the Supreme are self supportive, not dependent on the material qualities of the individuals. Matter and souls are the subordinate elements-- the attributes (Viseshanas). God is the Viseshya or that which is qualified. 

           He dismisses Sankara’s concept of illusion based on ignorance as stated earlier.  Perception, inference or testimony do not support illusion based on ignorance. On the contrary they support that manifestations are real. It is not knowledge of Brahman but devotion (saranagathi of Azhvars) that destroys spiritual ignorance and releases atman from samsara to attain liberation.   Sankara also supports this in his “Bhaja Govindaham”that only infinite kindness of Murari can save one from samsara and set a soul free.  Ramanuja’s  Vaishnavite Acharyas
         Ramanuja’s philosphy was greatly influenced by  his Acharyas, Thirukachi Nambigal, Periya Nambigal,  Thirukkotyur Nambigal, Thirumalai Nambigal,  Thirumalai Aaandaan, Yamunacharya (Alavandaan) , and the life work of Azhvars as stated earlier. Yamunacharya and the Azhvars were his manaseeka Gurus (He whole heartedly adopted them as Gurus even though he did not sit under their feet to learn about Visishtadvaita  or saranagathi)

          Thirukachi Nambigal, in the real sense of word, was Ramanuja’s first Acharya.  Ramanuja owes his very birth to Thirukachi Nambigal and Varadaraja Perumal as mentioned earlier. Thirukachi was very dear to Perumal and according to a legend, Perumal spoke to Nambigal on several occasions.   During one such occasion, he obtained the famous six sentences from Peraruallan (Varada Raja Perumal of Kanchipuram, God of infinite Grace) and passed them on to Ramanuja. The six sentences provided the guidelines for Ramanuja to follow Vaishnava siddantha. 

                Ramanuja met Periya Nambigal at Madurantakam.  Periya Nambigal   performed his samasrayana-- an initiation into Vaishanavism.  Samasrayana means sincere and truthful approach by a person to become a disciple to an Acharya. Acharya accepts a person irrespective of sex, social status or caste as his disciple.   Acharya performs  five rites (Pancha Samskara) to complete this process of initiation.

He also taught Purusha Sutram, Gita and Rahasya artha (Hidden meaning within Purusha Sutram and Gita) to young Ramanuja.  There is a legend (Desika in Sloka 9 of his Yathiraja Saptadhi) stating that Lord Sriranganathan commanded Periya Nambi to pass the knowledge he gained from Alavandar to Ramanuja, when there was a danger from other faiths to Visishtadvaita Siddhanta and Ramanuja would see to the growth of the Visishtadvaita Siddhanta.  Nambi carried out the command of Sriranganathan.  He thus paved the way for Ramanuja to establish and nourish Visishtadvaita Siddhanta. 
          Thirukkotyur Nambigal taught him the meaning of Charama slokam (Hymn), the noblest of all slokams in Bhagavad Gita.  It is the final words of Krishna to the warrior, Arjuna in the battlefield in Kurushekthra. Arjuna threw off his weapons saying that he could not wage war against his cousins, relatives, friends and gurus on the opposite side of the battlefield. “Charama” is about saranagathi.  Lord Krishna says “Do not despair if you cannot perform any of the dharmas, jnana, karma or bakthi yogas. Surrender to me, I with all the attributes of a savior, compassion, grace, determination, omnipotence will free you of all the obstacles, of my own free will, You can enjoy every thing I enjoy myself and all that belong to me will be yours, be with me forever in  my company, you will have no cause to grieve”. The final verse, Charama slokam is the holiest of all Holy Scriptures to Ramanuja and to all Hindus. 

            Thirumalai Nambigal, his uncle was also one of his Acharyas. Thirumalai Nambigal gave several discourses on Ramayana to young Ramanuja at Thirumalai Hills (Thirupathi).  Thirumalai Hills had a special place in the heart of Ramanuja.  Azhvars’ compositions praising the glory of Lord of Seven Hills, Venkateswara had a tremendous influence on his theology and philosophy.  In those days, the temple in the midst of dense forest was not easily accessible to devotees.  Temple maintenance was poor.  Later in his life Ramanuja sent one of his devoted disciples, Anantharya to beautify the temple surroundings.  Anantharya landscaped a beautiful garden in the name of his Acharya. There is a legend that Lord Venkateswara himself in the guise of a young man helped him in laying the garden. 
           Thirumalai Aaandaan taught Bhagavad Vishayam to Ramanuja.  

 Yamunacharya (Yamunai Thuraivan,  Aalavandaan- 917 -1042 BCE) was the grandson of Nathamauni who compiled Divya Prabhandam.  He was a  scholar, a spiritual master, a powerful debater who defeated Akkiyalvan a scholar at the king's court and won half the kingdom and named as "Alavandar" (Ruler, Savior)  by the queen.  He later renounced the kingdom and became a sanyasi and a spiritual Master (Acharya) to fulfill the wishes of his grandfather.  

      The credit for formulating Visishtadvaita goes to Yamunacharya.  He was looking for a successor to establish Visishtadvaita.  He made a trip to Kanchepuram to meet Ramanuja who was Yadhava’s disciple at that time. He returned to Srirangam. 

       When Ramanuja parted with Yadhava, and was looking for a spiritual Master, Yamunacharya sent one of his students to fetch Ramanuja. Ailing Yamunacharya died prior to Ramanuja’s arrival. Ramanuja  noticed the three curled fingers of Yamunacharya's corpse. Mahapurna, Yamunacharya’s student explained to him what the curled fingers meant and what his Acharya’s wishes were. 

            (1) Teach  the doctorine of “Saranagati”. (2) Write a Visishtadvaita Bhashya for the Brahma Sutras of Vyasa which had previously been taught orally to the disciples of the Visishtadvaita philosophy. (3) Perpetuate the names of Paraśara, the author of Vishnu Purana, and saint Śadakopa (Nammazhvar).  When Ramanuja promised to fullfill Yamunacharya’s wishes, the curled fingers straightened. Ramanuja accepted Yamunacharya as his Manasika Acharya.  Mahapurana introduced Ramanuja to Yamunacharya's philosophy. 

               Ramanuja traveled far and wide after becoming a sanyasi teaching Visishtadvaita and Sarangat. i He devoted his life in unifying divisive trends in philosophy, religion, tradition, culture, social norms. He was a true visionary, a theologian, a philospopher and a  reformer  in the real sense of the word.   He wrote to fulfill the wishes of yamunacharya.   His nine books are considered to be nine precious gems (Navaratna) in the world of Hindu Philosophy. (1) Vedanta Sangraha  (a resume of Vedanta), (2) Sri Bashya (Brahma Sutra of Bashya—a commentary on Brahma Sutra), (3) Vedanta Sara  (the essence of Vedanta- an appendix to Bashya),  (4)Vedanta Deepa (light of Vedanta-another appendix  and  commentary to Bashya), (5) Gadhya Thrayam(Vaikunta gatyam-description of Vaikunta (6) Sri Ranga Gadhyam (A prayer surrendering to the feet of Sriranganathan( (7) Saranagathi Gadhyam(an imaginary dialogue between Ramanuja, Lakshmi and Narayana) (8) Nithya Grantham (daily activities to be performed by Vaishnavas) and (9) Gita Bashya (a commentary on Gita) are the nine gems. 

A Social Reformer

           Social structure in eleventh century was very different from what it is now.  Those were the days when Brahmins alone had the privilege of performing puja in Hindu temples.  Society did not allow the lowest in the ladder of caste system, the untouchables to enter temple premises.  Brahmins did not entertain anyone other than Brahmins in their homes.  When Ramnuja parted from Yamuna, he requested saintly Kanchipurna to be his spiritual Master.  Kanchipurna was a great devotee of Vishnu, but not a Brahmin.   Kanchipurna’s caste did not matter either to Ramanuja or to his mother.  Ramanuja had no regard for the hierarchy in the caste system. He separated from his wife simply because she did not see eye to eye with him in this matter. 

          Mahatma Gandhi in Twentieth Century called the untouchables among the Hindus as Harijan, Children of Hari (Vishnu).  Ramanuja in eleventh century named them “Thirukulattar” (Blessed Descendents of Perumal) and opened the temple doors of Srirangam to them.  “Thirukulattar” could enter temple premises, bathe in the temple pond, and receive religious instructions and 'Pancha Samskara' or the Five Holy Vaishnava Sacrants.  

         Ramanuja followed the footsteps of Yamunacharya and fulfilled his promises to him, by perpetuating the name of Nammazhvar (a sudhra) and elevating the status of Azhvars’ compositions-Divya Prabhandam to that of Vedas. The tradition of reciting Divya Prabhandam continues in Sriranganadhar’s temple even today.

         Ramanuja, at the ripe age of Hundred and twenty prayed to Sriranganathan for moksha.  His parting words to his devoted disciples were: “Believe in the teachings of the Vedas and great saints. Serve the devotees of God just as you would serve God.  Conquer the three great enemies of self-realization: lust, anger, and greed. Worship Narayana.  Saranagathi is the only means for salvation”.

      Ramanuja left a rich legacy behind him. Thousands and thousands of followers of Ramanuja’s philosophy have been carrying on his work for centuries, enlightening not just Vaishnavas, but also other great philosophers of the world.   A quote from Vivekananda who introduced Hindu Philosophy to the Western world “Ramanuja with a most practical philosophy, great appeal to the emotions, an entire denial of birthrights before spiritual attainments and appeals through the popular tongue, completely succeeded in bringing the masses back to the Vedic religion."

(The Historical Evolution of India).

Who is a Vaishnava?

             I would like to conclude the article with an English version (not an exact) of the first three stanzas of “Vaishnava Jana tho”—Mahatma Gandhi’s favorite Hymn.  “A true Vaishnava understands and empathizes with the pain of others, does good to others with no pride in his heart, has nothing but tolerance and praise to the people of the entire world, speaks no ill of others, keeps his promises, actions and thoughts pure.”  
Ramanujacharya was one such true Vaishnava.

References:
Acharya Vamsa Vriksha, U. Ve. Anbil Ramaswamy, www.saranagathi.org

Life History of Sri Ramanuja, U.Ve. Anbil Ramaswamy, www.saranagathi.org/acharyas/ramanuja/
Life of Sri Ramanujacharya, M. Pramod Kumar, http:// www. 
living.oneindia.in
"Philosophies of Ramanuja, Madhva, Nimbarka, Vallabha, Caitanya, Bhaskara and Yadavaprakasa", Subhash C. Sharma, http://www.geocities.com/lamberdar/vaisnava-philosophies
Rāmānuja (c. 1017 - c. 1137 CE) The Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Shyam Ranganathan,   http://www.iep.utm.edu/
Ramanuja and the Sri Vaishnava Sampradaya, http://www.gosai.com
Ramanujacharya. http://www.indianetzone.com
Significance of Charama Sloka, C. Umakanthan, Sapthagiri Magazine, 2002 www.tirumala.org/sapthagiri/
Viśistāvaita and Cultural Unity,   www.imperience.org/Books/kcv8chap
A Season to Celebrate-- Editorial , A Vedics Journal Volume 3 Issue 2, 
 2004
Who is the quintessential Sri Vaishnava? Sridhar Srinivasan, Ramanuja Darshanam, A Vedics Journal Volume 2 Issue,  2004
The divine devotee hierarchy in the theology of Ramanuja: where

the master becomes the servant, Sherry L. Morton,  Master Thesis, 2005

The Principal Upanishads:  S. Radhakrishnan,  Edited with Introduction, Translation and Notes. New York, Harper [1953] 


Hinduism, Doctorine and Way of Life, C. Rajagopala chari, Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1964

The Advaita worldview : God, world, and humanity,  Anantanand Rambachan, State University of New York Press, 2006.
 You already recently rated this item.



 Would you also like to submit a review for this item?

       Yes    No         

 Your rating has been recorded



 You already recently rated this item.



 Would you also like to submit a review for this item?

       Yes    No         

 Your rating has been recorded









� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yamunacharya" \o "Yamunacharya" �Yamunacharya� was the first one to compose the sacred verses (Stotras )of Srivaishnava Sampradaya.  His work includes: 1) chatusloki (2) Stotra Ratnam (3) Siddhitrayam consisting of (i) Atma Siddhi. (ii) Samvitsiddhi and (iii) Easwara Siddhi (4) Agama Pramanya (5) Maha Purusha Nirnayam and (6) Gitartha Sangraha (7) Nityam (8) Maya Vaadha Khandanam.   








The seven flaws in Sankara’s advaita according to Ramanuja are:


Nature of Avidya (ignorance)


Incomrehensibility of Avidya


The grounds of knowledge of Avidya


The locus of Avidya


Avidya’s obscuration of the nature of Brahman


The removal of Avidya by Brahma Vidya (knowledge)








The six sentences:-  


(1) Lord Narayana is  Paramatma. (2) The individual souls are different from Paramatma. (3) Prapatti is the means for salvation. (4)  The last remembrance of the Lord on the part of the departing soul is not necessary. (5) Moksha can be obtained only on laying off the mortal coils (Videha Mukti) and (6) Ramanuja should take refuge at the feet of Periya Nambi.  





 Pancha Samskara


  (1) embossing the wheel (sakra) and the conch (Sankhu) ( Vishnu has  these on two of his hands) on the shoulders of the disciple ( I remember of my parents having these on their shoulders) (2) wearing the white namam and red srichoornam on the forehead (Men have U shaped namam using the white clay and a vertical red srichoornam in the middle of U, Orthodox Vaishnavite women have just a vertical line with srichoornam (Vaishanavite symbols or marks –pundram),  (3) christening (namam (name) as the disciple (dasa is added to ones name, here Ramanuja Dasan), (4) the initiation of "Rahasya Traya Mantras" – Ashta aksharam ( eight syllables: “OM” with one syllable;  “Namah” with two syllables and “Narayanaya” with five syllables (.Sanskrit) (5) the worship of Sriman Narayana in proper form (Bhagavad Thiruvaradhana).  








