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 When there is a birth or a death in a Tamil family, the theetu or thodappu immediately goes into effect.  This is the 

period of time during which all the family members of that gothram (paternal lineage) cannot light a lamp, have guests over, 

and depending on the situation, ignite a stove.  I wasn’t happy to hear from my mother-in-law just before I gave birth that in 

their family tradition, the theetu period for having a boy was 30 days and for delivering a girl it was 40 days.  This meant over 

a month of me not being able to do puja, or even touch my rudrasksha mala.

	 But	after	having	my	son	at	the	end	of	September,	I	have	to	say	the	definition	of	“puja”	changed	completely	for	me.		
I almost feel like a bad upasaka, but I am somehow much more interested in my baby’s pooping habits than the intracacies 

of Sri Vidya worship.  And my rudraksha mala still remains untouched and in its travel pouch, despite the theetu being long 

over.  My desire to actually sit down and perform external ritual worship is as distant a memory as an eight-hour night of 

sleep.  It’s all internal, and all focused on my little boy.

 In the last several weeks I have experienced what Aiya has mentioned countless times about weaving the Vidya 

throughout your life.  This can be as simple as making sure your mantra japam is continuing in an endless loop despite the 

external noise of everyday life, or as concentrated as seeing your every action as a form of worship to the Mother.  When the 

action you are performing is something you are hopelessly passionate about, however, the intensity with which your mind 

focuses on that action will transform it into something transcendental.  This is the focus that Aiya has been trying to create 

and grow within his students by having them learn how to perform basic pujas.

 My husband mentioned this concept in passing during the World Cup this summer.  A star player had just scored 

a goal, and the camera showed his face during the instant replay.  That, my husband said, was what meditation was really 

about—the	player	had	the	deepest	look	of	focus	upon	his	face,	despite	being	in	the	thick	of	a	fast-paced,	pressure-filled	situ-

ation.  It was as if he had slowed down time just enough to make his foot connect with the ball at the perfect angle to score 

an otherwise impossible goal.  If only he could expand that focus to apply to the rest of the universe and not just the ball, he 

could very well unlock the mysteries of the cosmos.  

 That is what siddhars throughout the ages have managed to do—the Tripura Rahasya describes how sages have 

created their own worlds within a cave or a hill, completely defying the laws of science and what we know as our physical 

universe.  The ridiculous levels of power they commanded started with the one-pointed focus which spiritual seekers hope to 

experience,	and	which	was	cultivated	through	the	first	step	of	performing	basic	puja.
 Whatever brings a person to that single-pointed focus, however, is something each person must discover for him- or 

herself.  Aiya has often said about Aparna Hasling, the temple’s resident expert on all things Mother Nature, that every minute 

she spends out in the wetlands, or digging holes to plant trees, or tending to the grounds, is her personal form of puja.  He has 

said,	“the	bucket	is	her	pancha-patram and the spade is her udhrini.”		
	 I	was	doubtful	that	I	would	find	anything	I	was	so	passionate	about,	but	taking	care	of	my	little	man	has	transformed	
my sadhana and outlook on puja in ways I could not have previously imagined.  This sentiment is almost a cliche among new 

mothers, though, leading me to the further conclusion that mothers are probably the best-suited to not only learning how to 

perform puja, but also being wildly successful at it.  

	 As	Aiya	has	said	many	times	before,	mothers	have	exhibited	selflessness,	compassion,	love,	forgiveness,	gratitude,	
foresight, observation and a host of other qualities every day.  Provided they can extrapolate those qualities outward toward 

all living creatures, it would give them a great advantage in connecting with the universe, and ultimately the entity we call the 

Devi.

	 So	find	the	thing	that	ultimately	makes	you	feel	more	alive	than	anything	else,	and	it	will	be	instrumental	in	helping	
forge that link between the microcosm that is you, and the macrocosm that is the cosmos.  A friend once said to me that he 

doesn’t see the Devi as a goddess, woman, or even a Hindu concept, but instead as that feeling of everything that feels good 

and peaceful and secure in his own personal world.

Sri Gurubhyo Namaha!

The Sri Chakra staff

Thoughts
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Aiya was in Australia from 
the end of August to September 
10th.  While Down Under, he did 
a wedding, a grihapravesham 
(house puja), and a workshop 
among other activities.  He 
was away during the Ganesha 
Chaturthi celebrations in 
Rochester, but did return in 
time for the temple’s Navarathri 
dvajaarohanam on September 
17th.

Navarathri officially started 
on September 24th, and because 
Aiya is the peetadhipathi of 
the temple, he remained on the 
property until the flag went down 
on October 5th.  He performed 
a grihapravesham in Toronto 
October 9th, an engagement 
puja October 11 in Buffalo, and a 
grihapravesham in Corning, New 
York on October 12th.

Aiya was at the temple for the 
last day of Kedara Gowri vratham 
on October 23rd, and the whole of 
Skanda Shashi from October 24th 
to the 28th.  He was also present 
for the VSI (Vibhuti Saivaite 

Immersion) class on Oct. 25th 
taught by Sri Ganesh.

Immediately after Skanda 
Shashti, Aiya left for a private 
trip to Europe.  He returned to 
the States in early November 
and performed a private Chandi 
homam at the temple November 
9th, then another Chandi homam 
November 16th.

He was at the temple for VSI 
classes November 15th.  On 
November 16th, the temple hosted 
an open house for its neighbours 
and everyone in the Rush 
community to visit.

Aiya was on the way to India at 
the end of November, attending a 
week-long conference in Gujarat 
about Hinduism.  He was also 
preparing for the upcoming India 
Yatra in December, as well as 
Guruji’s 80th birthday celebrations 
at the end of December.  For more 
information on this event, go to 
http://srividya.org/guruji-sri-
amritanandas-sadabhishekam-
80th-birthday-celebration/

Since the last 

issue... 

December

Newsletter

Left:  A typical morning puja during 
Navarathri

Above:  Volunteers perform ab-
hishekam to the temple murthis during the 
water-cutting festival
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Kedara Gowri Vratham, Oct 3 - 23

 This year’s Brahmotsavam proved to 
be just as grand and glorious as every year. 
The focus for this Navarathri was Vana Durga, 
Sudarshana, and Maha Varahi homam. 
 Along with the installation of more than 
36 kalasams inside the makeshift yajnashala 
around the homakundam, volunteers once 
again constructed a life-sized Devi—this time 
in seated posture—using large and small silver 
kalasams. 
 She was adorned with a sari, jewels, 
hair, and all the fineries fit for a queen. As 
usual, Vijayadasami was a sight to see, with 
hundreds of devotees pulling the chariot with 
Devi seated within it around the temple, chant-
ing “Arohara!” 
 The two days following the puja saw 
the ceremonial flag come down, and each 
utsava murthi bathed in several different ab-
hishekam items, such as water from the Gen-
esee River, coconut water, vibuthi, chandana, 
and panchamritam, to name a few. 

 The story of Kedara Gowri goes that 
Devi and Shiva had a disagreement, and 
Devi decided to leave their heavenly abode 
and come to Earth. Once here, she only 
longed to unite with Shiva once again in the 
form of Ardhanareeswara. 
 Fittingly, this 21-day penance is 
performed at the temple in front of the Ard-
hanareeswara murthi, with various devotees 
performing the puja to the murthi and a 
maha kalasam every day. 
 On the final day, 21 different suvasi-
nis were presented with saris, combs, mir-
rors, and other auspicious adornments that 
are to be given to a sumangali. 

Kumaran aiya performs the puja to the Ardhanareeshwara 
murthi as part of the Kedara Gowri vratham.

Past Events                 

Sharada Navarathri, Sept. 24 - Oct. 5         

Top: Volunteers get ready to mount the utsava 
murthis atop the chariot

Bottom:  Aiya prepares to take the bali out at the 
end of Navarathri

All event articles by Abhi Somaskanda



Kumaran aiya chops off Surapadman’s head “in battle”

Skanda Shashti, Oct. 24 - 28    

The Sri Rajarajeswari Peetam ~ 6980 East River Road ~ Rush, NY 14543 ~ Phone: (585) 533 - 1970

Devi willing, the next issue of the Sri Chakra will 
be up on the temple’s website at the beginning of 
March 2015.

This magazine cannot keep publishing without 
contributions! Articles, poems, stories and photos 
about any spiritual topic are welcomed. 

The next deadline for article submission is 
February 10, 2015.  Please e-mail us with your 
contributions or feedback about this issue at 
sri_chakra_mag@srividya.org or talk to Kamya or 
Abhi at the temple.

Sri Gurubhyo Namaha!

Our special thanks and gratitude to 

this issue’s volunteers: Aiya, Vilas 

Ankolekar, Mythily Kandiah, P. 

Pratap Kumar, Abhi Somaskanda, 

Vimalan Sothinathan, and Michael 

Steinberg.

Event Date/time Location

Karthikai Deepam Dec. 5 Sri Rajarajeswari Peetam, yajnashala

Thiruvempavai Dec. 26 - Jan. 4 Sri Rajarajeswari Peetam, indoors

Raja Mathangi homam Dec. 28 Sri Rajarajeswari Peetam, yajnashala

Thai Pongal Jan. 14 Sri Rajarajeswari Peetam, indoors

Upcoming Events                 

In Three Months                

                   

***Guruji’s story, Chidagni, will return
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 The six days of Skanda Shashti are said 
to be the most auspicious time to worship Lord 
Muruga. 
 Every year, the temple devotees pay their 
respects to each one of Lord Muruga’s six faces, 
chanting a sahasranama for each face. Aiya led 
the chanting for each day, and the final day cul-
minated in a war against Suran, a demonic force 
representative of the negative qualities we all pos-
sess.  
 After symbolically chopping off Suran’s 
head in battle, Muruga was bathed and married to 
both his consorts, Valli and Devasena. 
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Ekambareshwara
part 2 by Michael Steinberg

In the last Sri Chakra, author 

Michael Steinberg described the ex-

perience of walking into one of the 

largest and most revered temples in 

Tamil Nadu—the Ekambareshwara 

temple in Kanchipuram.  Part 2 of 

this article goes into the back story 

of this temple.

 The stories that I’ve heard 

go as follows.  One day on Mount 

Kailash, when Shiva and his wife 

Parvati—who, you should remem-

ber, is the Devi herself—were in 

a playful mood, Parvati came up 

behind Shiva and put her hands over 

his three eyes.  At that moment the 

entire universe vanished, as if every 

source of light and warmth every-

where had switched off.  There was 

nothing but universal darkness and 

silence. 

 Parvati uncovered Shiva’s 

face and the world popped back 

into existence, none the worse for 

its momentary extinction.  But the 

damage to the relationship was not 

so easily repaired.  By forgetting the 

importance of Shiva’s awareness 

she had forgotten the very nature 

and being of her divine husband.  

Even though she was the source of 

everything there is, nothing can ex-

ist without Shiva’s constant aware-

ness.  Think of it this way: matter 

and mind are two sides of the same 

coin, and if awareness stops then 

creation stops, too. 

 If you look this story up in 

most books or web sites you’ll read 

that Parvati had to descend to earth 

and	do	“penance”	as	a	result.		This	
makes it sound as if she’s being 

punished, and considering the deep 

sexism that runs through too much 

of Indian culture I suppose that’s a 

valid way of looking at it.  But we 

shouldn’t be misled by the word 

“penance.”		
 It means atonement or ex-

piation, bearing the burden of your 

sin and ultimately wiping the slate 

clean, which is why the Quakers 

of Pennsylvania called their prison 

a	“penitentiary.”		Without	the	
Christian idea of sin, though, the 

word doesn’t have a whole lot of 

meaning, and Indians have rarely 

been concerned with anything that 

resembles that concept. 

 Parvati was not being 

punished for a sin against Shiva, 

even though he’s the great god, the 

mahadeva.  She had made a mis-

take.  It was not an incidental error, 

though; it was the kind of mistake 

that shows up a deeper problem, and 

for the relationship to carry on Par-

vati needed to address that problem.  

She simply did not appreciate that 

she and Shiva were equally neces-

sary.  This is something that she 

should have seen and obviously she 

had not.  Something had gotten in 

the way.

 Parvati had to go to earth 

to clear her vision and burn away 

the illusions that had clouded her 

understanding.  She had to under-

take tapas, which is a program of 

self-denial that destroys ignorance 

and accumulates merit, power, and 

knowledge.  So she took the name 

Kamakshi, left Kailash, and settled 

under a mango tree in Kanchipuram.  

The Vegavathy River ran close by, 

and from the sand along its banks 

Parvati fashioned a lingam.  She 

fasted, dressed herself in bark, and 

offered continuous puja to the lin-

gam of sand.

 Shiva was touched.  Al-

though he is the great ascetic, 

completely	self-sufficient	and	
without the needs that bring humans 

together with each other, he also 

loves Parvati and in spite of their 

frequent quarrels the two take great 

Parvati’s 
penance is 
captured by 
Mangadu Ka-
makshi, who 
is depicted do-
ing her tapas 
standing on 
one foot atop 
the point of a 
needle 
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delight in each other.  He could see 

Parvati’s devotion and he could 

recognize that her tapas was indeed 

undoing the errors that had clouded 

her mind. 

 But he wanted to test her, 

or at least tease her a little.  Shiva is, 

among other things, a great trickster, 

and he loves to play with his devo-

tees to test their devotion.  He sent 

so	much	rain	that	the	river	flooded,	
threatening to wash away Parvati’s 

improvised lingam.  To protect it 

she threw herself around it, clutch-

ing it to her breasts.  That’s why the 

lingam at Ekambareshwara has its 

odd Coke-bottle shape. 

 Shiva, convinced, descend-

ed to Kanchi and the two renewed 

their vows under the mango tree.  

As it says in the temple website, 

rather	sweetly,	“In	this	context	
Shiva is referred to as ‘He who 

melted	in	Her	embrace’	in	Tamil.”		
Eventually, of course, both lingam 

and tree were enclosed within the 

temple’s massive hallways.  

 While the earth lingam is 

said to be the original (and never 

receives libations, for obvious rea-

sons), the mango tree in the court-

yard is not; you can see a chunk 

of wood in one of the gopuram 

doorways	identified	as	part	of	the	
previous, 3,500-year-old mango 

tree.  The younger one, though, is 

said to bear fruit with four different 

flavors	corresponding	to	the	four	
sacred Vedas just like its predeces-

sor, and childless women tie little 

wooden cradles to its branches as 

offerings.

 Do I believe these stories?  

I can’t say that I do.  But it doesn’t 

feel as if belief has 

anything to do with 

what it is like to sit 

in that room.  I fo-

cus my attention on 

the root chakra and 

look at the strange-

ly misshapen 

lingam, and almost 

like clockwork the 

intensity of pres-

ence appears, just 

as it is supposed 

to and yet feeling 

utterly spontaneous. 

 What exactly was I feeling?  

I can try to answer that question, 

but I’m not sure that I’ve worded 

it correctly.  Feeling isn’t the right 

word, because nothing about the 

experience seemed purely internal.  

It had something objective about 

it, something I could almost reach 

out and touch.  Sitting right now at 

my computer, on a cold and snowy 

evening in the 

middle of a 

cold and snowy 

winter, I have 

little trouble 

conjuring up the 

sensations of a 

tropical January: 

the sun on my 

face, the sweat 

on my back that 

thanks to the 

dryness of a South Indian winter 

evaporates with welcome swiftness, 

the harsh brightness of the light, the 

brief but beautiful twilight, and the 

evening air cooling into softness 

after the sudden sunset. 

 All these are perceptions, 

not emotions. They don’t slip away, 

any more than the sights and sounds 

and smells of the streets and train 

stations and temples slip away after 

I have committed them to memory. 

 I can walk through those 

moments whenever I choose, and in 

just the same way I can walk back 

to the sanctuary at Ekambareshwara 

and sit myself down and once again 

catch more than a ghost of that 

sensation.  It speaks of utter security 

and safety; I can let myself sink into 

it, both inside and outside.  

 All of my barriers and wor-

ries, all the knots inside of me, can 

be untied or loosened.  I can stop 

holding myself together and stop 

holding myself upright.  I can let the 

world carry me.  I am without any 

idea of what surrounds me, but it is 

not alien to me and it will not harm 

me.  I am at home here, and sitting 

there I am at home with all that 

there is.

 This registers in my 

memory as an experience or a 

perception more than an emotion, 

though of course it is something I 

cannot recall without emotion.  It is 

hard for me to think that what exists 

in the temple is nothing more than a 

set of cues to which I responded in 

a particular way.  When I sit there 

I am in the presence of something 

that is outside of me as well as 

inside, and this feels like a demon-

strable fact even though I also have 

to admit that I can’t demonstrate it. 

 What it was that I wit-

nessed I cannot say, but it was more 

than any idol or symbol.  Maybe 

the god really is there.  Maybe it 

was nothing more than a doorway, 

a junction point where experience 

meets raw reality, but maybe that 

is what the gods really are anyway, 

The cavernous corridors of the Ekambareshwara kovil
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the images we make to create or 

identify those doorways, and there 

can hardly be anything more vital to 

discover than that.  

 I left with the sense that I 

had visited something that was there 

before I arrived and will be there 

whenever I am lucky enough to 

return, something that has a stronger 

taste of the truth of things than the 

air I breathe or the thoughts that I 

wrestle with.

 The thing about these 

temples and these rituals is that they 

produce the intended results.  Like 

the religions of classical antiquity, 

Hinduism is a box of tools that over 

tens of centuries has been honed and 

refined.		And	its	tools	get	the	job	
done because they root themselves 

somewhere real, in the give and 

take which is the real activity of the 

world and which we can sense only 

when the snares of the self melt 

away.  Earth.  Materiality.  What we 

call the divine is not something far 

off or ethereally spiritual.  It is the 

very	flesh	and	bone	of	everyday	life,	
hidden in plain sight. 

 I could feel it clearly sitting 

there with Shiva and though the 

rising surge of delight I could sense 

again as I wandered through the vast 

corridors, a semi-willing victim of 

all the subsidiary priests with an eye 

out for the rich foreigner, I felt calm 

and at ease with myself and the 

world as long as I stayed within the 

temple.  

 And why should I begrudge 

the priests their probably very hard 

living? I don’t think they’re ped-

dling snake oil and they have to 

feed their families, too.  There is 

often something mechanical, true, 

in the way they chant and circle 

the light and bring it out to share, 

offering you a pinch of vibhuti ash 

or kumkumam, but there’s nothing 

so wrong with routine if the routine 

offers such richness. 

 By then the temple was 

busy, not as busy as Kamakshi Am-

man gets but lively with families 

and groups of pilgrims.  Many had 

come with little, nutshell-shaped 

lamps	filled	with	ghee,	which	they	
lit and placed on the edges of the 

raised platforms, spacing them per-

fectly evenly.  The starlike points of 

light were enticing, but after a stop 

at a shrine to Kali—our daughter’s 

favorite deity—I found myself 

drawn outside, to the sunshine and 

the courtyard around the famous 

mango tree.  After a pleasant talk 

with the priest there I settled under 

the colonnade, facing the tree, to 

meditate and recite the Rudram.

 By the time I neared the 

end of my silent chanting I noticed 

that a small crowd of men had gath-

ered.  One of them asked if he could 

interrupt me.  I held up my hand and 

gestured that I would be with him in 

a	moment,	finished,	and	said	hello.			
The group had come from Pune, a 

distance of close to 700 miles, and 

they were on their own pilgrimage.  

	 They	were	curious	to	find	
out what had brought me to India, 

eager to hear my own thoughts 

about their religion and their 

shrines, and happy to discuss their 

own itinerary and exchange tips 

about the other nearby temples 

worth visiting.  I was up on the 

platform and they were below in the 

courtyard.  It felt as if I were giving 

a discourse and being placed on 

display, both at once, but it was a 

delightful conversation nonetheless.

 They moved on, and as 

they went out I noticed an old 

man with long beard watching me 

closely.  Our eyes met.  He said 

nothing, but for a moment it crossed 

my mind that I was an odd enough 

sight that he wanted to have darshan 

of me.  Then I brought my palms to-

gether in a namaskaram and he did 

the same.  Then he smiled, nodded 

his head, and left.
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 We all love hanging out with Aiya, drinking tea, and sometimes getting 

some guidance on how to travel down our own paths to the Devi.  Here, he 

addresses questions he picked out of a hat during a workshop in Scarborough, 

Ontario.

Q & Aiya

Q:  Is it okay to get a religious/spiri-

tual tattoo to always remind me of 

my ultimate goal?

Aiya:  Where are you going to get 

this tattoo?  Come on, man.  It’s not 

going to remind you of anything.  

All	you’re	doing	is	disfiguring	your	
body.  I think tattoos are a waste of 

time.  The thought of God should 

not be on the body; it should be tat-

tooed on the inside.  Antharmukha 

samaradhya, bahirmukha sudar-

labha.  It refers to how that worship 

should be on the inside.  That’s why 

it is called the secret worship.  Se-

cret doesn’t mean you’re closing the 

door and doing puja alone.  Secrecy 

means nobody else knows what you 

are doing with your mind. 

Q:  How can we increase and 

expand our consciousness, and 

become better human beings?

Aiya:  Very simple—do japam.  

For 24 hours a day, 7 days a 

week, do japam.  Can you honestly 

tell me you’ve tried doing that?  Are 

you doing it while you’re texting 

or listening to your iPod or watch-

ing movies?  If you want to expand 

your understanding of the Devi and 

understanding of the universe, you 

have to do japam 24/7 in spite of all 

the sounds that are coming towards 

you, whether they are pleasant or 

unpleasant.

Q: What are some techniques to 

ingrain the mantra in our minds?

Aiya:  For example, for Tara, one of 

the 10 Dasamahavidyas—what is 

the secret of her sadhana?  You hear 

the Omkara in every sound whether 

the sound is pleasant or unpleasant.  

This is designed for women, espe-

cially.  When the children are cry-

ing, you hear the Omkara in 

their wails.  And if you hear 

that sound while the child is 

crying and you are tending 

to the child, you are actu-

ally performing puja to the 

real Devi.  That is japam.  If 

you want to do japam 24/7, 

you have to train your mind 

to get to that point.

Q:  Please explain about 

bija mantras.

Aiya:  What is a bija?  It is 

a seed.  The bija mantra is 

something that is implanted 

into your consciousness like 

a seed.  It takes hold, absorbs the 

benefits	from	the	gurumandalam,	
processes it, and sprouts into the di-

vine consciousness.  And bijaaksha-

ras are eternal—Om, kleem, hreem, 

etc.  But you must know which 

bijaakshara is suitable for you.  If 

you get to a guru, that person can 

tell you.

Q:  What direction should you face 

when doing puja and what direction 

should the deity sit in while receiv-

ing puja?

Aiya:  Any direction except south 

or southwest.  When you look at 

the Vaastu-Purusha, you can see the 

flow	of	energy	where	he	lies.		His	
head is in the northeast and feet are 

in southwest.  If you sit in one di-

rection and face that way, the energy 
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flow	will	be	directed	toward	where	
you’re sitting or looking.  The same 

goes for deities.  But in order to 

be able to feel the difference, you 

should be doing puja and japam to 

become sensitive to those energy 

flows.

Q:  Can we have deities and statues 

in the house and perform puja?

Aiya:  If you are going to have them 

in your house, you must maintain 

the house as close as possible to 

a temple.  That means no meat or 

animal products in the house.  If 

you have the discipline to go there 

many times a day and make sure the 

energies emanating from the shrine 

room are not disturbed, why not?  

If the deities are smaller than your 

thumb, they do not have to satisfy 

any of the conditions that are there 

for larger temple statues.  They 

don’t have to satisfy the Agama 

shashtras if they are small. 

 Does that mean you can 

wear a tiny shivalingam around 

your neck and go into bars and go 

into McDonald’s, or into a funeral 

home?  Be conscious of what you 

are wearing.  You have to treat a 

shivalingam or rudraksha properly.  

Know this—if the rudraksha is the 

size of a gooseberry, the rudraksha 

is on par with a shivalingam.  You 

treat them both the same.

Q:  What is the best time to do puja?

Aiya:  Early morning, during Brah-

ma-muhurtham.  That’s between 

4 a.m. and 6 a.m.  Why?  When 

you go to sleep at night, the body 

is slowly relaxing.  The jiva-sthiti 

or the 

conscious-

ness in 

your body 

moves 

to the 

visuddhi 

chakra at 

the throat.  

So when 

you wake 

up in the 

morning, 

it hasn’t 

sunk 

below the 

heart lotus.  When you start your 

day and get involved with the day to 

day grind, that’s when it sinks.

Q:  If foreigners attempt puja and 

don’t know how to do it, can it still 

be successful if it’s from the bottom 

of their hearts?

Aiya:  How can you look at your-

self as a foreigner or an Indian or 

a Chinese or Iranian when we are 

all Her children?  If you are sincere 

and the desire to reach her is strong, 

what do you think the result will be?  

The desire has to be there and at 100 

percent. 
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by Mythily Kandiah

Grace of Arunachala

 In March 2012 I had written an article 

called	“Being	a	Devotee	Makes	Life	Worth	Liv-

ing,”	where	I	explained	how	Devi	brought	me	to	
the Sri Rajarajeswari temple and with grace and 

compassion initiated me into my Guru Seshadri 

Swamigal’s mula mantra through Aiya.  

 In continuation to that I now would like 

to share something that happened within the last 2 

years.  In August 2013 I visited Thiruvannamalai 

for the third time, and something extraordinary 

happened to me there.  I’m trying to capture it in 

words, as you all know it is not an easy task please 

forgive me if there are any mistakes. 

 We reached Thiruvannamalai on 2nd 

August 2013.  When we were walking towards the 

Seshadri Swamigal Ashram, a person who looked 

like	a	beggar	was	passing	by	us	and	said,	“If	there	
is a god why should I need to go see him?  Instead 

he is the one should come rushing towards me to 

see me.  Without that, what is the use of me to go 

and	worship	a	deity?”	
 I stopped for a minute and thought why is 

he saying this, especially when I’m rushing to go 

see my guru’s samadhi after a long time?  I didn’t 

understand the full meaning of what he was saying 

at that time but he was right.  During this trip God 

did came to me in the form of a living guru.  For 

me he is another form of Arunachaleshwarar.

 People don’t know what his real name is, 

but	he	only	uses	mooku	podi	(nose	sniffing	pow-

der) so people started to call him by Mookku Podi 

Sidhar.  He doesn’t have a private living space; he 

may be seen either in a particular temple or in a 

high school beside that temple.  

 He doesn’t talk to anyone. Sometime he 

will say a few words when a person approaches 

him and the words will be the answer for that 

person’s exact need.  He can be found sleeping in 

the temple without any comforts.  It is very hard to 

understand his actions intellectually.

	 When	I	saw	him	for	the	first	few	times	
he didn’t pay any attention to anyone around him. 

Either	he	was	lying	down	on	the	temple	floor	or	he	
was walking here and there.  But on one Thursday 

when I went there during the girivalam, he was sit-

ting against the wall where the navagraha statues were 

placed. 

 The minute he saw me he said something and 

waved his hand, which I didn’t understand. Then he 

looked down and started to laugh for a minute. Then 

suddenly he lifted his face and looked directly into my 

eyes for few minutes.  Somehow there was nobody in 

between us.  At that time I didn’t understand the sig-

nificance	of	it	and	I	didn’t	understand	it	as	an	initiation.

 After I came back from the trip about one 

month later (Oct 1, 2013), I had a dream in the morn-

ing, where I was meeting him and asking him to help 

me.  He said it is a long journey; do you want to walk 

with me?  I said sure I will come.  Then he started to 

walk with me through a path full of trees and obstacles 

and at one point he said okay, now we have reached the 

destination. 

 I’m thinking he said it is a long journey but 

it didn’t seem too long.  I got up and felt I should ask 

someone in Thiruvannamalai to buy some fruits and 

offer them to him.  So I called a person that I know 

in Thiruvannamalai.  To my surprise the saint was in 

his car at that moment!  Apparently he had come and 

gotten in his car and asked him to go to Rameshwaram.  

And I had called just at that time!  There started my 

actual journey.
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 The journey of the past 

one year is exactly what he told 

me about in the dream.  If I need to 

                    

The following is an excerpt from 

Transgression and power: spe-

cial reference to Srividya temple 

at Rush, New York by P. Pratap 

Kumar, which was published by 

Routledge (Taylor & Francis) in 

September 2014.  The full scholarly 

essay appeared in the most recent 

issue of South Asian Diaspora, and 

can be viewed at this link: http://

dx.doi.org/10.1080/19438192.2014

.955342.  This the first of two parts 
of this excerpt.

Locating Ayya’s ritual world

 During 2012–2013 since I 

have been visiting professor at an 

institution in New York State, I was 

looking	to	find	a	Hindu	temple	to	
take my students of Hinduism on a 

field	trip.	One	day	as	I	was	walking	
back to my place, I accidentally met 

a woman and as we began to chat, 

she mentioned her name as Chandini 

and that she was born in Sri Lanka.

 For a moment I wondered 

about what she was saying as she 

was obviously not of South Asian 

background and was a Caucasian 

person. Seeing my puzzled face, she 

elaborated that her parents lived in 

Sri Lanka during the time of the 

British raj when it was called Cey-

lon. After independence, her parents 

returned to Europe and she later 

moved to the USA. She later joined 

a Hindu temple and became deeply 

involved in her spirituality through 

Hinduism. 

 She then invited me to visit 

the temple as the head of the temple 

was a Sri Lankan, and a large num-

ber of South Indian devotees from 

Canada and the USA frequent the 

temple, especially during major fes-

tivals. An interesting co-incidence 

I thought. Two weeks later, I took a 

sum-

marize 

it in 

one 

sen-

tence, 

he had 

walked 

with 

me and 

taught 

me 

how 

to be.  

With-

out 

having 

any 

conver-

sations, just merely from the power 

of his presence, he has shown the 

obstacles within me.  By pouring his 

grace and love, he showed me the 

path to overcome.  Just like peeling 

an onion layer by layer I was shaped 

by him without much strain or ef-

fort. 

 Since explaining this in 

words is impossible to exactly 

capture his grace, I will stop here. 

The only reason I wanted to share 

this with you all is if anyone gets 

a chance to visit Thiruvannamalai 

then take some time to see him 

and experience his grace directly.  

Then you will know yourself what 

I was trying to write.  He will be 

seen either in the Navagraha temple 

beside Ner Annamalai Temple or in 

Srinivasa School.  If you need more 

information please e-mail me at 

Mythily.shesha@gmail.com

Transgression

& Power by P. Pratap Kumar
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group of my students to the temple.

 When we arrived at the 

temple, we were met by a young 

South Asian of Sri Lankan back-

ground and a Caucasian female 

devotee of the temple. Both of them 

received us very warmly and gave 

us a brief introduction about the 

temple and its background before 

they allowed us in to participate in 

the mid-day ritual that was about to 

begin.

 What struck me as interest-

ing during that brief introduction 

was what the female devotee of 

Caucasian background said – ‘I 

have been to so many temples in 

the US and also in 

India, but nowhere 

else was I allowed 

to participate fully 

in the ritual as it is 

here in this temple.’ 

It was as if a pre-

lude to the temple’s 

rather unique ap-

proach.

 This was 

the beginning of 

what was to be-

come	my	fieldwork	
cite for the next 

several months that I have been in 

the USA. Since then I have taken 

several of my students and spent 

long hours witnessing and listen-

ing to local devotees who visit the 

temple as well as the temple head 

and other elders of the temple.

 First thing that we noticed 

is the location of the temple. It is 

located in the middle of a small 

community surrounded by large 

tracts of farm land. The temple itself 

stands inside an old barn house on a 

23-acre farm land. From the outside 

it looks like any local residential 

building albeit converted from its 

old barn look to a relatively contem-

porary looking building. 

 The head of the temple 

known to his local followers as 

Ayya (I will refer to him as Ayya 

in the rest of the paper) makes it 

a point to tell us that the land was 

particularly suited to the building 

of a temple as it gradually slopes 

toward the east and there is a small 

creek	that	flows	through	the	temple	
land. Dempsey (2006, 158), who did 

an extensive study on the temple, 

makes a point that this feature of 

the	creek	gives	its	identification	
with the holy site of Benares for the 

devotees who come there as part of 

their pilgrimage. 

 The second time we went 

to the temple, there was a major 

festival of Navarathri taking place 

in October 2012. There were at least 

a few hundred devotees who came 

from Canada and various other 

parts of the USA and most of them 

were South Indian families of either 

Tamil or Telugu background. 

 But it was during another 

visit along with my students that 

I had a better chance of getting to 

understand the background of the 

temple and Ayya’s philosophy. Dur-

ing major festival times and other 

important occasions, Ayya leads the 

rituals, but this time on an ordi-

nary day in early April (2013) the 

mid-day ritual was performed by a 

female devotee. 

 Before the ritual began 

we had an occasion to spend some 

time with Ayya. He took us into the 

temple	hall	first	and	made	us	sit	and	
spoke to us about general matters 

of Hinduism and its broader phi-

losophy and then gradually started 

talking about the temple’s particu-

lar tradition. One notices a certain 

enthusiasm in his conversation and 

eagerness to tell us about what he 

sincerely believes.  

 In order to both impress 

the Western audience as well as to 

perhaps enable them to understand 

some of the hidden ideas, he seems 

to	always	use	modern	scientific	
illustrations to explain his religious 

ideas. For instance, he spoke quite 

a lot about the big bang theory and 

how it relates to the Hindu idea of 

creation from the unmanifest power 

of the Goddess.  He goes to some 

length to explain why there were so 

many deities.

 He points out that as a 

mother gives her children candy 

and money, goddess in her form as 

Lakshmi gives her devotees wealth 

and prosperity, as the mother who 

gives her children learning, the very 

same goddess appears as Goddess 

Sarasvati and in the tradition of the 

temple as Srividya. There is always 

a	scientific	explanation	that	he	of-
fers to any modern questions about 

Hinduism.

Establishing his lineage

 Srividya sampradaya is 

the core of Hindu tradition that he 

follows. He traces his lineage to his 

guru, Sri Amritananda Sarasvati 

and his wife Devi Annapoorna, who 

initiated him and his wife as Chaity-

ananda and Gnanamba, respectively, 

into Srividya tradition when they 

were living in Lusaka, Zambia.   
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	 Suffice	to	say	that	he	
makes it a point to tell his visitors 

that he was once a hard core atheist 

but turned to the goddess worship 

through a chance encounter at a lo-

cal Devi temple while he was still in 

Sri Lanka as a young man.

 Ever since, he spent most of 

his time worshipping and meditat-

ing in the family prayer room while 

growing up in Sri Lanka (Dempsey 

2006, 85). His formal initiation to 

Srividya tradition occurred when he 

was working in Lusaka as an archi-

tect. He makes it a point to mention 

that his guru was a nuclear physicist 

worked for the Government of India 

for most of his career and left to 

become a follower of Srividya. 

 He also spoke about his 

guru’s teacher who had no formal 

education but could speak of West-

ern philosophy and Shakespeare 

quite comfortably. In a sense, his 

reference to his lineage is not really 

to establish his connection to Hindu 

orthodoxy, but rather to point out 

their departure from orthodoxy, in 

that his teachers initiated him step-

ping aside from the orthodoxy that 

confined	Srividya	to	the	community	
of Smarta Brahmans. 

 Ayya is neither a Brahman 

(let alone a Smarta one) nor a tradi-

tional Hindu, but one who seems to 

have discovered his own personal 

connection to the goddess. By now 

it was beginning to become clear to 

me that the boundaries that he was 

marking for himself and his tradi-

tion were rather uniquely different.

 There is always a great deal 

of enthusiasm in his voice when 

he spoke of his teacher’s teacher. 

Ayya spontaneously began to nar-

rate about an extraordinary event 

that happened in the temple. When 

they	were	performing	a	major	fire	
ceremony at the time of the instal-

lation,	as	the	flames	were	bellowing	
up, one of his followers was taking 

photos of the ceremony. They later 

looked at the pictures and noticed 

something unusual. 

 He brought and showed us 

a photograph and asked us to see if 

we	could	find	anything	unusual	in	
the picture. As we were curiously 

looking to see what he was asking 

us	to	find,	he	slowly	marked	out	
imaginary lines that showed up as a 

human	figure	seated	in	the	middle	of	
the	fire	which	indeed	resembled	his	
teacher’s teacher.

	 Although	we	did	not	find	
it immediately, we could see the 

image and he believes that his 

teacher’s teacher was present in the 

fire	as	the	ceremony	unfolded.	If	
this was not enough, he showed us 

another picture of the same teacher 

which is actually hung on the wall 

on the right side of the main altar 

where the goddess Sri Rajarajeswari 

is seated. 

 He marked out on the chest 

of the image 

and pointed 

to the illu-

mination in 

the center of 

the chest and 

pointed to its 

similarity to 

the miniature 

gopura-like 

structure 

located in 

front of the 

goddess’ im-

age. By then 

it became 

clear to us that Ayya has established 

his credentials and the sacredness 

of the temple in the greatness of the 

Srividya tradition.

The second section of this excerpt 

will appear in the next Sri Chakra.
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 You must have a certain measure of faith 

in the person who gave you the mantra; otherwise 

nothing will work for you.  I’ll give you an example.  

There was an artist named Shilpi who met Sri Amma 

when she was a young girl—he is no more now.  

 How many of you know who Shilpi was?  

He won several awards, including a national award 

for producing temple art.  There are also a couple of 

books about Maha Periava, Sri Chandrasekharendra 

Saraswati, and all the illustrations in there were done 

by Shilpi.  Around the time or just before he was do-

ing Paramacharya’s book, he went to see Paramacha-

rya.  

 Paramacharya looked at him and told him, 

“Sri	Akhilandeshwari	is	there	in	Azhwarpet;	go	and	
see	her.”		Sri	Amma	was	all	of	16	or	17	years	old	at	
that time and she had just returned from Pondicherry.  

And she had nail polish on her nails.  Is it strange to 

see a 16- or 17-year-old girl with nail polish on her 

nails?  Of course not.  But Shilpi noticed her nails and 

thought,	“Hmm,	what	is	this?		They	say	that	she	is	the	
Devi	but	she’s	wearing	Cutex.		How	can	this	be?”
 Why?  Because he had a picture inside his 

mind of how the Devi was supposed to look.  She 

doesn’t have to satisfy anybody.  But Shilpi thought, 

“Nah,	it	can’t	really	be	her.”		A	couple	of	days	later,	
a temple approached him and asked him to do a 

picture for their kumbhabhishekam malar.  He and the 

representatives from the temple wanted to get Maha 

The following story arose out of a 

technical question from one of the 

parents during the 2014 Vibhuti 

Saivaite Immersion on the ges-

tures involved with offering na-

ivedyam.  After Aiya clarified the 
gestures, he said he didn’t often 

ask these similar types of ques-

tions to Guruji; he simply per-

formed the pujas the way he was 

taught.

Story Time

with Aiya

Periava’s blessings so they went to see him again.  

 Shilpi performed namaskarams to Maha Peri-

ava but before he could get up, the great seer looked at 

him	and	said,	“Hey,	even	if	she	has	nail	polish	on	her	
nails,	she’s	still	the	Devi!”	
 So there are certain notions that you come 

with.  Don’t think the Devi has to meet your expecta-

tions.  Whatever will be shown to you will be shown 

according to how you will best perceive it—that’s one 

aspect.  Secondly, if your praaradhva karma (the karma 

you were already born with that carries over from 

previous lifetimes) will not allow you to have a certain 

amount of clarity in your mind, if it won’t allow you to 

have a clear vision of things, you won’t see it.

 Honest to God, how many of you were here 

when Sri Amma was here?  Tell me, did you not even 

think	one	time,	“Is	this	really	the	Devi?		Could	it	re-

ally	be?		Could	she	really	look	like	this?”		Didn’t	that	
thought cross your mind?  Some of you might think, 

“What	is	this,	she’s	joking	around	with	people—how	
can	she	really	be	the	Devi?”		
 So in order to be the Devi she has to sit there 

with a long face the whole time?  That’s not what it is!  

You have to learn to look beyond a person’s outside ap-

pearance; that’s what it’s really about.  And you need to 

look inside yourself and that other person to see what is 

really there.  How do you do that?

If you’re used to chanting something, quietly chant 

before you see that person.  When they start talking, 

close your eyes.  If a measure of peace does not come 

over you, then it may be that you’re not yet ready and it 

will take time.
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Sri Gurubhyo Namaha


