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Kindling Wonder  

Vasanthi Srinivasan

Ananda Coomaraswamy once 
observed that thinking in images and 
symbols is the ‘proper’ language of 
metaphysics.1  Due to their polyva-
lence, he felt that they serve to con-
vey better the ‘truth content’ of reali-
ties that can only be grasped by the 
mind’s eye. He claimed rightly that 
the verbal, iconographic or dramatic 
symbol is ‘more convincing’ than 
analytical concepts. It is undeniable 
that the image of the sun-wheel or a 
circle with a centre and radii impress 
metaphysical notions upon the mind 
better than the Idea of the Good. Sim-
one Weil reminded that analogical 
1  Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy, “Primitive Mentality” in The Essential Ananda 
K. Coomaraswamy, ed. Rama P. Coomaraswamy, (Bloomington World Wisdom, 2004), p. 
225. 
2  John Grimes, A Concise Dictionary of Indian Philosophy: Sanskrit Terms defined in 
English, (SUNY 1989), 125. Vaman Shivram Apte, The Student’s Sanskrit-English Diction-
ary, (Motilal Banarsidass Publishers, 1997), p. 258

reasoning is ‘that way (whereby) one 
always has to rethink’ capturing the 
essence of ‘appropriating’ or making 
one’s own. In doing so, one finds one-
self wondering about the appropriate-
ness of the analogies, their limits and 
possibilities quite playfully.  

Analogical reasoning or rea-
soning based on drshtānt (examples, 
typical instance, illustrations and 
parables) and upamāna (likeness 
and comparison) abound in popular 
Indian discourses.2 David Zilber-
man remarked that the ‘transposition 
of indications of non-demonstrable 
objects’ is constitutive of analogical 
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reasoning in philosophy.3 He men-
tions the Upanishadic explication 
of transmigration by analogy with 
a tree wherein an identification of a 
corporeal object with the “I” or per-
ception of something as mine is like 
a germ that grows like the bud of a 
tree and brings fruits of pleasure and 
suffering. He remarks that explana-
tion by means of ‘likening’ is seen 
as philosophical and opposed to sci-
entific proof (shāstrika) where there 
is demonstration of an object rather 
than transposition of properties. 

Referring to drshtānt (exam-
ples), he observes that it ‘refers to a 
thing about which an expert and or-
dinary person have the same opinion 
and which describes a subject such as 
‘hot like fire’ or ‘immobile like earth’ 
or similar to that connotation which 
“Sun” acquires in texts of Samkhya 
(namely to that of a lamp)’.4 As Mon-
ika Horstmann notes, it may serve to 
illustrate, confirm, state or resolve 
a problem,  differs from authoritar-
ian assertion and is an argumenta-
tion that presents the audience with 
an ‘evidence’ in the Latin sense of 
‘something that can be seen.’5   

Zilberman clarifies that anal-
ogy in a preliminary sense meant the 
knowledge of a thing received from 
perception of its similarity to another 
thing. The meaning of concepts is 
often grasped, extended and modi-
3  David Zilberman, Analogy in Indian and Western Philosophical Thought, ed. Helen 
Gourko and Robert Cohen (Dordrecht Springer 2006), p. 51. 
4  David Zilberman, Analogy in Indian and Western Philosophical Thought, p. 53
5  Monika Horstman, The Example in Dadupanthi Homiletics, In Francisca Orsini and 
Katherine B Schofield ed., Tellings and Texts: Music Literature and Performance in North 
India (Cambridge UK; Open Book 2015), p. 42, 49
6  Helen Gourko, “Introductory Essay”, Ibid., p. 34, fn 12. 

fied by means of parallels, models, 
analogies and metaphors.6 Though 
Plato elevated the delving into pure 
concepts and their connections as the 
apogee of thinking proper, it is his 
symbolisation of Socrates as a wise 
man dialoguing with handsome and 
ardent youth and drawing out the lo-
gos of their opinions like a midwife 
or gadfly that is etched into our con-
sciousness indelibly.  

In this essay, I explore the 
use of analogies in the theistic strand 
of Vedānta called Viśiṣṭādvaita as 
manifest in theological discourse. 
Religious discourses are divided into 
two styles in the Viśiṣṭādvaita tradi-
tion, kalakshepam and upanyāsam, 
roughly approximating to scholarly 
and popular lectures. Though kalak-
shepam literally means passing time, 
it is practiced as a serious exposition-
al activity, focusing on the meaning 
and interpretation of canonical texts 
like Sri Bhāshyam (Sri Rāmānujā’s 
commentary on Vedānta Sutras) or 
Srimad Rahastraya Sāram (by Sri 
Vedānta Desika which establishes the 
Sri Vaishnava sectarian ideology). 
Upanyāsam is cast more as a popu-
lar lecture, aimed at edifying and 
entertaining the audience. In prac-
tice, it is the style and emphasis that 
distinguish the two; both draw from 
canonical sources, aim to enlighten 
and hold equal appeal for traditional 
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exponents.  Upanyāsam allows for 
an eclectic leaping back and forth, 
between texts, anecdotes, examples, 
aimed at enhancing laity’s under-
standing of the doctrines; it balances 
ethical preaching with lighting up 
fundamental truths to a general audi-
ence. Kalakshepam is more intent on 
clarifying and defending the esoteric 
meanings of key tenets and doctrines 
vis-s-vis other sectarian traditions. 
Here too drshtānt persists albeit in-
formed by scriptural testimony and 
commentarial exegesis. 

In what follows, I draw from 
both strands to show how complex 
and key doctrines are impressed 
upon the minds of the audience. Far 
from dumbing down ideas for a laity, 
analogical reasoning manifests a de-
sire to make the audience grasp and 
chew upon the meaning of difficult 
ideas. While a sceptical ‘how is this 
possible’ is widespread and sponta-
neous, nudging the audience to keep 
wondering and trying to make sense 
of scriptural statements appears to be 
the aim of popular exponents. Here, 
I do not delve into types of analo-
gies (intrinsic or extrinsic, analogy of 
proportion or proper proportionality 
etc) but only highlight how analo-
gies are used to convey and impress 
an idea, clear up some spiritual 
doubts and fears, lend intelligibility 
to complicated doctrines and above 
all, stoke the sentiment (rasa) of 
wonder (adhbuta) at the mystery of 
it all. The sentiment of wonder ema-
nates from and educates the emotion 
7  TRS Sharma, Toward An Alternative Critical Discourse, (Shimla: IIAS 2000), p, 
56-7

of surprise which is one of the eight 
primary emotions that constitute af-
fective life in Indian aesthetics. As a 
rasa (essence/flavour/sap), it has to 
be extracted, ‘tasted’ and relished by 
us through a repeated hearing of the 
marvellous. When an emotion is ex-
perienced with empathy and distance 
as by a connoisseur, and manifests 
not just as a feeling but also a kind of 
knowing, then it is sentiment (rasa).7      

Sri Rāmānujā’s Statue of Equality (216 ft) in 
Hyderabad commemorating the 1000th birth 
anniversary by Sri Chinna Jeer Swamy to be 

inaugurated and dedicated to the world in 
February 2022 (picture by Nampar10).
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The One and Only One 

While there are no solid rules 
on how to analogise, Mukkur Laxmi 
Narasimhāchariyar (henceforth 
Mukkur Swami) reminds us that one 
should not expound profound truths 
through comparisons with low and 
mean objects.8 As per sectarian hagi-
ography, controversy over interpret-
ing analogies marks the founding 
moment of Viśiṣṭādvaita; while be-
ing a disciple of a famous Advaita 
proponent, Rāmānujā shed hot tears 
hearing his teacher Yadavaprakasha 
compare the red eyes of the Lord to 
the red posterior of a monkey; when 
he proposed instead that the reference 
was to the sun that makes the lotus 
bloom and to the fresh lotus sitting 
in a pond, he was expelled from the 
class and fortunately found his own 
devotional path that had a lasting im-
pact due to its sheer exuberance and 
beauty.

Viśiṣṭādvaita literally means 
‘Not two (advaita) in a special way’ 
or ‘One only—in a special way’.9 In 

8  Mukkur Laxmi Narasimhachariyar, Kurai Onrum Illai ( No Lack At All), (Vanathi 
Publications: Chennai 2001), Vol 4, p. 121. His popular lectures with the above title have 
been published in eight volumes and adumbrate the key doctrines. He is revered for perform-
ing over a hundred sacrificial rituals at Narasimha (man-lion form of Viṣṇu) temples and an 
authority on Viśiṣṭādvaita tradition. 
9  V. N Gopala Desikan, A Dialogue on Hinduism, (Viśiṣṭādvaita Research Centre: 
Madras 1990), p. 83.  
10  While J N Mohanty translates tattvas as ontological principles, I have adhered to 
the English translation of tattvas as Reals keeping in line with the Visishtādvaita emphasis 
on the reality of the phenomenal world alongside individual soul and Īśvara.  This is indeed 
how M R Rajagopala Ayyangar, renders it in his English translation Srimad Rahasya Traya 
Sāra of Sri Vedānta Desika (Sacred Essence of the Three Secrets/Esoterics), (Kumbakonam: 
Agnihotram Rāmānujā Thathachariar 1946),  which has the most definitive exposition of the 
three tattvas of Visishtādvaita. See p. x-xi. This is henceforth referred to as SRTS English. 
11  M. Hiriyanna, Essentials of Indian Philosophy, (George Allen and Unwin: London 
1985), p. 178

contrast to the Advaitins (non- dual-
ists) who hold forth for the reality of 
One and only Brahman, (the highest 
Ground), Viśiṣṭa Advaitins affirm the 
three ‘Reals’ (tattvas) namely non-
sentient matter and creation (achit), 
sentient or individual souls (chit/ 
Jīvātmans), and Īśvara (supreme 
ruler/Lord). 10 As Hiriyanna puts it, 
the ‘oneness’ here pertains to the 
Brahman embodied as and inspiring 
the matter and souls rather than to the 
identity of the three reals themselves.11  
That which pervades both prakṛti and 
jivatma like fire in firewood, oil in 
sesame seed, ghee in milk is Īśvara 
(Brahman), their one and only Ruler 
and Controller. He radiates all auspi-
cious qualities such as Being, knowl-
edge, bliss, infiniteness and purity 
which define his essence and other 
qualities such as strength, lordship, 
valour, splendour, energy, goodness 
and accessibility that flow from his 
essential nature though some of these 
may be revealed as per the level and 
function of his manifestation (such as 
accessibility supervening in Kṛṣṇa’s 
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sportive form).12  But is Brahman not 
designated as a ‘bridge’ in some texts 
hinting that there may be something 
beyond? Cognisant of this, Rāmānujā 
clarifies that it is called a bridge not 
because there is something beyond 
but because ‘it binds the sentient and 
insentient worlds to Itself avoiding 
confusion, even as a bridge keeps 
things separate’.13        

Mukkur Swami narrates a 
story about the highest Real, Īśvara 
thus: 

‘Obeisance To the Impoverished 
One!’ (Om Daridraaya namaha) 
intoned a priest at Sri Rangam 
one day departing from the usual 
glorious invocations! When the 
reclining God rises to object, the 
priest retorts, ‘is there anyone equal 
to you’ and Lord Ranganatha says 
‘no’, and the priest pursues, ‘is 
there anyone higher than you?’ and 
the Lord reclines back speechless! 14

While many analogies attest 
to the maternal loving care of the 
Lord (likened to the cow’s love for 
the newborn, Vātsalya), this example 
drives home the key doctrine of the 
Lord as the Highest One (Paratvam) 
without compromising His accessi-
bility (Saulabhyam). 

Devotees who accept the 
doctrine that Nārāyaṇa is the highest 
may still worry about offending other 
deities and APN Swamy, another 
12  Sri Vedānta Desika, SRTS English., p. 64.
13  Sri Rāmānujā, Brahma-Sutras: Sri Bhāshya, Translated by Swami Vireswarananda 
and Adidevananda, (Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama 1998), p. 349 
14  Mukkur Swami, Ibid., Vol 2, p. 308
15  Shri Vedānta Desika, Srimad Rahasya Traya Sāram, (in Tamil and Sanskrit—
henceforth referred to as SRTS Tamil), Edited by Sri Ramadesikachariar Swami (Srimad 
Pundarikapuram Asramam, Srirangam, 2000), p. 95. 

popular exponent adduces a humor-
ous analogy - we may  obsequiously 
appeal to front office staff for petty 
favours not knowing who the boss is 
but once we discover that the boss is 
a childhood friend and there is joyous 
reunion, the same front office staff 
become deferential toward oneself; 
this is sectarian for sure and yet, the 
all-too-human doubt is convincingly 
allayed.       

Regarding the other two 
Reals, we hear about non-sentient 
(prakṛti) as that which is indestruc-
tible but ever changing in terms of 
the three qualities of luminosity, ac-
tivity and darkness/inertia. It exists 
for the enjoyment of an ‘other’ and it 
is the site of the manifestation of ac-
tion and its consequences (karma).15 
Prakṛti evolves in twenty four stages 
including primal nature, intellect, 
egoity, mind, five sense organs, five 
conative organs, five subtle elements 
and five gross elements. Alongside 
prakṛti, the category of non-sentient 
includes Time as well as the pure 
matter (Shuddha Sattva) of which the 
transcendental world of Vaikunta (the 
abode of Śrīman Nārāyaṇa) is made. 
It appears that time is present even in 
the transcendental world of Vaikun-
tam but causes no change therein to 
the knowledge or bliss of the liber-
ated. 

The third Real denotes indi-
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vidual soul (jivātma) which is atomic, 
intelligent, subtle, eternal, blissful, 
indivisible and the same in all bod-
ies. That the individual soul has be-
ing, duration and will through which 
it sustains and rules over the gross 
body is emphasized. Distinction 
is made between the souls that are 
bound and unfree, those which have 
been liberated and those who were 
never caught up in saṃsāra (like the 
eagle-mount Garuda, snake-recliner 
Adi Sesha and Divine commander, 
Vishwaksena etc).  

The three Reals are best il-
lustrated by reference to the image 
of Arjuna and Kṛṣṇa on the chariot 
where Kṛṣṇa is the Lord, Arjuna and 
the horses represent sentient souls 
and the chariot is the insentient part. 
Mukkur Swami points to the Man-
lion descent of Viṣṇu where the dev-
otee Prahlad and his demonic father 
represent the individual souls and 
the Pillar through which the Lord ap-
pears is the insentient matter.16 These 
analogies indelibly impress upon the 
mind the core Reals even as they al-
low us to relish wonder at the marvel-
ous descent of the highest as do the 
devotees exclaiming “Aho Balam!” 
(Behold The Might).

   
Individual Soul and the 
Parable of the Lost Prince  

Existence of individual souls 
as knowers and their inseparable 
relationship with the Paramātman 

16  Mukkur Swami, Ibid., vol 8, p. 70.
17  Mukkur Swami, Ibid., Volume 1, p. 296.

(Supreme Lord) is another unique 
doctrine of the Viśiṣṭa Advaitins. Like 
the advaitins, Mukkur Swami reiter-
ates that the soul being different from 
the body is mirrored in everyday lan-
guage use as when we say ‘my head 
aches’ or ‘my nose itches’ or ‘my 
eyes or ears’ and so on rather than “I 
head-aching’ or ‘I nose-itching’ or ‘I 
ears’, ‘I eyes’. That it is the individu-
al soul rather than the body which is 
the enjoyer is illustrated through an 
example; consider a king seated on a 
throne draped in silks and pearls. The 
servitors sprinkle rosewater, sandal 
and flowers; it is not the dress which 
enjoys these but the self ‘inside’ those 
apparels. The individual soul is, ac-
cording to Mukkur, like the butter 
hidden in milk; once butter is extract-
ed, it cannot again be dissolved in 
milk; similarly, atma consciousness, 
once freed from bodily identification, 
is unlikely to merge back.17 

But the more potent analogies 
pertain to explaining the nature of 
the soul so as to steer us away from 
collapsing the three Reals; consider 
the likening of Jīvātman with the 
flame of a lamp that is at once self-
luminous and lights up other objects 
through which Rāmānujā refuted the 
Advaitin view that the soul is ‘pure 
consciousness’. He argued that just 
as the flame of a lamp has luminosity 
as its nature and also as its attribute, 
so also Jīvātman has consciousness 
as its nature and its attribute. As Ju-
lius Lipner notes, the flame of a lamp 
is both a substrate, having light as 
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its quality and is also a quality that 
inheres in a substance. Furthermore, 
light also acts a substance (hav-
ing colour and illumining power as 
qualities) and is also a quality of a 
substrate, the flame. This ‘sui generis 
relationship of intimacy’ is different 
from the whiteness of a cloth which 
only exists in the substrate, the cloth 
and not like that of the light which is 
in the flame and pervades the room as 
well.18 Similarly, consciousness con-
stitutes the atman’s essence and is a 
substance but it also ensues in acts of 
consciousness and is thus an attribute 
of the knowing self.  

Buttressing the status of indi-
vidual soul as knowing subject rather 
than just pure consciousness was 
intended to combat the popularity of 
Self realization (Atma-realisation) 
and solipsistic bliss as the ultimate 
goal (as many tend to interpret Ad-
vaita). For Vedānta Desika, a thir-
teenth century Vaishnavite poet and 
Philosopher credited with firming up 
Rāmānujā’s tradition, to be satisfied 
with the atma is akin to being elated 
when an ornate box containing a gem 
is lost and subsequently found but 
without the gem inside.19 Self-reali-
sation will not lead to knowledge of 
‘everything’ (Lord and the insentient 
world) but only that of the individual 
soul. Moreover, one is likely to be 
carried away by the many spiritual 
attainments such as the ability to 

18  Julius Lipner, The Face of Truth: A Study of Meaning and Metaphysics in the Ve-
dantic Theology of Rāmānujā (London: Macmillan 1986), p. 51. 
19  Sri Vedānta Desika, SRTS Tamil, p. 192. Shri A P N Swamy’s lectures on this text 
(on youtube) were useful in directing my attention to these analogies.    
20  Sri Vedānta Desika, SRTS English, p. 45.

contract one’s body at will or power 
to attain anything one wants etc. Here 
a parallel is also drawn with that of a 
prince, whose coronation is due but is 
serving a token punishment for some 
transgression, casting eyes on the 
servant girl deputed to clean his cell, 
mindless of the palatial delights that 
await him.20   

This analogy is also used 
to clear away doubts regarding our 
capacity and eligibility to attain the 
supreme felicity. The natural right of 
the Jīvātmans to regain original glory 
of being eternal, omniscient and 
blissful, engaged in spiritual service 
in Sri Vaikuntam through the media-
tion of the lineage teacher is adum-
brated through the parable of the lost 
prince. While the king is busy hunt-
ing, the infant strays out of the royal 
camp, is found by tribals who raise 
him like one of their own. Similarly, 
the individual soul goes astray due 
to the beginningless association with 
Karma or action, identifies itself with 
the body and suffers the vagaries of 
pain and pleasure. Like some royal 
seers who cannot bear the despair 
of the king who set out and find the 
lost prince, explain his lineage, re-
form his ways and restore him to the 
king whereupon the lad takes to the 
royal way of life effortlessly, so also 
one may be uplifted by the lineage 
gurus (acharyas) who shall explain 
one’s true lineage, create a taste for 
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spirituality and kindle one’s innate 
orientation toward Brahman. Just 
as the sages mediate the reunion of 
king and prince, so also the Acharyas 
will mediate the reunion between the 
individual self and Supreme Lord 
through the removal of faulty knowl-

edge and transmission of esoteric 
doctrines.21  Just as the King, over-
joyed, immediately consecrates the 
son as heir apparent so that he may 
enjoy all goods without any respon-
sibility, so also the Lord accepts us 
as his own and assures  deliverance. 
However, the limit to this analogy is 
that while the heir may become King, 
Jīvātman cannot become Īśvara even 
after liberation in that he/she does not 
attain creative powers and become 
the consort of Sri, both of which are 
prerogatives of the Lord.       

This tradition also argues for 
the intimate and inseparable relation-
ship between the Lord and the individ-
ual soul (aprthak siddhi). The Kaus-
tubha gem ever adorning the chest of 
Viṣṇu symbolizes this relationship. 
Conversely the presence of the deity 
as indweller (antaryami) also testifies 
to this inseparability. The individual 
soul belongs wholly and solely to the 
Lord and must realise this complete 
dependence and subjection to the 
Lord voluntarily. Would the Lord 

21  Sri Vedānta Desika, SRTS Tamil, p. 1023. 

not then be tainted by the ignorance 
and vices of the Jīvātman? Varying 
the Upanisadic example of two birds 
on the same tree, we are told of the 
jail warden and prisoner who share 
the same premises but enjoy differ-
ent experiences due to their different 
karmas or actions. One suffers the 
consequence of his actions whereas 
the other merely watches over the 
former. How far is the Jīvātman af-
flicted? Here the parallel is drawn 
with how not all the vagaries of the 
body (size or age) affect the soul 
which remains the same, atomic and 
intelligent. The Jīvātman may be af-
flicted by pain and pleasure but this 
is due to the ripening of Karma rather 
than having a body. 

Mysteries of Being 
Embodied

What it means to be embodied 
is elucidated through the foremost 
distinctive doctrine of Viśiṣṭādvaita 
which pertains to the body-soul rela-
tionship posited between indwelling 
Lord and the other two Reals. A body 
is defined not in terms of matter or 
form (physical characteristics) but 
that substance which is sustained 
by, controlled by and exists for the 
pleasure of an intelligent/sentient 
principle. In this sense, both the 
Jīvātman and the material world are 
directly ‘bodies’ for the Lord. The 
Lord supports the other two Reals 
through his Being and Will for His 
own purpose. Vedic texts which state 

Both the Jīvātman and the ma-
terial world are directly ‘bod-
ies’ for the Lord.
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that the Lord has no body only mean 
that it is not a body born of Karma. 
For instance, both the king and the 
subjects have bodies but the pain of 
suffering punishment for disobey-
ing the king’s orders is suffered by 
the subjects only.22 As the ‘body’ of 
the Lord, the Jīvātman and the non-
sentient prakriti are sustained by the 
Lord’s Being (Swarupam) with re-
gard to their existence and duration/
continuance and by the Lord’s will/
intent (Samkalpam) with regard to 
their conduct/activity. 

The iconic image of the toe-
sucking infant-Kṛṣṇa on a tender 
pipal leaf at the end of each yuga 

22  Sri Rāmānujā, ibid., p. 222. 
23  Mukkur Swami, Ibid., Vol 1, p. 99.

(ion) illustrates the supportive func-
tion somewhat paradoxically. While 
relishing this image, devotees do not 
stop wondering how could a mere 
leaf support the Lord (who is said to 
have swallowed the entire universe 
in its subtle form) and conversely 
how could the Lord ‘support’ the 
leaf while resting on it in the cosmic 
ocean (not to mention queries about 
where did the water and leaf come 
from when the whole universe was 
‘inside’ the Lord’s stomach). Mukkur 
Swami does not dismiss such ques-
tions outright asserting that logic has 
no place in faith; instead, he refers to 
tarka shastra (systematic argumenta-
tion) and a frequent quibbling therein 
regarding the leaf-cup that holds 
ghee for sacrificial offering; while we 
‘see’ that the leaf cup is ‘supporting’ 
the ghee as its holder, a tarka expert 
may claim that since there is no need 
or role for the leaf-cup without the 
ghee, it is the latter that ‘supports’ 
the former.23 In Aristotelean terms, 
one may say that the sacrificial pour-
ing of ghee into fire is the final cause 
that calls for the presence of the leaf 
holder in this context.  

Aware that this is contrary to 
ordinary perception, Mukkur Swami 
also notes that the leaf-cup is ‘sup-
ported’ by the presence of the Lord 
as in-dweller or antaryami. Here he 
is relying on the notion of a body as 
something that is ‘borne’ and thus the 
leaf is borne by the Lord. Paradoxi-
cally, the Lord resting on the leaf has 
also ingested the entire universe in-

Iconic image of the toe-sucking infant-Kṛṣṇa on a 
tender pipal leaf at the end of each yuga 
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cluding the pipal tree with its leaves 
in a subtle form into himself. At the 
limit of the exposition, he invokes the 
power of making the impossible hap-
pen (agatitha ghatanā sāmarthyam) 
as the Lord’s sole prerogative thus 
eliciting wonder.  

Transcendence of the in-
dweller is often unintelligible to us 
and when we hear that the world does 
not stick to Him, we are puzzled. 
Mukkur Swami narrates the parable 
of a teacher whose disciple refused to 
accept the hoary doctrine citing lack 
of experiential support. The teacher 
waited for an opportune moment and 
one fine day, the disciple was served 
with lots of ghee-laden sweet rice 
for a festive occasion. Afterwards, 
the disciple was given some bit-
ter cleanser to wash his hands and 
when he returned, the teacher asked 
him to cleanse his tongue with some 
more of the bitter potion the student 
refused saying ghee does not stick to 
the tongue. Thus the teacher clari-
fied that just as ghee does not stick 
to the tongue, so also the world and 
its flaws do not stick to the Lord. Just 
as the sun shines equally on the dirt 
and temple spire and is not tainted 
by either, the Lord remains seated 
in all without being touched by the 
individual’s vices or the world’s 
shortcomings.24 But it may be ob-
jected  that while the sun is not liter-
ally present in the spire, Brahman is 
present in the earth and the two cases 
are not similar. Rāmānujā explains 

24  Mukkur Swami, Ibid., Vol 1, p. 87.
25  Sri Rāmānujā, ibid., p. 342. 

that the analogy is to be grasped only 
with respect to not being tainted by 
the imperfections of the earth within 
which it resides.25  

Striking as this example is, 
the lingering doubt regarding how 
the Lord can support and direct but 
not be tainted by the world is further 
deepened by the assertion that the 
Lord is not only the efficient cause but 
also the material cause. In ordinary 
life, we see that the potter and clay 
are two different things; but Brah-
man evolves into the world without 
the aid of extraneous things like milk 
turning into curds. Vedic statements 
that proclaim “By the knowledge of 
That by which everything is known’ 
are adduced to explain that only if 
Brahman were the material cause and 
not just the efficient cause would this 
hold true. Exponents cite the anal-
ogy in Chāndogya upaniṣad which 
states “My dear, as by the knowledge 
of one lump of clay, all that is made 
of clay is known’ as also verses such 
as “It thought; May I be many, may 
I grow forth’ in support of Brahman, 
by itself and of itself, creating the 
universe. 

How do we make sense of 
this? Is the relation like that between 
a snake and its coils? This is rejected 
since the snake undergoes changes 
along with the coils while Brahman 
undergoes no change that takes away 
its perfection. Is Brahman then like 
the luminosity that is common to 
both ray of light and its sbstratum? 
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No, for this would reduce Brahman 
to a mere quality.26 Rāmānujā en-
deavours to highlight non-difference 
through the dependence of the non-
sentient world on Brahman; it is an 
inseparable attribute of Brahman, an 
aspect that cannot exist apart from 
it.27 As the lustre of gems that cannot 
exist apart from the gem and are yet 
different, the non-sentient world 
is both non-different and different 
from Brahman.  Lipner’s distinction 
between the participative and parti-
tive theology is apt here in that the 
latter, by identifying Brahman as 
part possessor rather than a part, al-
lows Brahman to retain its perfection 
while inhering in the two Reals.28 

 
Limbs of Surrender

While knowledge and devo-
tion are preparatory, it is a voluntary 
surrender to the Divine couple (pra-
patti) that is at the heart of the tra-
dition. Such surrender (Saranāgati) 
is considered the highest and direct 
means for assured liberation at the 
end of this birth unlike in the case 
of devotion preferred by sages like 
Vyasa who must wait till the expiry 
of Karma to gain supreme felicity.29 
Also self- surrender is open to all 
without any barriers of caste or gen-
der, is easy, may be performed only 
once and removes all hindrances. 
The five limbs of surrender are that 

26  Sri Rāmānujā, ibid., p. 347.
27  Sri Rāmānujā, ibid., p. 347.
28  Julius Lipner, ibid., p. 85
29  Sri Vedānta Desika, SRTS English, p. 98. 
30  SRTS English, p. 118-9. 

one recognize the Lord with goddess 
Laxmi as supreme, one abjure actions 
displeasing to the supreme, have 
faith that He will protect, recognize 
one’s own helplessness and beseech 
the Lord as the only saviour. Here 
the appeal to Trijata (a demoness in 
the Ramayana) is striking—she rec-
ognized Sita devi as divine consort 
and adjured her fellow demonesses 
taunting Sita in the forest where Ra-
vana had hidden her, to immediately 
renounce their hostility, use pleasing 
words to propitiate Sita, admit their 
helplessness in the face of the great 
danger posed by Rama, trust that 
she will protect them from Rama’s 
wrath and seek her protection with-
out further delay. Note the equal abil-
ity of the divine Consort to deliver 
(a feature of the northern school) is 
sometimes elevated even above the 
Lord’s since the latter only protected 
those who had not offended at all or 
offended in the past but not when 
they were in the very act of offending 
as were the demonesses.30 Popular 
discourses illuminate this idea of sur-
render through the Ramayana images 
of Rama leading with a bow in his 
hand, followed by Sita and Laksh-
mana where Rama is said to be the 
“A” in the sacred syllable ‘AUM’ and 
represents the infinite with all auspi-
cious qualities, “U” represents Sita as 
the one who pleads for the Jiva and 
“M” for Lakshmana who is the indi-
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vidual soul.31 At the same time, ab-
ject surrender is to be directed not to 
one and all but only to the One who 
is capable of protection, with the 
necessary strength, power and com-
passion, a doctrine that is illustrated 
through the failures of Sugriva who 
surrenders to Vali (Monkey King) to 
no avail since the latter has the power 
but no compassion as also Rama’s 
sportive surrender to the Ocean King 
(en route to Lanka) which did not 
help since the latter has compassion 
but no strength.     

Limits of Reasoning 
`
While using analogies to ex-

plain doctrines, popular exponents 
are also aware of the limits of such 
reasoning reserving the last word for 
scriptural testimony. This is most evi-
dent with regard to Brahman as both 
material cause and efficient cause; 
Brahman evolving into the world like 
milk turning to curd gives rise to the 
question as to whether it has parts; if 
it has no parts and evolves into the 
universe as a whole, then there will 
be no Brahman left separately as 
Ruler; that it has no parts and is yet 
the material cause of a multiform 
world is averred by the Vedas and 
must be accepted as such and cannot 
be fully validated through reason. 
Another oft-used analogy—‘just as 
the existence of a pot implies a pot-
ter, so also the existence of the world 
31  SRTS English, p. 28.
32  Dedicated to His Holiness Sri Ranganatha Yateendra Mahadesikācharya of Ahobil 
Mutt. I wish to acknowledge many online lectures of Pazhaveri Balaji Swamy, APN Swamy 
and M A Alwar Swami for drawing attention to some examples here. 

points to a Creator’ is also shown to 
be limited. It is not necessary that a 
complex product like the world must 
have a single Creator. For a chariot, 
one often finds that there are many 
producers. Since we cannot perceive 
an omniscient, omnipotent God, there 
cannot be an inference of the same. 
Moreover, such inference is too gen-
eral to convey the essence of God in 
all its supereminence and plenitude. 
Here only scriptural testimony can 
illuminate the mind. Nonetheless, 
analogies are deployed to kindle 
and sustain and cultivate a taste for 
sense-making regarding That which 
transcends mind and speech. We con-
tinue to ask ‘how could this be’ not 
with scepticism but a mindful relish-
ing of the marvelous with widened 
eyes and raised eyebrows.32


