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Preface

 

Lord Jagannath of Puri occupies a unique place in the religious and cultural history of India. He is at once a deity, a philosophical concept, a cultural symbol, and a living tradition that has inspired millions of devotees across centuries. To the ordinary pilgrim, Jagannath is the compassionate Lord who listens to prayers and offers refuge to all. To the devotee, He is the embodiment of divine love and grace. To the philosopher, He is the mysterious Purushottama, the Supreme Reality beyond form and definition. To the historian and researcher, however, Jagannath represents one of the most fascinating examples of religious evolution, cultural synthesis, and spiritual accommodation in human history.

The present work is an attempt to explore that vast and many-layered tradition.

The Jagannath culture cannot be understood through a single religious lens. Unlike many traditions that developed within fixed theological boundaries, the Jagannath tradition evolved through a long process of interaction among tribal beliefs, Vedic religion, Vaishnavism, Shaivism, Shaktism, Jainism, Buddhism, Tantra, and popular folk practices. Each of these streams contributed something valuable, and over time all of them became part of the great spiritual ocean known today as Jagannath Dharma.

This book does not seek to establish the supremacy of one theory over another. Rather, it attempts to understand how different religious and philosophical traditions contributed to the formation of the Jagannath cult and how those influences continue to survive in ritual, symbolism, mythology, and devotion. The purpose is not to diminish faith by historical inquiry, nor to replace devotion with academic analysis. Instead, it is to appreciate the extraordinary ability of the Jagannath tradition to absorb diversity while maintaining its own distinctive identity.

The chapters of this book examine several important aspects of Jagannath culture. We explore the origins and evolution of Lord Jagannath, Balabhadra, Subhadra, and Sudarshana; the influence of tribal worship and indigenous religious practices; the role of Shakta traditions in shaping the identity of Subhadra; and the symbolic significance of Sudarshana as both a divine weapon and a cosmic principle. We also investigate the philosophical and historical contributions of Jainism and Buddhism, two traditions that left a remarkable mark on the religious landscape of Odisha.

Particular attention has been given to the goddess Subhadra, whose identity reflects a remarkable convergence of tribal, Shakta, Vaishnava, and Tantric traditions. Her evolution from Ekanamsa and other local goddess traditions into her present position on the Ratna Simhasana reveals the dynamic and inclusive nature of Jagannath worship. Similarly, the study of Sudarshana demonstrates how a symbol that appears simple at first glance can embody complex ideas relating to cosmic order, divine power, creation, protection, and spiritual illumination.

The influence of Jainism and Buddhism on Jagannath culture has often been a subject of debate. This book approaches these questions with respect for all viewpoints. Historical evidence, literary traditions, inscriptions, and the interpretations of various scholars have been examined to understand how concepts such as Purushottama, Jina, Shunya, Dharma Chakra, and Triratna may have interacted with the evolving Jagannath tradition. The reader will find that the story of Jagannath is not one of replacement or conflict but of transformation, adaptation, and synthesis.

At every stage of this research, one fact became increasingly clear: Jagannath cannot be confined within any single definition. Attempts to identify Him exclusively as a tribal deity, a Vaishnava deity, a Buddhist symbol, a Jain concept, or a Tantric manifestation inevitably capture only part of the picture. Jagannath is larger than any one of these interpretations. He is a meeting point where different streams of Indian spirituality converge without losing their individuality.

The preparation of this work has relied upon the contributions of numerous scholars, historians, researchers, temple chronicles, Puranic texts, Odia literary sources, and oral traditions preserved over generations. While scholarly opinions often differ, these differences themselves reveal the richness and complexity of the subject. Wherever possible, diverse perspectives have been presented so that readers may form their own understanding.

This book is written for a wide audience. It is intended not only for scholars and researchers but also for devotees, students, and general readers who wish to understand the deeper historical and philosophical dimensions of Jagannath culture. Technical discussions have therefore been balanced with narrative explanations, allowing both academic inquiry and devotional appreciation to coexist.

If this work helps readers see Lord Jagannath not merely as a deity confined to a temple but as a living symbol of cultural harmony, spiritual inclusiveness, and universal compassion, then its purpose will have been fulfilled. 

The tradition of Jagannath teaches that truth can be approached through many paths and that diversity need not lead to division. 

In a world increasingly marked by boundaries and differences, this message remains as relevant today as it was centuries ago.

I have done a lot of research on this subject for years together. There was a time when I was not able to write a single sentence about the lord. I humbly admit that without Lord Jagannath, the Lord of the Universe, without his blessings and wish, I would not be able to write this valuable research. His boundless compassion embraces all beings without distinction; may he bless every reader with wisdom, understanding, devotion, and peace.

Jai Jagannath.

 




Chapter -One:

Historical and Philosophical Influences on Jagannath Culture

 

Nilāchala nivāsāya nityāya paramātmane ।
Balabhadra Subhadrābhyāṁ Jagannāthāya te namaḥ ॥

Lord Jagannath is the confluence of many faiths and cultural assimilations. A common devotee may not understand it or may not need to understand. For a devotee, Lord Jagannath is the ocean of compassion and spring of love. For a philosopher, He is an enigma beyond knowledge and understanding. For researchers, he is a subject of unending research and beyond ambiguity. In this chapter, we may try to understand something about the Jagannath cult and its rich heritage, how different belief systems like Jain and Buddhist thoughts and spirituality influenced the Jagannath cult throughout the ages, and how religious and spiritual concepts evolved and were submerged in the ocean of Jagannath culture and traditions. The research has tried to define the lord and the rich culture associated with Jagannath Dham.

Jain Influence

Jain religion is one of the religious sects that flourished in India and was historically shaped by Mahavira in the 6th century BCE. History says King Kharavela became a disciple of the Jain tradition. Under his patronage, many Jain temples and monasteries were established in different parts of the country and beyond. In those temples, idols of the Jain Tirthankaras were installed and worshipped.

Therefore, it is believed that during Kharavela’s time, places such as Rohini Kunda, Markandeya Tank, Markandeswara Sahi, and the earliest shrine of the deity at Nilagiri (Lord Jagannath’s sacred region where he is worshipped) were established in honor of these Jain influences.

The period of Parshvanatha is generally placed between 820 BCE and 750 BCE. Since this timeline aligns with that of Kharavela, some scholars consider this era to be the early phase of temple construction in Odisha. It is also inferred that during Kharavela’s reign, Jainism flourished as a state religion, and the Jain deity (Jina) was revered as the national deity of Odisha.

It is further known that in ancient times, Jainism was widely accepted as a state religion. The Hathigumpha(Elephant Cave) inscription reveals that in the 3rd century BCE, the Nanda king Mahapadma Nanda of Magadha invaded Kalinga and carried away a sacred object called “Jinasana.” Later, when Kharavela became the emperor of Kalinga, he brought this sacred “Jinasana” back to Kalinga.

According to researchers, the “Jinasana” mentioned in inscriptions refers to the “Adi Jina” (the first Tirthankara). This sacred object was worshipped in a place called “Pithunda,” which some scholars identify with Puri.

The learned scholar Nilakantha Das also did not hesitate to describe Puri as a Jain sacred center (Jaina Peetha). Referring to the Mahabharata, he explains that during Yudhishthira’s pilgrimage, he came from the hills of the Bhubaneswar region, bathed at this sacred site, and then proceeded towards Mahendra Mountain. This place, he suggests, could have been the ancient Jinasana Peetha of Kalinga — the earlier form of what later became known as Purushottama Peetha.

Similarly, the eminent historian Kedarnath Mohapatra argued that Puri was originally recognized as a Jain center. He suggested that the legends described in the Puranas—such as those of King Indradyumna and the construction of the temple—may reflect later adaptations of earlier historical events from Kharavela’s time.

He further proposed that the idol of Nilamadhava described in legends might actually have been a carved stone representation of a Jain triad (three sacred figures). This stone object, resembling a throne or pedestal (Jinasana), may have been worshipped by tribal communities (Sabaras). Since these figures were often depicted without clearly defined hands and feet, later Puranic storytellers created various narratives to explain this unique form. Despite their efforts, the original nature could not be entirely concealed.

With the revival of Hindu traditions over time, these forms were transformed, and wooden idols resembling the present forms—without fully defined limbs—were consecrated, maintaining a symbolic continuity with earlier traditions.

During Kharavela’s period, Rishabha Deva (the first Tirthankara) may have been the principal deity of Kalinga. Evidence from Khandagiri, Udayagiri, and the Hathigumpha inscription suggests that “Adi Jina” was indeed worshipped in Kalinga.

From the Jain perspective, Lord Jagannath can be identified with Jina, or Rishabha Deva (Rishabhanatha). While in general Hindu understanding, Jagannath means “Lord of the Universe,” in Jain interpretation, the term “Jagannath” may have evolved differently.

Here, “Jagat” (world) could function as a proper name, and “Nath” as a title or surname, similar to how Jain Tirthankaras like Rishabhanatha, Shantinatha, and Neminatha are addressed. Over time, the name “Jagatnath” may have evolved linguistically into “Jagannath.” Thus, associating Jagannath with Jain traditions is not entirely implausible.

Another name of Lord Jagannath is “Purushottama.” This term may also have roots in Jain philosophical concepts of “Purusha” (soul) and “Prakriti” (nature). In Jain philosophy, Prakriti is one, while Purushas (souls) are many. Among them, the principal soul is called “Purushottama.”

Although this concept is also elaborated in the Vedas, Upanishads, and the Bhagavad Gita, scholar Nilakantha Das suggests that its origin may lie in Jain philosophy.

Scholar Dr. Beni Madhab Padhi explains:

“When the tribal (Sabara) worship of the wooden deity (Daru Devata) came into contact with Vedic traditions, the Vedic concept of Purushottama gradually expanded over it. At the same time, as the Vedic Aryan tradition absorbed the tribal wooden deity into its fold, it also sought to establish that the Jain concept of ‘Purushottama’ belonged to it. To support this, an identity was imagined between the Jain Purushottama and the Vedic description of the ‘Sahasra-Shirsha Purusha’ (the Cosmic Being with a thousand heads).”

This Sahasra-Shirsha Purusha is described in the Bhagavad Gita as:

“He has hands and feet everywhere,
Eyes, heads, and faces everywhere,
He hears everything and pervades the entire universe.”

This Supreme Being pervades the entire creation. In the Bhagavata tradition, this Purusha is identified as Lord Krishna, the all-pervading divine.

A poetic expression describes it beautifully:
Just as one sky is reflected in countless pots of water,
And even if those pots break, the sky remains one and undivided—
Similarly, the One















Buddhist Influence on Jagannath Culture

















































Buddha and Lord Jagannath
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