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		Yogic & Vedic Heritage - FESTIVALS OF BHĀRATA

		Festivals and Holy Days are very familiar, very important interwoven part of our religious and social life. Leaving aside the holy days, undoubtedly, festivals are objects of natural love to the entire human race. Poet Laureate Kalidasa, has observed this truth and says ‘Human beings are fond of festivities’ (“utsava priya khalu manuShyaaH” shaakuntala Act 6). They are especially happy occasions of life. The most common method in which people all over the world celebrate festivals is by getting together with family and friends, enjoying the savory gourmet foods, drinking to the best of their ability (at times, even spending beyond their means), singing, dancing and chit chatting to their hearts content, forgetting their troubles, if any. Whenever an opportune occasion arises even animals, birds and vegetation observe the ‘eat, drink, make merry and rest and this verily is the feast’ principle, which brings limited happiness. In addition, since they do not have mental volitions and doubts, worries, and anxieties they immerse more deeply on those merry occasions, enjoy the sensual pleasures, relatively more than us. However, human beings brag of their superiority in statements like “Man is the roof and crown of all things” (Tennyson), and ‘there is nothing that compares to human body’ (“naratan sama nahEEm kavaniwu dEhee” kaakabhushunDigaruDa samvaada, tulasi raamayaN). If these statements were not to be vain proclamations, but true, the standards of our festival celebrations should rise above the level of animalistic merry making. Each and every one of festivals that we celebrate ought to be rooted in sound judgment, and the planning, decorations, the serenity and the bliss, and the wealth of experience we derive from celebrations should meet even higher standards. These higher standards hinge on the cultural refinement of the practicing communities and they apply to ‘hoLi’ and deepaavaLi of Hindus, Bakreed and Ramzaan of Muslims, Easter or Christmas of Christians.

		We have reviewed the generic meaning of the festivals. In addition to the festivals, we celebrate holy days known as “haridina”. Although this word has distinct conventional and philosophical meaning (these meanings will be explained subsequently), we may view these holy days as special occasions set apart for worship. Such holy days are found in every religious tradition that believes in God and in divine incarnations.

		Although festivals and holy days, are celebrated by all people, sects, traditions, cultures and nations in a generic form, an in depth study reveals that the festivals and holy days shaped by the sanaatana aarya bhaarateeya culture have many distinctive features. The term “sanaatana” used here, does not convey the limited meaning ‘that which belongs to ancient times or primeval’. We have to grasp its meaning as ‘eternal’ (‘sadaatanasanaatanaaH’) as illustrated in the lexicon. In a similar vein, the term ‘aarya’, is not used to convey the idea of a sect of people with a distinguishing skin colour and language as has been interpreted by some of the modern historians. It is used in its true sense ‘one who speaks of the supreme being’, and learned (scholarly) preceptors ’ as stated in the following quotations: (suShTu eerayanti prakRuSTaarthamiti aaryaaH), (“yamaaryaaH kriyaamaNam tu shaMsantvaagamavEdinaH | smRuti chandrikaa, kaa I”). (‘yadaaryamasyaamabhilaaShi mE manaH’ shaakuntala anka 1), and (nacaavadadhbharturavarNamaaryaa ‘raghuvaMsha sarga 14). The term ‘bharateeya’ is not used to refer to people belonging to a sovereign territory which is determined by politics and may change from time to time. We can understand that the intention of using this term is to convey “people engaged in pursuit of spiritual enlightenment” (bhaaroopassatyakaamassatya sankalpaH), in the spirit of the upanishads. (Since mother nature has granted this great land for people to lead such a cultured life, we call it the land of bhaarata people). We opine that the festivals and holy days endowed by people engaged in eternal splendor of truth, in this fashion, have special features. Subsequently, we will expound on this opinion, with praiseworthy reasoning (yuktipuraHsara). We can summarize our opinion here, in the following way: sanaathana dharma festivals and holy days are embodied in the knowledge [of the Supreme Being] and science [of creation]. Great seers, learnt the real form of these festivals by knowledge obtained by deep contemplation while they were in a meditative state, and preached them to us. With divine grace, they understood the intrinsic major and minor limbs of the time embodiment of the divine. They adapted that divine form to body and place. And, based on their findings, they preached very kind heartedly, the path of progression to attain the four fold aims of human existence (prushaarthas) [ethical precepts (dharma), righteous means (artha), desires (kaama) and emancipation (moksha)]. These festivals are celebrated with many types of sweets and puddings. But, these sweets are not limited to just pleasure of the palate and satiation. Sree Rangamahaaguru used to remind us, “Sweets and juices consumed that day should not end up in culinary satisfaction only. They should be a feast for pleasing the God KrishNa (daamOdara) ”. Likewise, the various pleasurable activities (vihaara) on that day, should not end up in limited play of the five senses, they should result in relaxation, as a result of the amorous play of the soul.

		What is said above, is the proclamation of the spiritual endeavor. But, if we ask ourselves: Are these festivals and holidays yielding the fruits envisaged by the sages, even in the land that received their priceless gift of culture and tradition? What is their understanding of the festivals? How are they performing them? We cannot honestly answer these questions in the affirmative. We can observe that the gift of the sages is in a reprehensive state and lamentable form . We can analyze this state briefly as follows.

		1)Although we observe many festivals we are not deriving full satisfaction by practicing them, because we do not perform them with wisdom. We recant the words of Sree Rangamahaaguru here. “A half asleep child will not experience the nectary taste of the milk feeding. In the same way, unwisely practiced festivals are not oozing the savory essences. They may only help sustain the lingering life of festival culture”. In spite of nourishing feast and merriment, attire and adornments, even the sparse worship we perform and the spiritual stories that we listen to, are yielding only a little bit of satisfaction, since they are being followed without the proper attitude, methods and procedures. The four fold aims of human existence (chaturbhadras, purushaarthas) wished by the pioneers of the culture are not being realized.

		2)Not only these celebrations are not yielding the promised excellent rewards, but they are also resulting in ominous consequences, since the knowledge of what the practice is, what the object of the practice is, and how it can be used, is lost. To cite an example, the great seers have taught us that all-night vigil on Shivaraatri festival is most auspicious. They have prescribed prayers and worship of Shiva, in each phase of the night, so that we can attain spiritual wealth, during these invaluably auspicious time periods with special properties. But, many people think that they have to stay awake somehow to accrue virtue, and so, they keep awake by gambling, watching sense teasing erotic movies and other despicable activities. These excursions will not produce peace of mind, rather they disturb the environment and disturb the minds of these observers. If these negative results cause troubles in their lives, some of these misguided people hold Shiva and Shivaraatri festival responsible for their misfortune!

		3)Festivals are, no doubt, occasions of great rejoicing and happiness. However, there is no rule that happiness is limited just to the delight of the sense faculties. Even when no food is consumed, such as during mahaashivaraathri and prathamaikadashi, these celebrations are known as fasting festivals in our tradition. If one asks, how can the days when no food is consumed be festivals, the answer is that on that day by performing worship of the Almighty, the soul has to experience inner bliss, which is the spiritual food of its true nature. So, in this sense they are also festivals. They are occasions of great rejoicing. (It is an accepted rule that those whose constitution will get upset without having some food may consume light food.) On festivals where special foods are prescribed, those who do not have the means to observe festivals according to the customs, can substitute them with leaves, flowers, fruits and water (patram, puShpam, phalam toyam yo me bhaktya prayacchati - geeta) and worship with love to gain the fruits of the festival observance. If people do not understand this essence and think that preparing and consuming different prescribed foods are the only main part of the festivals, they will borrow money and finally end up in untold sufferings due to burden of loans. Some people even complain, “These rotten festivals have ruined me.” and earn the blemish of blaming sacred festivals, in addition to the sufferings mentioned earlier.

		4)For many people the festivals of our culture, has become a puzzle for various reasons and it has resulted in ridicule and incoherent opinions. The main issues of the puzzle are the number and variety of the festivals.

		Scholars lecture, “We do not reject festivals of merriment. People of all countries have these festivals. But, in our land, every dawn ushers in a festival. There is not a day without a festival. They result in waste of time, money and productivity! The desire to eat and adorn new clothes results in a lot of waste of money. Time is spent in idling. Demand for holidays increase. These festivals have become the reason for providing beds for the lazy people to sleep. Therefore there is an urgent need to restrict the number of festivals in the interest of the social and economic welfare of the society and the nation.”

		There are thousands of gods. There are hundreds of festivals for them. People fight claiming one festival is more important than the other. For every festival, the scripture declares that it is the most superior of all the festivals and the rest of them do not even compare to one sixteenth of this festival, in merit. (vratanaamuttamaM vratam! anyaani tu vrataanyasya lalaam naarhanti ShoDasheeM”). There is no answer to the question: Which festival's proclamation of the benefits are genuine?

		“The fact that there is no unanimity about the specific dates for some of these festivals has resulted in division among people. The date for the New Year's Day (ugaadi) according to solar (saura maana) lunar (chandra maana) and Jupiter (Brahaspatya maana) calendars are different. Lack of a common date agreeable to all for festival days like prathama ekaadashi, krishna aShTami, Sree jayanthi and many other festivals cause arguments. In contrast, let us look at the systematic nature with which Christmas is celebrated. It is celebrated on the same day, every year in all the countries of the world”. Orderliness of date of Christmas and the disorderliness of our festival dates are of equal weight. Some of these criticisms and comparisons are the direct result of lack of understanding of the essence of the festivals of bhaarateeyas. Some of these variations are the result of the mutilated form of our festivals. In any case, these facts have created confusion in the community.

		5) Due to various notions described above, the mentality of mocking and deriding our festivals and holydays of our culture are on the rise, even among our own people. Proponents of opposing religious faiths are feeding fuel of their amity to this raging fire of disgust.

		6) On top of this, meaningless customs, that are contrary to the essence of rites of the righteous eternal order (satya sanaatana dharma), have raided our cultural life. Wearing various facial masks of modernism and fashion, these new customs have captured even the orthodox followers of our religion. We offer a specific example to illustrate this trend.

		We address birthdays as addition of years, augmentation (vardhanti), that which brings victory (jayanti) and other words of progression. Our culture advises sighting and savoring auspicious things on such occasions. It is

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
				The fact that festivals are celebrations of happiness is accepted by both the bharateeya culture and other cultures.

				Both cultures agree that there are some festivals for showing respect and reverence for God or remembrance of saintly personalities.

				Both cultures accept that fasting is a part of the rites.

				There are a numerous derived terms to refer to the festivals in the languages of bharateeya culture. That wealth is comparatively less in the languages of other cultures.

				There are no separate words to distinguish the festivals and holy days in the languages of other cultures.

				Both the spiritual and material enjoyment aspects are integrated in bharateeya festivals. Even the fasting days are termed festivals (fasting festival) in this culture. The delight of the soul derived in yoga ‘samaadhi’ state (in the state of absorption with the divine) is regarded with utmost respect and is termed as the coveted supreme or divine bliss, serves as the proof [of the fact both spiritual enjoyment with or without material enjoyment is termed festivals]. In English and the languages of other cultures, fasting and feasting are contradictory terms and can not be used in singular sense.

				The terms which refer to various aspects of festivals in bharateeya culture signify their utility in absolving sin, accruing religious merit (punya) and attainment of the four fold objectives of life (purusharthas). Such aspects are not found in any terms or words used for festivals and holy days in the languages of other cultures.

				Terms such as ‘parva’ (festival time) tyohaar which indicate that festivals should be celebrated on specific time and specific days decorate the bharateeya languages. The science of the time, karma, substances that come to light with these terms are magnificent. Such terms and the scientific significance of time etc are not found in other languages.

		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
	
		Classification

		
		
				Those festivals which are observed based on a specific lunar day (tithi), day of the week, (vaara) and asterism (nakShatra), can be divided as tithi-vrata, vara-vrata, nakshatra-vrata, divasa-vrata and so on. For example kaarthika prathame, chaitra prathame or maargashira prathame are classified as prathama-tithi vratas. shravaNa dvaadashi, shayana dvaadashi, utthaana dvaadashi these are dvaadashi vratas. shravaNa shanivaara, kaarthika sOmavaara, are vara-vratas. punarvasu vrata, dhenu vrata, are nakshatra vratas. The term chaitravishu indicate that it falls on the auspicious equinox day (vishuvat) in the month of chaitra. aavaNee aviTTam (yajur vEda upaakarma) indicates that the vrata takes place on shraviShTe of the month of shraavaNa. samkranti, amaavasya poorNima and other parvas are ever present in the flow of time and cast their influence on all.

				Festivals and vratas are classified based on the main deity of worship on the festival day. For example, utthaanadvadashi, shravaNa-shanivara, Ekaadashi are vaishNava vratas. mahaashivarathri, kAarthika sOmavaara are shaiva vratas. Mangala Gauri, Svarna gauri, varamahaalaxmi and many others are dEvi vratas. Although these vratas pertain to the worship of specified gods or goddesses, they are propitious occasions for mediation and worship to all spiritual seekers.

				kaamya, nithya and nithya-kamobhaya-vratas such as santaana saptami, avidhavaanavami come under kaamya. (based on specific desire). Ekaadashi, amaavasya are nithya vratas. Mahaashivarathri and nRusimhajayanthi are both nithya and kamya. If one performs nithya vratas with specific desire, they become kaamya vratas.

				
				
						Festivals that can be celebrated by all, are satyanarayaNa vrata, shivaraathri and krishNajayanthi.

						Similar to the rule that certain medicines are taken only by certain people, there are vratas which only some select people should perform. Upaakarma and Vedavrata rites come under this class.

				

			

				
				
						Ekadainika vrata. (One day festivals) Ugadi and sAnkraanthi fall under this class.

						anEkadainika vrata (Festivals celebrated for a specified number of days) navarathra paarayaNa, saptaaha vrata belong to this class.

				

			

				Vratas can also be categorized as Maanasika, Vaacika,Kaayika and so on.

				Festivals in the form of birthday celebrations:
				
						God's incarnation days: Raama Navami, Krushna Ashtami. These festivals influence all those who worship brahman and dharma. If the preceptor (aachaarya) happens to be an incarnation of God, this rule applies to their jayanti also.

						Birth anniversary of great men: Such celebrations inspire those who have special regard for them.
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