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        Dedicated to my beloved sister Lila, whose encouragement has inspired me to write about the gods.
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        Aum Ganeshaya Namaha!
      

      
        I bow to Lord Ganesha.

May he remove all obstacles and

grant the highest spiritual perfection
      

      
        Aum Sri Krishnaya Parabrahmane Namaha!
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        Aum Sri Tulasidhamabhushanaya Namaha!
      

      Adorations unto thee,

O Vanamali!

At thy lotus feet is offered,

This immortal garland of

Unfading blossoms,

Depicting Thy divine lilas!
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        Aum Sri Krishna Dwaipayanaya Namaha!
      

      
        Namosthuthe Vyasa vishala buddhe,

Phullaravindayatapatra netra,

Yena twaya Bharatha taila poorna,

Prajvalitho jnanamaya pradeepa
      

      Salutations unto thee O Vyasa! Of keen intellect, whose eyes are like the petals of a full-blown lotus, by whom was lit the lamp of wisdom filled with the oil of the Mahabharata.

      Humble prostrations to Sri Krishna Dwaipayana Vyasa from whose nectarous writings in the Srimad Bhagavata Purana and the Mahabharata the salient features of the lilas of the Lord Krishna have been gathered.
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        Aum Sri Shukabrahmarishe Namaha!
      

      
        Yam pravrajanthainanupethamapethakrityam,

Dwaipayano virahakathara ajuhava,

Putrethi tanmayathaya taravobhinedu,

Stavam sarvabhuthahridayam munimanathosmi.
      

      Salutations to Sri Shuka, who wandered forth all alone, renouncing home and relations, from the time of his birth. He was fully enlightened, and he answered the heartrending calls of his father, Vyasa, who had followed him, through the mouths of the trees. Due to his realization of the Vedantic truth of nonduality, he was one with the soul of all things!

      Grateful prostrations unto thee O son of Vyasa, Sri Shuka Brahmarishi, the eternally enlightened boy sage, from whose immortal words as narrated in the Srimad Bhagavatam the stories of the early life of the Lord’s lilas have been gained.
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        Aum Nirvanaya Namaha!
      

      Prostrations to all the sages and saints through whose grace this humble suta has been emboldened to undertake the stupendous task of narrating the lilas of the greatest incarnation—the Poorna Avatar!
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        Aum Gopathaye Namaha!
      

      Prostrations unto thee O Mother, Bharathavarsha! The Holy Land, birthplace of countless sages, in whose immaculate womb the Lord was born and on whose bosom he acted his cosmic drama, and on whose earth the footprints of his lotus feet are still imprinted!
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        Aum Vande Mataram!
      

      
        Vanamali, Gadi, Sarngi,

Shanki, Chakri cha Nandaki,

Sriman Narayano Vishnu,

Vaasudevobhi rakshathu!
      

      May Lord Narayana or Vishnu who took on the auspicious form of Vaasudeva, adorned with the garland of wildflowers, grant me protection from all sides with his divine accoutrements like the mace, the conch, the discus, the bow Sarnga, and the sword Nandaka.

      
        Hari Aum Tat Sat
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        [image: image]
      

      
        Aum Sri Gurave Namaha!
      

      
        Benediction
      

      His holiness, Jagadguru, Sri Jayendra Saraswathi Sri Pada, the sixty-ninth and reigning Shankaracharya of Sri Kanchi Kamakoti Peetham.

      I offer my humble prostrations at the lotus feet of my beloved Gurudeva who has blessed me in all ways.
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      I bow to that guru who is Brahma, Vishnu, Maheswara, as well as the Supreme Transcendental Brahman.

      I bow to that guru who has removed the blindness of ignorance by applying the collyrium of wisdom!

      The focus of meditation is the form of the guru. The objects of worship are the feet of the guru. The mantra is the holy word given by the guru. And liberation is due to the grace of the guru alone.

      I meditate on the form of my most illumined guru Sri Jayendra Saraswathi, the glorious successor in the line of the brilliant Sri Shankaracharya, who was the cause for removing the ignorance of the world.

      
        Hari Aum Tat Sat
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        Aum Sri Anandaya Namaha!
      

      Foreword

      It pleases me immensely to know that Devi Vanamali, the author of this admirable book on the life of Bhagavan (Lord) Sri Krishna, wants me to write a few words by way of an introductory appreciation and suggestion. I have gone through this book carefully, and my first impression after reading it was that this is the first attempt perhaps ever made by a scholar-devotee to present in one compact volume the multifaceted and majestic life of the Great Incarnation. What charmed me especially was the perspicacious and deeply touching style and expression in which the whole story is told so beautifully and so comprehensively.

      Usually devotees of Lord Sri Krishna confine their attention to the childhood and boyhood days of Krishna in Gokula, Vrindavana, and Mathura, and even if these accounts are a little more extended, the writings generally add only the events in Dwaraka, of Sri Krishna’s regime and his social greatness as delineated in the Srimad Bhagavata Mahapurana.

      Very few pay sufficient attention to the wonderful deeds of the towering Krishna of the Mahabharata, without which facet his great life story would remain incomplete. It is delightful to observe that Mata Devi Vanamali has not omitted any salient feature and has managed to press into her book the essentials of the story as we have it in both the Srimad Bhagavatam and the Mahabharata.

      The divine play of the child in Vrindavana, the serious posture of a mature potentate in Dwaraka, and the transcendent power exhibited in the Mahabharata constitute the three sections in the book of Sri Krishna’s life. The author of this book is not merely a devotee in the ordinary sense of the term, but one who has endeavored to saturate her very life with Krishna bhakti, due to which specialty in her the work glows with a fervor of spirit and a radiance of clarity in presentation. A book written by a seeker who veritably lives in the presence of the Lord will no doubt exert a magnetic influence on every reader of this divine saga, this chronicle of God come fully in visible form.

      A reading of the life of Sri Krishna will not only be a rewarding treat, as an enchanting vision of the deeds of the Divine Superman, but also charge the reader’s personality with an energy and vigor not to be had on this Earth.

      May works of this kind see the light of day in more and more numbers, for the blessing of all humankind.

      SWAMI KRISHNANANDA

GENERAL SECRETARY

DIVINE LIFE SOCIETY

RISHIKESH, INDIA
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        Hari Aum Tat Sat
      

      PREFACE

      The Historical Krishna

      
        The sea, which had been beating against the shores, suddenly broke the boundary that was imposed on it by nature. The sea rushed into the city. It coursed through the streets of the beautiful city. The sea covered up everything in the city. Arjuna saw the beautiful buildings becoming submerged one by one. He took a last look at the mansion of Krishna. In a matter of a few moments it was all over. The sea had now become as placid as a lake. There was no trace of the beautiful city, which had been the favorite haunt of all the Pandavas. Dwaraka was just a name; just a memory.
      

      “MAUSALA PARVA,” MAHABHARATA

      Hinduism is not a historical religion. If somebody were to prove conclusively that Krishna, Rama, and the various gods of the Hindu pantheon never existed, most Hindus would not mind in the least, and the religion would continue to flourish as it has done for so many centuries. However, to the devotees of Krishna, he is as real as any of their friends or relatives or children, depending on how they regard him—as friend, relation, child, or lover. This being so, most Indians have not bothered to verify his existence. This may seem strange since there have been countless devotees of his who have heard the haunting melody of his flute calling to them across the centuries and even seen glimpses of his tantalizing form. But there is a failing in the Indian mentality, which considers historicity to be of least importance. What is more important to us is the impact that such a being has had on us. Krishna has shaped the trend of our culture, our art, music, and sculpture over the centuries, and this is enough for us. The very fact that the stories of Krishna have stood the challenge of centuries should have proved to us that such a personality did indeed exist in solid flesh and blood at the time given in our scriptures. The modern mind has a scientific bent, and our generation should have tried to pull aside the veil of the centuries and found out the truth about our favorite god.

      But unfortunately, the modern educated youth of our country have been fed a pack of lies through our history books, which were written by Western orientalists with vested interests. Our youth have been brainwashed into believing that our scriptures are all filled with absurdities and at best can only be typed as myth or fantasy. However, the fact is that our Puranas are true records of our glorious past. When the English first came to India, they were shocked to find that, if the dates given in our Puranas were true, Indian civilization predated theirs by thousands of years. They refused to accept the fact that a glorious civilization flourished in India at a time when Europe was filled with barbarians clothed in skins, flourishing crude weapons. Thus they labeled as myth all historical evidences in the Hindu scriptures, especially in the Puranas.

      Brainwashed by the views of the Western historians, we have forgotten to look at our scriptures with an unprejudiced gaze. If we did so, we would realize that Vyasa, the author of the Mahabharata, was a contemporary of Lord Krishna and was actually describing events that he had observed himself and in some of which he had played an important part. But unfortunately, as I said, our Puranas have never been recognized as a true record of our history by Western historians but have been dumped into the category of fable and fantasy. This type of classification had been done by the British colonial scholars who were in reality missionaries who did not want Indian history to clash with the views of the Bible. Destroying the historicity of Krishna was an important part of their campaign to establish their own religion in India. To give them their due, it might be possible that they did not understand or realize the depth and wisdom that was embedded in the Hindu scriptures. The sad fact is that the Indian historians, who should have known better, blindly copied the facts given by the Westerners in their books. Early Western Indologists in their missionary zeal tried to put down the importance of the Vedas as well. They labeled them as primitive mythology.

      However, many great souls like Schopenhauer in Europe and Emerson in America acclaimed the Vedas as the greatest revelations of divinity known to humanity. It is said that when Oppenheimer, who invented the atomic bomb, watched the explosion, he quoted from the eleventh chapter of the Srimad Bhagavad Gita, which gives a description of Krishna in the form of all-consuming time, which is the only killer! When asked if this was the first ever nuclear explosion, he replied “Yes, in modern times,” meaning that there were many before that. In fact, there is evidence that nuclear weapons were used in the great Mahabharata war.

      Another despicable thing done by the Western historians in order to belittle the greatness of the Aryan culture was to say that the Aryans were a foreign race who came from Asia Minor. Modern archaeologists have proved this to be absolutely false. Archaeology certainly does not support the Aryan invasion theory. Recent independent studies show no evidence of a foreign invasion occurring in India on the dates given by the historians. The Sarasvati River is described more than fifty times in the Rig Veda. Satellite pictures very clearly show the Sarasvati rising in the Himalayas and going to the Arabian Sea. The drying up of the river, due to many geological reasons, is also clearly seen in the pictures. The great Vedic culture flourished all along the banks of the Sarasvati River and was essentially a product of the holy soil of India and not an implant from outside. This is clearly shown in the Vedas. Why did those historians not accept the data given in the Vedas instead of going on a trip of their own in order to establish their deeply prejudiced views, which were certainly not supported by anything in our scriptures? This was done only with the intention of inflicting their religion on India.

      Unfortunately, India’s own historians have only copied all the false observations of their country’s history, and these are the views that are being taught to India’s schoolchildren. Brought up on Western educational methods and books, Indian children have been taught to scorn their own religion and doubt the reality of their gods who are the cornerstones of their culture.

      Luckily, this century, which is famous for its thirst for investigations, has unearthed many astonishing facts. These investigations prove, for those who need proof, that our scriptures were absolutely correct in their description of the fabulous city of Dwaraka, which was built by Krishna as the stronghold of the Yadavas. They also prove that Krishna was indeed the superman or supreme incarnation of God as our scriptures declare.

      When the Pandavas heard that Krishna, their dearest friend, God, and guide, had left this mortal plane, Yudhishtira, the eldest Pandava and king of Bharatavarsha (India), sent his brother Arjuna, the middle Pandava, to Dwaraka to find out what had happened to the Yadava clan. When Arjuna reached the place, he was appalled by what he found happening. The quotation that opens this preface is from the Mahabharata and is a firsthand account of how Arjuna saw Dwaraka going under the sea before his very eyes, as prophesied by Lord Krishna.

      The modern city of Dwaraka is in Saurashtra and is a great pilgrim destination since our scriptures declare it to be the seat of the Yadava clan and Lord Krishna’s capital. However, according to the stories mentioned in many of the Puranas, like the Mahabharata, Harivamsa, Vishnu Purana, and so on, that fabled city of Dwaraka had been washed away into the sea soon after the Lord left his mortal body as he had predicted.

      In 1983, some excavations were done outside the modern city of Dwaraka, which revealed the existence of a glorious city of ancient times. The most interesting discovery was that of a set of seven temples built one on top of the other at different periods of time. The bottom-most one was the most interesting since it showed many pottery shards and seals that clearly pointed to the existence of a fantastic city at about the time mentioned in the Mahabharata. These findings encouraged the marine archaeology center of the National Institute of Oceanography to take up serious excavating work along the coast of the island known as Bet Dwaraka.

      The strongest archaeological support for the existence of the legendary city of Dwaraka comes from the structures discovered in the late 1980s under the seabed off the coast of modern Dwaraka in Gujarat by a team of archaeologists and divers led by Dr. S. R. Rao, one of India’s most respected archaeologists. An emeritus scientist at the marine archaeology unit of the National Institute of Oceanography, Goa, Rao has excavated a large number of Harappan sites, including the port city of Lothal in Gujarat.

      In his book The Lost City of Dwaraka, published in 1999, he writes about his undersea findings: “The discovery is an important landmark in the history of India. It has set to rest the doubts expressed by historians about the historicity of the Mahabharata and the very existence of the city of Dwaraka.”

      Conducting twelve expeditions from 1983 to 1990, Rao identified two underwater settlements, one near the present-day Dwaraka and the other off the nearby island of Bet Dwaraka. This tallies with the two Dwarakas mentioned in the epic. These underwater expeditions won Rao the first World Ship Trust Award for Individual Achievement. Rao is to be congratulated on his efforts in corroborating the truths of our Puranas with evidence that can stand the test of critical analysis and scientific evaluation. He says that further digging and diving in India’s vast treasure trove of historical facts will further corroborate the key dates of our eventful and glorious past.

      Another important find by the divers was a conch seal that established the submerged township’s connection with the Dwaraka of the Mahabharata. The seal corroborates the reference made in the ancient text, the Harivamsa, that every citizen of Dwaraka had to carry such a seal for purposes of identification. Krishna had declared that only one who carried such a seal could enter the city. A similar seal has been found onshore.

      From 1998 to 2001, many underwater explorations revealed evidence indicating a highly civilized city existed at that site with great maritime connections with many other countries, which must have been washed away by a tsunami or hurricane. The excavations show that Dwaraka was a large, well-fortified city with an excellent drainage system, massive gates, and a wall stretching about 180 miles. It was a sprawling city with gardens, orchards, and bastions and a population of about ten thousand people. Many clues also indicate that it must have been a bustling port. Ancient anchor stones give ample evidence of this.

      All these findings have suddenly roused a lot of interest among Hindus both in India and abroad since it is solid proof of the existence of one of the favorite gods in the Hindu pantheon, namely Lord Krishna.

      Around the same time, archaeologists from other countries were also busy. Along the coast of the Bay of Cambay and off the coast of modern Dwaraka, they found evidence of a settlement deep under the sea. In seventy feet of water, archaeologists discovered sandstone walls and cobbled streets. Looking up the descriptions of the city of Dwaraka as found in the ancient Hindu scriptures, they realized that this must be the remains of the legendary city of Dwaraka ruled by the great God King, Krishna. Wood and pottery shards were found that can be dated back thirty-two thousand years, again proving that the time spans given in ancient Hindu scriptures might be true even though most Westerners dismissed them as being absurd. The city had existed from 32,000 to 9000 BCE. This discovery proves that the life of Krishna is not mere mythology but is a true, historical record of a towering personality who had lived on this holy land of India. For many years now, Western Indologists have deliberately shut their eyes to the glory that was ancient India, but hopefully these findings should help them to believe, if they want to believe!

      The west coast of Gujarat was the traditional land of the Yadavas, or Yadus, the clan of Krishna. According to the Bhagavad Purana, Krishna led the Yadavas on a thousand-kilometer trek from Mathura, the first capital of the Yadavas, toward the west coast of India to establish a magnificent city called Dwaraka, where they could start a new life, safe from their enemies in the Gangetic plain.

      The Mahabharata says Dwaraka was reclaimed from the sea. Rao’s divers discovered that the submerged city’s walls were erected on a foundation of boulders, suggesting that the land was indeed reclaimed from the sea. However, after the city’s lord and master left this mortal plane, the sea claimed back the land that had been taken from it. One cannot separate Dwaraka from Krishna. If the city existed, then Krishna also existed.

      Dr. Narhari Achar, professor of physics at the University of Memphis, Tennessee, has dated the Mahabharata war using astronomy and regular planetarium software. According to his research conducted in 2004 to 2005, the titanic clash between the Pandavas and the Kauravas took place in 3067 BCE. Using the same software, Achar places the year of Krishna’s birth at 3112 BCE. Actually, our Puranas set a far earlier date.

      Another very interesting fact found by astronaut technologists is that the war between a king called Salva and Lord Krishna, which is described both in the Mahabharata and the Bhagavad Purana, may actually have been a description of a war with an extraterrestrial being. The Bhagavad Purana gives Salva’s antecedents, which do not point to him being an extraterrestrial, but it is a fact that he did get a most interesting aerial vehicle that might have had an extraterrestrial origin. The scripture says that Salva had done great tapas to the sun god and had been given an aerial vehicle called the Saubha, which was as big as a palace and had miraculous powers, like becoming invisible and appearing at different places at the same time. The reference to the sun god might just mean that he was in contact with an extraterrestrial planet and had got the vehicle from the inhabitants. Salva had been itching to get his hands on Dwaraka, and when he heard that both Krishna and Balrama were away at Indraprastha, the capital of the Pandavas, and only Krishna’s son Pradyumna was left to guard the city, he decided that this was an opportune moment to attack it. He flew over Dwaraka in the Saubha and destroyed the outer woodlands and gardens. Then he directed his attack against the bastions of the city, so that his army, which was marching over land, could easily penetrate it. Flashes of lightning, hailstones, cyclonic storms, and clouds of dust were released from the Saubha, which was equipped with all the latest types of weapons. Pradyumna and some of the other sons of Krishna ably defended the city for twenty-seven days but were overpowered by Salva’s superior forces.

      Lord Krishna heard of the attack and hurried to his son’s rescue, and there ensued a mighty war between the superhuman Krishna and the alien Salva. In this, Krishna is said to have fired arrows that resembled thunderbolts and balls of lightning and the brilliant piercing rays of the sun. The weapons used by Salva make one suspect that he was using alien technology even though he might not have been an alien. His spacecraft made of metal seemed to appear simultaneously at different places like a UFO. But Lord Krishna retaliated with weapons that had the force of superior spiritual power, and Salva, who was hard pressed, resorted to magic tricks and created the form of Lord Krishna’s father, Vasudeva, and proceeded to cut off his head in front of Krishna’s eyes. Krishna faltered for just a moment but then realized that this was another trick of his enemy, and very soon he brought the Saubha down with one of his miraculous astras (missiles), charged with the power of potent mantras (sacred syllables). But Salva escaped and came to fight with him again in the great Mahabharata war.

      Krishna is famous for his lilas, or pranks and games. All these centuries, he has kept his identity a secret and played along with the Western historians and allowed people to think that he was only a myth of the febrile imagination of Vyasa’s mighty intellect! But now it looks as if he has decided that this is enough. He has chosen to reveal himself—tear open the veil of maya in which he had shrouded himself and expose the truth of his inspiring life to the public gaze!

      It is in view of such great findings that I hope there will be a revival of interest in the perennial philosophy of Hinduism and the glory of the supreme incarnation of Lord Krishna will be uplifted.

      
        Hari Aum Tat Sat
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        Aum Sri Krishnaya Paramatmane Namaha!
      

      INTRODUCTION

      Krishna the Supreme Incarnation

      
        Vamshi Vibhushita karam Navaneetharabath, Pitambarath Arunabimba Phalatharoshtrath, Poornendu Sundara Mukath Aravindanetrath, Krishnath Param Kimapi Tatwamaham na janeth.
      

      I know of no reality other than Lord Krishna, whose face is as radiant as the full moon, whose color is that of the fully laden rain cloud, whose eyes are large and lustrous as the petals of a lotus, whose lips are red as the bimba berry, whose hands are adorned with the flute, and who is clad in resplendent garments.

      MADHUSUDAN SARASWATI

      The story of the Lord’s manifestation in the world as Krishna, scion of the Yadava clan, is one that has thrilled the hearts of all those who have been fortunate enough to hear it. It is the glorious tale of how the one who is aja, or unborn, and arupa, without form, was born with a form, in this world of duality, and has delighted the hearts of people for over five thousand years. It is the story of that infinite, eternal one, who was born in a dungeon as Krishna, the son of a Yadava chief, Vasudeva, and his wife, Devaki, and the nephew of Kamsa, the king of Bhojas. It is the story of how Krishna, a prince, was brought up as a common cowherd boy by Nanda, a chieftain, and his wife, Yashoda, in the village of Gokula. It is the story of the birth of God as a man. There is no tale comparable to it in all times.

      The main facts of his life can be gathered from the Srimad Bhagavatam and the Mahabharata—the first half of the story from the former and the second from the latter. He was born in captivity in the prison of the tyrant king Kamsa of Mathura, as the son of Vasudeva and Devaki, sister of Kamsa. Immediately after birth, he was transferred from Mathura to the cowherd settlement of Gokula, where he grew up as the foster son of their chief, Nanda, and his wife, Yashoda. As a child, he was mischievous and willful, charming all with his precocious acts. At the age of twelve, he went to Mathura, where he killed his uncle Kamsa, thus freeing the Yadavas from the rule of the tyrant.

      He grew up to be a hero, valiant and invincible, and gradually assumed leadership of the Yadava and Vrishni clans, even though he did not accept the title of king. He defeated many of the tyrant kings and made the Yadavas into one of the most powerful forces of his time. He founded his new capital on the island of Dwaraka, on the western seacoast of India, which was then known as Bharathavarsha, and played an important part in shaping the cultural and political life of his times. Though he did not take up arms, he played a decisive part in the great war of the Mahabharata.

      As a man, he was a mahayogi, the greatest of all yogis, totally unattached, having complete mastery over himself and nature, capable of controlling the very elements, if need be. His miracles were only an outflow of his perfect unity with God and, therefore, with nature. The spiritual gospel that he taught is known as the Bhagavata Dharma and is chiefly expounded in the Bhagavad Gita, the Uddhava Gita, and the Anu Gita. The simplicity of his teaching was such that it could be followed by any man, woman, or child, unlike the Vedic teachings, which were meant only for the elite. The Vedic religion had elaborated into a vast system of complicated sacrificial rituals that could be deciphered and performed only by the Brahmins and conducted only by Kshatriyas. Out of the Vedic religion had developed the glorious philosophy of the Upanishads, which required high intellectual ability, moral competence, and training under a qualified spiritual preceptor, or guru, before it could be comprehended.

      The advent of Lord Krishna came at a time when the common man in Bharathavarsha was without a simple religion that would satisfy his emotional wants and elevate him spiritually without taxing him too much intellectually. The Bhagavata Dharma provided a devotional gospel in which action, emotion, and intellect played equal parts and proclaimed Krishna as Ishvara (God), who had incarnated himself for the sake of humanity. He could be communed with through love and service, and he responded to the earnest prayers and deepest yearnings of the ordinary person. Thus, Lord Krishna was not only a precocious child, an invincible hero, and a mahayogi, he was also that supreme immaculate, whose contact transforms even sinners into saints, ignorant men into sages, sense-bound beings into spititual ecstatics, and animals into devotees. Krishna is the human version of the metaphysical Satchidananda Brahman (existence-consciousness-bliss) of the Upanishads, who took on a human form to help the ordinary mortal to attain union with the formless Brahman (the indivisible absolute) through bhakti or devotion alone and not merely through the path of meditation and samadhi (superconscious state), as advocated in the Upanishads. All his human actions during the span of his earthly life were meant not only to bless his contemporaries and establish righteousness on Earth, but to provide a spiritually potent account of his earthly deeds for the uplifting of the future generations. By meditating on these stories, one can establish a devotional relationship with him, similar to that which his great devotees had during his lifetime. He is the expression of the redeeming love of God for humanity, which manifests itself in different ages and in different lands, bringing spiritual enlightenment and bliss into our otherwise dreary life.

      The theory of the avatara, or the descent of God into human form, is one of the established beliefs of Vaishnava theism and is very difficult for the modern mind to conceive. If we believe in the unborn, impersonal godhead of Brahman, how can we accept the fact that it can be born as a human personality? The Vedantic view postulates that everything is divine. Every particle in the universe is imbued with the divine spirit. Far from the unborn being unable to assume a form, Vedanta declares that all forms are the endless reflections of that one, unborn spirit, who is without beginning and without end. The assumption of imperfection by the perfect is the whole phenomenon of this mysterious universe and can only be attributed to the divine lila, or play. Avatara means “descent,” and this descent is a direct manifestation in humanity by the Divine to aid the human soul in its ascent to divine status. It is a manifestation from above of that which we have to develop from below. The avatara comes to give the outer religion of humanity an inner meaning, which will enable it to grow into divine status. The ordinary person has to evolve and ascend into the godhead, but the avatara is a direct descent into human form. The one is a birth from ignorance into ignorance under the shroud of maya, or the cosmic veil of illusion, and the other is a birth from knowledge into knowledge, with all powers intact and a full awareness and consciousness of his supreme status. He is thus a dual phenomenon, for he appears human and is yet divine. This has to be, for the object of the avatara is to show that a human birth with all its limitations can still be the means for a divine birth. If the avatara were to act in a superhuman way all the time, this purpose would be nullified. He might even assume human sorrow and suffering, like Christ or Sri Rama, in order to show that suffering itself may be the cause of redemption. The Krishnavatara is unique because even in hours of sorrow and travail, he showed himself to be a complete master of the situation, thus exemplifying the truth of how one who is established in unity with the Divine can remain unaffected in the midst of pain and sorrow. Hence, this avatara in the form of Krishna is known as purnavatara, or the complete descent of the entire divinity into the form of humanity. The Bhagavad Purana declares, “Krishnastu bhagavan swayam.” Krishna is the Supreme Lord in his completeness.

      Even during his lifetime, he became canonized among those of his own clan, as well as among many others. He was looked upon as the incarnation of Vishnu, the godhead of Vaishnava theology, and the preserver, in the trinity made up of Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. Vishnu later came to be identified with the solar deity of the Vedas, who is invoked in the great Gayatri hymn. In the course of time, Vishnu became the most dominant among the Vedic deities and came to be accepted as the Supreme Being. By worshipping Krishna as an incarnation of Vishnu, one can gain the status achieved by yogis who strive through the difficult forms of various yogic practices.

      The charm of this avatara is the perfection with which he played every role he was called upon to play. He was a staunch friend, a dutiful son, an exciting lover, and a model husband, not to just one but to all women who desired him. There was none who called to him with intensity to whom he did not go with speed!

      “However a man approaches me, in that same manner do I go to him” was his creed. In whatever guise people looked upon him—as son, lover, or husband—he went to them in that very form in which they visualized him and satisfied their desires in the way that was most meaningful to them. At the same time, he sublimated their desires and thus fulfilled their earthly lives and led them to eternal bliss. There was no one who approached him, whether saint or sinner, in hatred or fear or love, who did not attain liberation. The difference between a Kamsa, who tried to kill him, and a Kuchela, who worshipped him, is slight indeed. One approached him with hatred and the other with love, but both thought of him constantly and were thus rewarded with moksha, or liberation. An object of mortal dread and antagonism can produce as much absorption in the mind as an object of love. If this object of dread happens to be God, concentration on him, though motivated by antagonism, must purify the person, just as potent but unpleasant medicine can effect a cure. This is what the Bhagavad Purana declares.

      Thus, Lord Krishna is not only the sat-chit-ananda, the existenceknowledge-bliss of the absolute, without any diminution or contamination of his perfection, he is also the Uttama Purusha, the perfect person, amid all imperfect situations. He is the eternal boy, the paragon of masculine beauty, who always retains his spiritual nobility, absolutely unaffected and unperturbed in every situation, be it amid the poverty and hardships of the cowherd settlement, the rigors of a hermitage, the seductive charms of dancing beauties, the gory scenes of the battlefield, the self-destructive holocaust of his own kith and kin, or the peaceful interludes with his friends. As he himself taught, Krishna lived in this world of duality as the lotus leaf in water, absolutely untouched and unaffected by the environment, a witness of situations, never a victim.

      The river of time collects much flotsam and jetsam on its way, and the story of the Lord’s life has been embellished with a wealth of detail, perhaps true, perhaps imaginary. Fact and fiction, truth and fantasy are entwined. But the final test of truth is time itself. It is the true touchstone. It deletes the dross and retains the gold. The story of a divine manifestation is always filled with mystery and defies all attempts at human analysis. But it has the quality of being svayamprakasha, or self-illuminating, and therefore the person who narrates it will find illumination coming from within, for Krishna is the charioteer seated in the heart of everyone, the supreme guru. In and through the seemingly redundant detail that has woven itself around the story through the centuries, it retains its breathtaking beauty, for it is dominated by the powerful influence of Krishna’s enchanting personality in which the wisdom of the seer is mingled with the charm and simplicity of a child and the glory of God gushes forth in an inexhaustible fountain of divine love and wisdom.

      The story of such a life can only be written by his grace and can only be understood by his grace. May that grace flow into us, inspire and enlighten us, and lead us to eternal bliss!

      Glory to Lord Krishna—to Vanamali—the wearer of the garland of wildflowers.

      
        Hari Aum Tat Sat
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          Aum Sri Balagopalaya Namaha!
        

        PART ONE

        Bala-Lila—The Play of the Child
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          Aum Sarvapaalakaaya Namaha!
        

        
          
            The Play of the Child
          
        

        
          Come to me O Gopala
          !
        

        
          Thou Infant Divine
          !
        

        
          Let me dandle Thee and fondle Thee
          ,
        

        
          Nourish and cherish Thee
          ,
        

        
          Thou sustainer of All
          !
        

        
          Let me hug Thee and kiss Thee
          ,
        

        
          Thou enchanter of all
          !
        

        
          What need have I for anything
          ,
        

        
          When Thou art nestling in my heart
          !
        

        
          Exalted am I, enriched, Divine
          !
        

        
          When Thou art dancing in my mind
          !
        

        
          Come to me then, O Gopala
          !
        

        
          Thou Infant Divine
          !
        

        
          Nourish me and cherish me
          ,
        

        
          For I am Thy child
          !
        

        

         

         

        
          O Thou Lord of the Universe! (Vishwanatha
          )
        

        
          Though I’m totally incapable of graspin
          g
        

        
          Even the fringes of Thy infinite majesty
          ,
        

        
          Yet due to Thy supreme grace alon
          e
        

        
          I have dared to compile these line
          s
        

        
          Containing the story o
          f
        

        
          Thy playful incarnation
          .
        

        
          For this I ask Thy forgiveness
          .
        

         

        
          May Thy choice blessings of long life, good health
          ,
        

        
          and supreme beatitud
          e
        

        
          Be showered on all those who liste
          n
        

        
          To this account of Lord Narayana
          ,
        

        
          Narrated by Narayana himsel
          f
        

        
          In the form of my beloved Lord—Vanamali
          .
        

        ADAPTED FROM THE LAST VERSE OF

“NARAYANEEYAM” BY SRI BHATTATHIRIPAD
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        Aum Vishnave Namaha!
      

      1

      The Advent

      
        Yada Yada hi dharmasya glanir bhavathi Bharatha,
      

      
        Abhyuthanam adharmasya tadatmanam srijamyaham.
      

      
        Paritranaya sadhunam, vinasaya cha dushkritam,
      

      
        Dharmasamsthpanarthaya sambhavami yuge yuge.
      

      Whenever virtue declines and unrighteousness prevails, I manifest myself to protect the good, destroy evil, and to establish dharma. For this I am born in every age!

      SRIMAD BHAGAVAD GITA

      This was the solemn promise made by the Lord, and for this he incarnated himself in the city of Mathura, as the son of Devaki and Vasudeva.

      Five thousand years ago, the city of Mathura was ruled by the tyrant king Kamsa. He was the chief of the tribe of the Yadavas, who were made up of many different clans such as the Bhojas, Vrishnis, Dasharhas, and Andhakas. He was reputed to be the incarnation of the wicked demon Kalanemi, and his actions proved the truth of it. None of the Yadava chiefs dared to say a word against him, since Kamsa was known for his atrocities.

      In other parts of Bharathavarsha, there also seemed to be an upsurge of wicked rulers and a consequent upsurge of unrighteous behavior, for as the king, so the subjects. Earth was groaning under their iniquities and unable to bear the load of wickedness any longer, she is said to have taken on the form of a cow and approached the Lord Vishnu, in his divine abode of Vaikuntha. She reminded him of his promise that he would incarnate himself whenever righteousness declined.

      “So be it,” he said. “I shall incarnate myself in the city of Mathura, in the clan of the Yadavas, as the son of Devaki and Vasudeva, to whom I made a promise in another age that I would be born as their son.”

      Pleased by this assurance, the Earth goddess began to prepare herself for the advent of the Lord. The stage was being set for the mighty drama. All the lesser gods and celestial beings chose to be born in the Yadava clan, to be ready to welcome the Lord and to participate in his lila, or play. For what reason would that unmanifest being want to manifest himself, except to delight in his own playful exploits? The celestials knew that this was to be the supreme culmination of all his incarnations—a tremendous play of the Divine, clothed in human form, inexplicable and mysterious as nature herself, yet simple and easy to love, as a flower, which can be appreciated, even by a child, but still, full of a deep and inner meaning to the scientist, the seer, and the sage. So also the Lord’s life, when looked at with the eyes of wisdom, will reveal to us not only the nature of the universe but our own nature, for he is none other than the self within us.

      Kamsa had a sister called Devaki, who was as pure as he was depraved. Her beauty rivaled that of the celestials and could be outshone only by the radiance of her mind, which was as perfect as any mortal woman’s could be. She was a fitting recipient of the signal honor of being the mother of God. In her previous births, she had practiced many austerities in order to get the Lord as her son. This was her last birth, and for the third time, she was to carry the Lord in her womb. Vasudeva, too, was a noble soul who belonged to the Yadava clan.

      When the curtain rose for the first act, the scene was one of revelry and joy, for Devaki, the only sister of Kamsa, was being given in marriage to Vasudeva. The bridal couple came out of the palace, preceded by Kamsa and followed by a throng of relatives and royal guests. The fanfare of bugles and sound of melodious songs filled the air, which was drenched with the perfumes rising from hundreds of incense burners and the jasmine flowers scattered in profusion. Devaki herself was just sixteen years of age, shining with happiness and beauty, laden with jewels, head bent with modesty as well as the weight of the flowers decorating it. She clung to her brother’s arm as he lifted her into the flower-bedecked bridal chariot. Vasudeva jumped in beside her, prepared to start the journey to their palace. Then, to everyone’s surprise, Kamsa ordered the charioteer to step down, and he himself took the reins, as if to show the extent of his love for his cherished sister. This act did not pass unremarked. That the king of the Bhojas would stoop to be a mere charioteer for the sake of his sister was news indeed! The populace cheered wildly. Though they hated him, they could not but appreciate this particular deed, for Devaki was a great favorite. Moreover, it was always expedient to cheer the king, for who knew what spies were around and whose head would roll on the morrow?

      Devaki, however, was supremely content. Her cup of happiness was full to the brim, and she cast a tremulous look of gratitude at this stern brother who had so far shown her nothing but kindness. It was her wedding day, and she was marrying the man of her choice. What more could she want? But her happiness was to be short-lived, as all human happiness is. The minds of the wicked are unpredictable. They know not the meaning of true love. They can love only so long as it benefits them. They are incapable of a love that transcends the self. This was soon to be proved.

      As the procession set out, the auspicious sounds of the conch and kettledrums were heard. The four mettlesome horses sprang forward and were whipped by Kamsa so they went forward at a spanking pace. But hardly had they gone a few yards when the sky became overcast, thunder rumbled and lightning flashed, and a mighty voice split the clouds and froze the entire wedding party to immobility.

      “O Kamsa, beware! The hour of your death draws nigh! The eighth son of Devaki will kill you and deliver this land from your wickedness,” thundered the voice in the sky.

      For one startled second, none spoke, and Kamsa stared at the heavens, while from his nerveless fingers the reins fell unheeded, and there rose in his heart a fear so great that he trembled from the very force of the emotion, so awe-inspiring had the voice been. Devaki clung to her husband’s arm and hid her face in terror. In a trice, the sky cleared, the sun appeared, the rumbling died away, and the excited people started to babble. But Kamsa wasted not a moment. Jumping out of the chariot, he caught hold of Devaki’s jasmine-laden hair and pulled her down to the ground beside him. Drawing his sword from its scabbard, he hoisted it aloft to bring it down upon her defenseless and jewel-laden neck. At that moment, Vasudeva sprang down between them and catching hold of Kamsa’s hand said, “O Kamsa! Where has your honor gone? Where has your code of Kshatriya chivalry fled, that you can think of killing your own sister, and that too, at the time of her wedding, before her desires have been fulfilled? O hero! You have enhanced the fame of the Bhojas (Yadava clan) by your heroic deeds, and do you now stoop to such a heinous act? Death is certain for everyone. It may come today or a hundred years hence, but it is certain. Those who do such things will suffer both here and in the hereafter. This girl is your own sister and helpless as a doll. It is most unbecoming of you to think of killing this innocent creature!”

      Kamsa shook off his restraining hand as if to say, “Woman or girl or sister, what do I care? From today, she is my enemy. For me, my own life is much more important than that of a sister!” Again the cruel arm was lifted and again Vasudeva restrained him and tried another argument to restrain him from his evil resolve.

      “O dear brother-in-law! Why do you have to kill Devaki? What has she done? According to the celestial voice, it is only her child, and her eighth child at that, who is fated to kill you. Spare her therefore, and I give you my word as a man of honor to bring every child of ours to you, be it boy or girl, for you to do with as you wish.”

      This logic seemed to work. At last, the threatening arm was lowered and the cruel hold on Devaki’s hair loosened. Kamsa turned and looked piercingly at Vasudeva. “What you say is true. I know you for a man of honor, and I shall believe your word. Moreover, I have ways and means of seeing that you do not forget your promise. Go! And take her with you. I can no longer bear to look at her face.”

      A moment ago there was none so dear to him as his sister, and now there was none so hated. Without a backward glance, Kamsa left the couple stranded on the streets and drove off, as the people, trembling with fear, made way for him. Outwardly, they stilled their joy, but inwardly their hearts rejoiced when they thought of his approaching end, and they blessed Devaki to have a child every year so that the time would pass quickly and the eighth child, their deliverer, would be born soon. Sadly, Vasudeva escorted his bride to his own house, unaccompanied by music and dancing. An hour ago, they were the most envied couple in the whole kingdom; now, no one dared to look at them. The people’s prayers were answered, and within a year, Devaki gave birth to a lovely baby boy. The umbilical cord had hardly been cut when Vasudeva hurried with the child to Kamsa’s palace, disregarding Devaki’s pleas that she should be allowed to nurse the child at least once. For a man of wisdom, there is no object that cannot be given up and no sorrow that cannot be borne.

      Impressed by Vasudeva’s adherence to truth and his extreme equanimity, Kamsa said, “Let this child be taken back. He poses no threat to me. It is only from your eighth child that I am destined to die. Take the infant back to my sister and tell her that her brother is not as cruel as she thinks.”

      Far from being happy at this show of leniency, Vasudeva was perturbed at this unexpected turn of events, for he well knew how vacillating were the minds of the wicked. One day he would speak thus, and the next he would change his mind; by then they would have become attached to the infant. It would have been easier to have parted with it now, when it lay quiescent and unresisting in his arms, than later, when it would start to smile and talk and wind its little arms round his neck and his heart, thus making the parting more heartbreaking.

      So Vasudeva left the palace with a bent head, clutching the child and trying not to look at him, trying not to love him too much, for as a wise man he knew it was better not to become too attached to something from which he would soon have to be parted.

      Thus, six years flew by on wings, and every year saw the birth of another boy to the couple. Vasudeva would faithfully take each child to Kamsa, who would return it as a gift. By all rights, the couple should have been blissfully happy. They had each other, they had six lovely boys, each more beautiful than the last, and they kept to themselves, without mixing in court life and intrigue. They said their prayers and purified themselves by vows and fasts to prepare themselves for the advent of their eighth child, who would be the Lord himself. But all the time, they felt as if they were balanced on the edge of a precipice. No one could tell when the delicate balance would be upset, and they would be plunged into the swirling waters below.

      It was at this time that the celestial sage Narada went to the court of Kamsa to play his small part in hastening the advent. If Kamsa started showing signs of leniency, the Lord would take longer to incarnate himself, for it is only when wickedness reaches its zenith that an incarnation is called for. So armed with his vina (lute), he entered the audience chamber of the king. Kamsa hardly glanced at him, for he did not consider a mendicant like him, who went about singing the Lord’s praises, to be worthy of respect. Narada, however, was unperturbed.

      Strumming his vina, he said softly, “I hear, O King, that you are not keeping too well these days, not at the peak of your powers of observation, as you were before.”

      “What?!” Kamsa said, rising up in anger. “What makes you speak such arrant nonsense? I never felt better in my life!”

      Now that the king had risen, Narada quietly took his seat, uninvited, and continued amicably. “I hear that you had your sworn enemy within your grasp, and yet you let him slip away like a wily fish from the hook of an inexpert angler.”

      “You heard wrong,” shouted the enraged king. “There is no enemy either big or small who has ever come within my grasp and lived to tell the tale. But what can you, a mere singer of ballads, know of deeds of valor?”

      “I think your memory is getting poor, O Kamsa!” Narada taunted. “Have you forgotten the prophecy at the time of Devaki’s marriage that you have allowed six of her children to slip from your grasp? Is this the action of a shrewd man?”

      “And why not?” shouted the irate king. “Since you seem to know so much about it, you should also know that it was the eighth child who was denounced in the prophecy and not the first or sixth or any other!”

      “Poor Kamsa,” Narada commiserated in his gentle voice. “There is so much you do not know. But do not make the mistake of underestimating your enemy. He is Vishnu, the master magician, who can delude the entire world into believing anything. He can make eight into one and one into eight. If you count from the top downward, the last is the eighth, but if you count from bottom upward, what happens? The first becomes the eighth. And if you put them in a circle and count, what happens? Any one of them could be the eighth! You are living in a fool’s paradise, my poor man, lulled into a feeling of false security, which is exactly what he wants you to feel. Moreover, you should realize that this is all a master plot on the part of the devas (gods) to kill the asuras (demons). You O Kamsa, are the great asura of old, called Kalanemi. The rest of your clan, with a few exceptions, are all devas, involved in the mighty plot to annihilate you and your kind. Of this you are ignorant, poor Kamsa, and this is why, at long last, even though I know you despise me, I came to warn you, for I am a true well-wisher of the world. I want nothing but the well-being of the universe.”

      So saying, Narada quietly left, strumming his vina, just as he had come, unannounced and unescorted. He left behind a stunned Kamsa, aghast at his stupidity in having let six children go free. There was not a moment to be lost. Six years of folly had to be retrieved in a day. He summoned all his evil counselors, Kesi, Putana, and others, and started a regular campaign of suppression of the Yadavas with the backing of his father-in-law, Jarasandha, the powerful king of Magadha. A campaign of terror followed in which he mercilessly murdered all those whom he suspected of being devas, so that there was a panic among all good people and a general exodus out of the city into the outlying districts, where they went into hiding. Vasudeva sent his first wife, Rohini, to the house of Nanda, the cowherd chief of Gokula, who was a friend of his. Kamsa’s father, Ugrasena, remonstrated with him and warned him of the consequences of his atrocious deeds. Kamsa spoke not a word, but quietly had his father removed and clapped into jail.

      Then he turned the full force of his fury on his sister and her husband. One by one, their children were taken up and smashed to death, on a rock, before their horrified eyes! What is it that the wicked will not resort to in order to save their own skins? Vasudeva’s worst fears were realized. Devaki saw but one child being killed, and then mercifully fell into a deep swoon. Dry-eyed and stony-hearted, Vasudeva watched until the bitter end. As his children were savaged, one thought alone sustained him: He and his wife were still alive and capable of bearing children. Whatever happened, however much they suffered, theirs would be the fortune to be the instruments by which the divine purpose would be fulfilled. Only two more years, he exulted, and then the prophecy would come true. Their work on Earth would be done and the reason for their birth accomplished. So great was his faith and devotion that not even the ghastly scene before him had the power to move him. But even this hope was soon dashed, for Kamsa decided that the best place for this traitorous couple would be the dungeon, next to his father, where he would be able to keep an eye on their doings. So he clapped them in jail, with guards on duty, night and day.

      Soon Devaki conceived for the seventh time. The land was groaning under the weight of Kamsa’s iniquities, and the prayers of the people were raising in a constant stream, so, it is said, that the Lord Vishnu decided that he could not wait for another year before incarnating himself. Such is the force of mass prayer, as Narada had foreseen. The Lord commanded his Yogamaya (embodiment of the Lord’s power of illusion), or shakti (feminine force of action), as follows, “O Devi (goddess), you must go to Vraja, the cowherd settlement, to the house of Nanda, where Rohini, the wife of Vasudeva, has taken refuge. My spiritual power known as Shesha has already entered the womb of Devaki. Transplant the fetus from her womb into Rohini’s. Soon after, I shall incarnate myself in Devaki’s womb, and you, O Devi, will be born as Yashoda’s daughter. You will be the bestower of boons to all and will be worshipped on Earth, under many names.”

      Being thus ordered by the Lord, the goddess transported herself to Earth and accomplished all that she was expected to do. The news was bruited abroad that Devaki’s seventh pregnancy had been aborted. Hearing the news, Kamsa suspected a trick and went himself to the dungeon to find out the truth.

      “Is it true that you conceived for the seventh time?” he thundered.

      “Yes,” replied Devaki meekly.

      “Then what happened to the child?” he enquired suspiciously.

      “I do not know,” she whispered, and in truth she did not, for who can know the ways of God? She had been pregnant until a few days ago, and then suddenly she had felt her womb to be empty.

      Kamsa ruminated for a while. Trick or no, the next child would surely be the eighth. Since prevention was better than cure, he decided to prevent the couple from conceiving at all and gave instructions for heavy chains to be brought. With his own hands, he bound Vasudeva to one pillar and Devaki to the opposite, thus ensuring that there was no possibility of any physical contact between them. Strict orders were given that they were never to be let out together. Satisfied with his handiwork, he left, banging the dungeon doors together and shutting out the last ray of hope.

      “O God! What about your promise?” groaned Vasudeva. “Are you going to desert us now in this hour of darkness? We have none but you to aid us.” So saying, he bowed his head and was plunged in grief. At that moment, the Supreme Lord, protector of the universe, entered into the mind of Vasudeva, so that he began to shine in splendor like the sun. Such bliss transformed his face and aspect that his unhappy wife felt bound to exclaim.

      “O Husband!” she cried. “What is that secret thought that is drenching you with happiness? What have we unfortunate creatures to be happy about? O unlucky parents! We have been forced to see our children murdered before our very eyes. Our only hope was to see the birth of our eighth infant, and now even that hope has been dashed to the ground. What have we to rejoice about?”

      “There is a form shining within my heart, O beloved,” Vasudeva exclaimed in rapture, “that thrills me to the very core of my being, so that I no longer feel the hardness of the pillar to which I am bound, nor the weight of the chains that bite into my flesh.”

      “O Husband!” she cried, “pray describe this vision in detail to me so that I too can share your rapture.”

      So Vasudeva transmitted to his wife through the medium of the mind that world-redeeming aspect of the Supreme Divine, who is the all-comprehensive being, present in all, including herself, and she received the mental transmission, even as the eastern horizon receives the glory of the full moon. Thus did she conceive the Lord mentally through her husband Vasudeva.

      When the jailer opened the dungeon doors the next day, he saw the cell bathed in a divine radiance and Devaki transformed and shining, as if within her she carried a living fire, a fire that would consume all the evil in the world and leave it pure and shining. Hurriedly closing the doors, he ran as fast as he could to the king and gave the news that something strange and wondrous had happened to Devaki. Kamsa went posthaste to investigate for himself. It was just as the jailer had described. When he opened the doors, his eyes were dazzled by such a blinding flash of burning blue brilliance that he staggered back, unable to bear it.

      He thought to himself, “Surely the Lord Hari (Vishnu), who is to be the cause of my death, must be within her. Never before have I seen her with such divine luster. What shall I do now? If I kill her outright, I shall surely be condemned by all, so I shall wait for the child to be born and then kill him.”

      He gave orders that the guards were to be doubled, the chain strengthened, and every precaution taken so that none entered or left the dungeon. All his instructions were carried out faithfully, but neither Devaki nor Vasudeva cared or even noticed what was happening around them. They were bathed in a sea of bliss, and as the child within her womb grew bigger, Devaki’s joy knew no bounds. She did not feel the discomforts of her position, nor was she worried as to the ways and means of protecting the child when it was born and caring for it until it grew old enough to kill her brother. Such mundane considerations worried her not a whit, for she had time only to meditate continuously on that wondrous form that filled her being and suffused her with delight.

      Kamsa, too, was in a very similar state. His mind sharpened in single-pointed concentration on Lord Vishnu. Through intense fear, his entire world was filled with Vishnu, even though it was of Vishnu as avenger and killer. Waking, sleeping, eating, or talking, he constantly quaked in fear, wondering how his killer would appear. He had heard of Lord Vishnu’s previous incarnation, when he had jumped out of a pillar as Narasimha (the man-lion) to kill the asura Hiranyakashipu. Thinking thus, he would suddenly jump off the throne on which he had been sitting. He would also inspect his bed and mattress very carefully before sleeping. He would scrutinize every ball of rice to see if Vishnu was lurking within. Waking and sleeping, Kamsa’s world was peopled by Vishnu alone. This was truly an enviable state, one that meditating yogis strive in vain to achieve. Thus did Kamsa pass the ten months preceding the advent of the Lord in constant contemplation.

      
        Hari Aum Tat Sat
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        Aum Janardanaya Namaha!
      

      2

      The Birth of the Unborn

      
        Nishitethama udbhuthe jayamane Janardane, Devakya devarupinya, Vishnu sarva guhashaya, aviraseeth yada prachyam, dishinduriva pushkala.
      

      At this auspicious time, in the pitch darkness of midnight, Lord Vishnu, who is the resident within the hearts of all creatures, was born of the divinely beautiful Devaki, like the full moon rising in the eastern horizon.

      SRIMAD BHAGAVATAM

      With the approach of the most auspicious time when the star Rohini was in the ascendant and all the other stars and planets were in favorable positions, Janardana, the Lord who takes away the pangs of birth and death, the eternal, the immortal, and the one without birth, chose to be born as the son of Devaki and Vasudeva.

      Peaceful silence reigned in all the quarters. The stars shone clear in the sky. The rivers flowed with pellucid waters. The ponds were full of lotus blossoms. The woods were resonant with the chirping of the birds and the buzzing of bees fluttering between the trees and creepers laden with flowers. Softly blew the breeze, dust free and fragrant, and gently glowed the fires in the sacrificial hearths of the holy. An ineffable peace stole into the minds of all men. The time was approaching midnight, and many jewels sprouted in the bowels of Earth, all the birds woke up and started crooning softly. The sun and moon both peeped out with their full complement of stars, among which the star Rohini was the brightest. This special conjunction of the eighth-day moon with the constellation Rohini heralded the birth of the Lord. Muddy waters became clear, springs gushed forth, and the waves of the sea came rushing in to the land to try to present themselves at the spot where the divine drama was about to commence. Little breezes carrying the sweet perfume of a million newly opened blossoms thrust their way into the dungeon and played with the curls around Devaki’s head as she lay in labor. Noble people everywhere were wide awake, for they felt as if something momentous was about to take place. The wicked slept the sleep of the dead. In fact, Kamsa had never slept so soundly since the day of the prophecy, and as for the guards, they were snoring so loudly that nothing short of an earthquake would have awakened them.

      The creator Brahma and the other celestials entered the labor room and hymned the Lord, whom they could see shining within Devaki’s womb. The sages and the gods showered flowers from above. The clouds rumbled gently in tune with the sea.

      At such a time, in the pitch darkness of midnight, Vishnu, the resident in the hearts of all, was born of the divinely beautiful Devaki. At the moment of his birth, the prison was filled with a soft light, emanating from the babe himself. In that one brief instant when she held him in her arms, Devaki forgot the ordeal of the morrow, forgot the cruel death that awaited her child, and knew only the bliss of the mother as she holds her newborn in her arms. Vasudeva was in a trance of delight, for he saw before him that divine form that had glowed in his heart ten months ago and that had throbbed in Devaki’s womb ever since.

      O lucky parents! What tortures would one not go through to have a sight like this? Lotus-eyed, four-armed, sporting the conch, mace, and other weapons, with the luminous Shrivatsa mark and the shining jewel Kaustubha on his chest, wearing a yellow garment, possessed of the majesty and grace of a rain cloud, locks gleaming with the luster of his diadem, earrings studded with precious gems, and bedecked with splendid ornaments—such was the wondrous form of the divine child that appeared before them. Realizing the child to be none other than Hari, the Supreme Being, Vasudeva prostrated himself before him and sang a hymn of praise. He gazed into those glorious eyes, which were overflowing with love, and felt such waves of bliss washing over him that he could no longer keep his balance. Again and again, he prostrated before this vision, knowing him to be indeed that formless Brahman extolled in the Vedas, which had taken on the form of his son.

      Then Devaki exclaimed, “You are verily Vishnu, the light spiritual, the unmanifest, the vast, the luminous. I take shelter in you, the supreme shelter. That thou, who bear the whole universe within yourself, should
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