The Chaste Housewife #2 - ‘I am No Crane’

a story from the Mahabharat by Srila Vyasadeva

Narrator: Once, the sage Markandeya Muni came to see the Pandavas. Yudhishthira happened to talk of the virtues of the fair sex: 

Yudhisthira: What greater wonder is there in this world than the patience and the chastity of woman? She gives birth to a child after cherishing it in her womb as dearer than life itself. She brings it into the world in pain and anxiety and thence forward her one thought is for the child’s health and happiness. Large-hearted and forgiving, a woman forgives and continues to love even a wicked husband who neglects and hates her and subjects her to all sorts of miseries. How strange!

Markandeya: I will tell you a sacred story from the Nrsimha Purana:

There was a wise brahmana named Yajnasharman living in the land of Koshala. He had a devoted and religious wife named Rohini who was endowed with all auspicious features and an unblemished character. 

After some time, Rohini gave birth to a son. Yajnasharman performed all of the recommended purificatory ceremonies for his son as described in the Vedas. The boy was named Devasharman.  When he was eight years, old his father performed his sacred thread ceremony and engaged him in study of the Vedas. However, just after Devasharman had mastered the Vedas, his father died. Devasharman performed the funeral ceremonies for his father according to the instructions of saintly persons, and then he decided to travel to different places of pilgrimage.

Devasharman’s fame as a great ascetic gradually spread far and wide. He had no residence and was always wandering from one place to another. Maintaining himself by begging alms, he was always chanting Vedic mantras and performing sacrifices. Meanwhile, with her husband dead and her only son living as an ascetic, Devasharman’s mother, Rohini, had no means of support and was suffering terribly. 

One day, Devasharman came to the bank of a river where he took bath, spread his cloth on the ground to dry, and sat in meditation. Just then, a crane came and suddenly flew away with his cloth. Seeing this, Devasharman became angry and shouted abuses at the crane. The bird then dropped the cloth on the ground, passed stool on it, and flew away. 

Devasharman: (running about and shouting) Hey! Get out of here! Go! Shoo! Stupid, worthless, stinking bird! (aside) Whew! (recovering from the exertion as he picks up his clothes)  Oh, this is terrible! Look at that, the wretched bird has fouled my best cloth and after I spent all that time and effort washing it, too. It’s all I have, so now I’ll have to bathe and wash my cloth all over again and that will probably really set my afternoon schedule back! 

Narrator: Devasharman looked at the fleeing bird with wrath, and immediately the bird burned to ashes by his acquired mystic power. 

Markandeya: How frightful it would be if wishes fulfilled themselves, if each hasty or angry wish took effect at once! How much there would be to regret or repent afterwards! It is lucky for us that wishes depend on outward circumstances for accomplishment, since that saves us from much sin and sorrow! 

The brahmana was pained when he saw the dead bird lying on the ground. He sorrowed that the evil thought that passed in his mind in a moment of anger had killed an innocent bird. 

Devasharman: Oh my Goodness, look at that! I didn’t know that I could do that! I’m surprised to see this … But, then again, I shouldn’t be! This is the natural fruit of my yoga austerities. In fact, I must conclude that there is no one in the world equal to me in penance! Hmm … this could come in handy. Well, at least I have nothing to fear …

Narrator: Proud of the strength of his austerity, Devasharman left the river to seek alms at a nearby village. Thus, he was fortunate to come to the house where the devoted wife Savitri and her husband Kasyapa lived.

He stood before the door of a house to receive his dole. The housewife was cleansing utensils at that time and Devasharman waited in the hope that she would attend to him after her work was over. 

In the meantime, the master of the house returned, tired and hungry, and the wife had to attend to his wants, wash and dry his feet and serve him with food. 

In this preoccupation she seemed to have forgotten the mendicant waiting outside. After her husband had been cared for and fed, she came out with alms to the mendicant. 

The woman: I am sorry to have kept you waiting long. Pardon me.

Devasharman: (burning with anger) Lady, you have made me wait for such a long time. This indifference is not fair. 

The woman: O Best of brahmanas, kindly do forgive me. I was serving my husband and hence the delay.

Devasharman: It is right and proper to attend on the husband, but the brahmana also should not be disregarded. You seem an arrogant woman.

The woman: Please do not be angry with me and remember that I kept you waiting only because I was dutifully serving my husband. I am no crane to be killed by a violent thought and your rage can do no harm to the woman who devotes herself to the service of her husband. If you want to accept alms from me, you will have to behave properly! (She fills his extended top cloth with fruits and wrapped foods and Devasharman leaves.)

Devasharman: Thank you, Mother.                                                                                              (music to indicate the passage of time)

Markandeya: Devasharman could understand that the woman knew everything by her own mystic power. Collecting the alms given by her, the brahmachari, Devasharman, quietly left that place. Walking back to the river, he again and again thought in his mind:

Devasharman: This woman is not an ordinary person! How was it that she had come to know of the death of the crane? I fear that, out of my own pride, I have neglected to learn some powerful lesson here. I should go back to the village and make sure …                               (music to indicate the passage of time)

Markandeya: Devasharman returned to the village, leaving his begging bowl by the river. After the devoted Savitri had finished her meal and her husband had gone out, the brahmacari came to her residence and said:

Devasharman: O blessed woman, please tell me how you acquired this mystic power of knowing all things beyond the capabilities of the senses?

The woman: O brahmana, please listen attentively to the answer to this question. The mystic power that I possess is the result of careful and consistent observance of the prescribed duties of a chaste wife. 

Service to one’s husband is the established duty of women. O high-minded one, I have always followed that duty.  Indeed, I know nothing else. I have acquired this power because day and night, without questioning, I have given complete satisfaction to my husband, waiting upon him with love and devotion.

Devasharman: I accept that your piety and ability is more than my own. If you would be so kind, please instruct me in the path of righteous living for the purpose of ultimate liberation from the cycle of material birth and death.

Go to Mithila and be instructed in the secret of good life by a man named Dharmavyadha who is living in that city. 

Kaushika: Mother, I am amazed by your compassion as well as your spiritual vision!          I deserve your just admonition and it will do me good. May all good attend you!

Markandeya:  With these words he went to Mithila. 

(Music to indicate the passing of time)

Kausika reached Mithila and looked for Dharmavyadha’s residence, which he thought would be some lonely hermitage far from the noise and bustle of common life. 

He walked along magnificent roads between beautiful houses and gardens in that great city and finally reached a butcher’s shop, in which was a man selling meat. His amazement was great when he learnt that this man was Dharmavyadha.

The brahmana was shocked beyond measure and stood at a distance in disgust. The butcher suddenly rose from his seat, came to the brahmana and inquired: 

The butcher: Revered sir, are you well? Did that chaste brahmana lady send you to me? 

Markandeya: The brahmana was stupefied.

The butcher: Revered sir, I know why you have come. Let us go to my home and I will tell you all that you wish to know.

Markandeya: The butcher took the brahmana to his house where he saw a happy family and was greatly struck by the devotion with which the butcher served his parents. 

Devasharman took his lessons from that butcher on dharma, man’s calling and duty. Afterwards, the brahmana returned to his house and began to tend his Mother, a duty, which he had rather neglected before. 

Narrator: The moral of this striking story so skillfully woven by Vedavyasa into the Mahabharata, is the same as the teaching of the Gita. Man reaches perfection by the honest pursuit of whatever calling falls to his lot in life, and that this is really worship of the Supreme Lord who created and pervades all. (Bhagavad Gita, Chapter 18, Verses 46 to 49:)

“ By worship of the Lord, who is the source of all beings and who is all-pervading, a man can attain perfection through performing his own work.

It is better to engage in one's own occupation, even though one may perform it imperfectly, than to accept another's occupation and perform it perfectly. Duties prescribed according to one's nature are never affected by sinful reactions.

Every endeavor is covered by some fault, just as fire is covered by smoke. Therefore one should not give up the work born of his nature, O son of Kunti, even if such work is full of fault.

 One who is self-controlled and unattached and who disregards all material enjoyments can obtain, by practice of  renunciation, the highest perfect stage of freedom from reaction.”

The occupation may be one he is born to in society or it may have been forced on him by circumstances or be may have taken it up by choice. But what really matters is the spirit of sincerity and faithfulness with which be does his life’s work.

Veda Vyasa emphasizes this great truth by making a scholarly brahmana, who did not know it, learn it from a butcher, who lived it in his humble and despised life.

Thus, the Pandavas traveled on holy pilgrimage, meditating deeply upon the lives of great sages and saintly persons and the lessons they have left for all of mankind for all time.
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