The Chaste Housewife #3 -The Duties of a Householder

from an essay on the Mahabharata by Srila Vyasadeva                                                                                                                       from www.chennaionline.com

Narrator:  Once, the sage Markandeya came to see the Pandavas. Markandeya Rishi narrated many tales to strengthen the psyche of Yudhisthira in exile. One day, 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 its health and happiness. Large-hearted and forgiving, a woman forgives and continues to love even a wicked husband who neglects and hates and subjects her to all sorts of miseries. How strange!

Narrator:  Hearing this Markandeya told him the sacred story of Kausika,                                      the widely read Brahmin. This history is from the Nrsimha Purana. 

Scene One - The Forest

Kausika was well-versed in Vedas and was performing all the rituals for one in the renounced life as stipulated in the Vedas. That had endowed him with special powers that he was not aware of himself. One day, when he was meditating under a tree, the dropping of a stork fell on him. 

Kausika: (running about and shouting) Hey! Get out of here! Go! Shoo! Stupid, worthless, stinking birds! (aside) Whew! (recovering from the exertion as he picks up his clothes)  Oh, this is terrible! Look at that, those wretched birds have 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: Kausika looked at the fleeing birds with wrath, and immediately the birds burned to ashes by his acquired mystic power. Kausika realized the power that he had acquired and he thus developed the bad quality of false pride.

Kaushika: 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 …

Scene Two - Outside the home of A Muni

Narrator: As time rolled on, Kausika had forgotten this incident. He was pursuing his spiritual quest in the forest, surviving on food that the villagers gave him. One such day, he reached a village where he had not been before and was waiting at a doorstep for the lady of the house to bring him some food (This is acted out.)

Kausika: (calling out) O fortunate householder, I am Kausika, the son of Yajnasharma and, by your good fortune, I have came to your door to request that give me alms! A little rice, some fruit … perhaps some milk or yogurt …

Narrator: This is a good system. The sages and their students were thus able to spend almost all of their day in study and worship of the Supreme Lord and the householders received encouragement in their Spiritual Practices and also expert advice in many fields covered in the Vedas including Medicine, Law and Asrology.

 (this is acted out) Just at that time, the husband of the lady entered the house and was hungry. The lady stopped all the other things that she was doing and attended to her husband. Kausika: I am so hungry! Doesn’t she know that I am a great renunciate and I only eat  once a day?! I could just go on to the next house… I’ll give her five more minutes … Hmmm, it wouldn’t be right to use my devastating powers upon the brahmanas!

Narrator: Although she saw Kausika at the door, she remained silent and attentive to her husband. After her husband had eaten, she washed his feet with warm water. Only then did she come forward to offer alms to the brahmacari.

It was getting late and Kausika’s patience was waning. His anger reached its peak when the lady arrived with food. 

Kausika: (chiding) You have made me wait for a very long time!

The lady: I apologize, brahmana. I had some household concerns. 

Kausika: (exhibiting his pride) You may have a hundred concerns on hand but delaying the service to Sadhus like me is nothing but sheer disrespect! You do not know the awesome powers we have! Our anger could turn the whole world to ashes! 

The lady: (amused) I have my priorities as a housewife. It is necessary for me to do them in the order in which I have to do them. You are no doubt important as a Sadhu, but when choosing between attending you and my husband, he gets the natural priority over you. I have observed my dharma. 

But please understand that your fiery looks can do nothing to me. I am not a stork after all, to fall burnt and dead by your glance!

Kausika: (taken aback) I am amazed! This was an incident that took place in a jungle, years back! Nobody else was there; how could you have even known that? I think that you must yourself be great in mystic powers otherwise how did you come to know of this! 

Killing anger is the key

The lady: No doubt you are very well-read, but you have not overcome your anger. While you think that your anger can burn the world, it actually eats away whatever good you have acquired. You have a lot more to learn. Go to the village of Mithila and hear from a wise man there by the name of Dharma Vyadha. Mention my name, Savitri, and he will instruct you further.

Kausika: Yes, I will do so at once. Please forgive me for my arrogance! Thank you so much, Mother! (Kausika exits.)

(Music to indicate the passing of time. Bring lights down and up.)

Narrator: The young brahmana fully realized the necessity of overcoming anger and he also saw the power of a person who sticks to his or her dharma. As he walked to the distant village, he anticipated meeting a very unique personality.

Kausika: (singing cheerfully as he walks) 

                  jaya Radha-Madhava kunja-bihari 

                  gopi-jana-vallabha giri-vara-dhari 

                 Yasoda-Nandana, braja-jana-ranjana, 

                             Yamuna-tira-vana-cari

The Brahmin Learns from a Butcher

Scene Three - Mithila

Narrator: Markandeya Rishi continued to narrate to Yudhisthira the story of Kausika who was advised to approach Dharma Vyadha of Mithila for his learning. Kausika proceeded to Mithila, where he made inquiries there and had no difficulty in finding Dharma Vyadha’s place, as he was very popular there. But, he didn’t expect that he would be taken to a butcher’s shop! 

Dharma Vyadha was a butcher by birth. Kausika reached the butchery where deer and buffalo meat were on display. The place was full of puddles of blood, streaming down in all directions, with a strong smell of freshly killed animals, their hides and flesh filling the air. Lot of people had gathered around to buy meat and Dharma Vyadha was busy attending to them. He was informed that Kausika has come to see him.

Dharma Vyadha: (calling from across the room) Have a seat; I’ll be right with you!

Narrator: Kausika, who was not used to this environment, could not stand there. The sight of flesh and blood was not part of his world. He stood there, nonetheless, eager to see Dharma Vyadha and also curious about what this butcher could teach him, a Brahmin, who was supposed to know much better. 

Dharma Vyadha: (greeting him warmly) Ah, welcome, Kausika! I see you have  traveled a long way - did that woman send you?

Kaushika: (to himself) That is my surprise number two! Does everyone else read minds?

The surprise that the village housewife gave me when she very casually told me, ‘I am not a stork to be burnt to ashes by your glance,’ is still fresh in my memory! 

Dharma Vyadha: No, I presumed that you have been directed to meet me by the lady of the village over there. She sends many sincere seekers my way as she is so busy nowadays with her household duties. 

Kausika: Mother Savitri, yes.

Dharma Vyadha: What can I do for you?

Kausika: I have come to you to learn all that I need to know to progress in this life towards liberation. I obviously was misleading myself because I had become falsely proud of my puny achievements! Mother Savitri saw that and sent me here.

Dharma Vyadha: You see that I am a butcher, my lord, as were my father and his father before him. If you don’t mind, I will send you to wait at my home while I finish my duties, here. Then, in the evening, I will give your lessons my full attention.

Kausika: Yes, of course! Thank you.

(Music to indicate the passing of time. Bring lights down and up.)

Scene Four - The home of Kasyapa Muni

Narrator: Dharma Vyadha then sent Kausika to his house. His house was very clean and his aged parents greeted Kausika. Dharma Vyadha joined him later after finishing his duties.

Dharma Vyadha: My parents are the Gods that I worship. Service to them is my puja. A man should render service and satisfy his father, mother, Agni the demigod in charge of fire, the Self (one’s spiritual advancement) and his Guru. These five are the most important aspects in life. These five are his masters. This is the first of duties for a householder.

It is because of this service that I could sense that you were sent here by that housewife and it was because of this that she could get to know what you did to the stork.

Narrator: In the next few days, Kausika learned all that he needed from his Spiritual Master.  

What Dharma Vyadha taught Kausika is the basic teaching of all our books. “The chief (duty of the householder),” says Sage Thiruvalluvar, “is to preserve the five-fold rule of conduct towards one’s parents, the Demigods, his guests, his Guru and his real self, the Spirit Soul, part and parcel of the Supreme Lord.” (Kural 43)

Kausika: (convinced and humbled) O Dharma Vyadha,you have told me what is good for me. Thank you so much!

Dharma Vyadha: Go in peace.

Kausika: After returning to take care of my mother, what duties shall I perform to attain the supreme goal?

Savitri: Listen carefully; I shall now tell you the duties that you have to perform:

You should maintain your mother by begging, and you should also perform the prescribed atonement for the sin of killing the two birds.

In the land of Kosala, there is a girl born in a brahmana family who is destined to be your wife. When you return home, her father will come to your family home and offer his daughter to you. You should graciously accept her. Soon after, she will give birth to a baby boy who will perpetuate your family.

Live together peacefully in Krishna Consciousness for many years. Finally, with the passing away of your wife, you should take up the order of tridandi-sannyasa.  At the end of your life, you will certainly attain the abode of Lord Vishnu, provided you sincerely follow the disciplines of the sannyasa asrama, by the grace of Lord Narasimhadev.

I have prophesied all of these things because you have inquired from me. If you do not have faith in my words, then you may do as you like.

Kausika: O devoted wife of Kasyapa, I will immediately return to take care of my mother. O auspicious one, when I reach there, I will do everything according to your advice.

Narrator: Having said this, Kausika at once started for his home. There, free from anger and delusion, he maintained his mother with all care. He married and was blessed with a son. When his wife passed away, he took up the life of a wandering mendicant. He treated pebbles, stones, and gold on an equal level and, by the grace of Lord Krishna, he attained the spiritual abode of the Lord.

The moral of this striking story of Dharma Vyadha 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.

Vedavyasa 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.

The Mahabharata is a great and wonderful story. The sorrows of human life are painted with sublime beauty and rolled out in a grand panorama. Behind the story of errors and sorrows the author, Srila Vyasadeva, enables us to have a vision of the Transcendent Reality. Thus it is that the Mahabharata has come to be a book of dharma. This book, in style and substance, is altogether different from tales and romances. In modern novels, dramas and pictures, exciting scenes are enacted, the hero passes through dangers and difficulties and finally marries a woman whom he loves. Or else everything seems to go on happily but suddenly things go wrong and terrible misfortune happens and the curtain drops. This is the are scheme of ordinary sensational stories. The Ramayana and the Mahabharata are quite a different kind of artistic creation. When we read them, our inner being is seized and cleansed, so to say, by being passed alternately through joys and sorrows, and we are finally lifted above both and taken to the Transcendent and Real. 

(Comments by HH Gour Govinda Swami:)

One may ask how it was that the brahmacari was obliged to maintain his aged mother?  Since he had devoted himself to religious pursuits and was strictly following the vows of brahmacarya, would he not be free from this obligation as per the following injunction of Srimad Bhagavatam 11.5.41?

devarsi-bhutapta-nrnam pitrnam

na kinkaro nayam rni ca rajan

sarvatmana yah saranam saranyam

gato mukundam parihrtya kartam

“Anyone who has completely given up all worldly relationships and has taken absolute shelter of the lotus feet of the Lord, who gives us salvation and who alone is fit to be taken shelter of, is no longer a debtor or servant of anyone, including the demigods, forefathers, sages, other living entities, relatives, and members of human society.”

It should be noted, however, that this injunction of the Bhagavatam applies only to those persons who have taken full shelter of the Lord. Although Kausika appeared to be living a highly pious life, his activities were still on the material platform. His objective was material piety through performing religious activities and visiting places of pilgrimage. He had not left home in pursuit of the Supreme Lord, nor had he sought out the association of transcendentalists, nor had he taken shelter of a bonafide spiritual master. Kausika considered himself to be free from obligations to this world but because his pursuits were only external it was improper for him to abandon his religious mother.

Since his activities were still on the material platform, the only fruit he received from them was an increase in his false prestige. This pride developed into anger, which then impelled him to kill the two birds.

Kausika had some faith in pious religious activities, thus he had karma-adhikara, or qualification for acting according to the Vedic system of religiosity. But, he did not have faith in surrendering to the Lord, thus he was devoid of bhakti-adhikara, or qualification for performing krsna-bhakti. If those possessing karma-adhikara do not follow the principles of varnasrama-dharma then they become implicated in sin. For this reason, the chaste and omniscient housewife advised Kausika to return home.

Krishna has instructed Uddhava (Bhag. 11.20.9):

tavat karmani kurvita

na nirvidyeta yavata

mat-katha-sravanadau va

sraddha yavan na jayate

“As long as one is not detached from fruitive activity and material enjoyment, and as long as one has no faith in devotion to Krishna, beginning with the process of hearing and chanting His glories, one has to act according to the religious principles of karma or varnasrama.”

In the next chapter of the eleventh canto, Krishna again says (11.21.2):

sve sve ‘dhikare ya nistha

sa gunah parikirtitah

viparyayas tu dosah syad

ubhayor esa niscayah

“Being fixed in the position for which one is qualified is virtuous. The opposite, accepting a position for which one is unqualified, is irresponsible and is considered impious. This is the definite conclusion.”

Kausika gradually developed genuine detachment by acting according to his position in the Vedic system of Varnasrama dharma. He then took to the order of sannyasa and in the end achieved the spiritual abode of the Lord.
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