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SRI RAMANUJA
HIS LIFE AND TEACHINGS

Professor Dr. V. V. Ramanujam, Vice-President, Triplicane
Thennacharya Sampradaya Sabha.
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OF the three great exponents of the pkilosophy of Vedanta in south Indle-Sankara,
Remanuja, and Madhva, Ramanuja cccuples the central place not only in the order of
time, but also in the synthetic beauty of interpretation.
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o Sri Ramarnuja flourished In this world between the years 1017 and 1137 A.D. Detalls

of the long and eventful life of this divine personality cannot be easlly summarised

{o the brlef manuer exptcted inan article of this kind He. was born in Sri
perumbudur, about midway betwcen Madras and Kancheepuram, of Asuri Kesava somayaji
and Kanthimathiamma. The father was a great vedic scholar and the couple were devoied
valshnavites. The child was born in the year Pingala in the month of Chittirai and unde:
the star Thiruvadirai. The usual routine of chaula, upinayana, and instruction inthe
vedic texts was gone through under the supervision at‘ the father, Lakshmana as he was
named by his maternal uncle Srisailapurna of Thirupathi, was a precocious lad and was
much influenced by the uncle and even more hy Kanchipnrua, a close friend of bis father.
Both Srisailapurna ani Kanchipurna were disciples of Yamunacharya (Alavandar) who

" was then the accepted Acharya of all Srivaishnavites at Srirangam. Not long afier he'got

~ married, Lakshmana lost his father arnd as directed by his mother, he began bis study of
~Vedanta under Yadavaprckasa, the famed advaita.vedantin at Kdocheepuram. | But the
disciple frequently differed from the guru in the interpretation of vedic texts and had to

part company. .

£ He proceeded to Srirangam to meet Yamuna, but he was a day too late. He could
ol " only have darshan of the mortal remains of the great saint. In the presence of the body
:;_.he took a vow to continue she work of the saint and establish the teachings firmly, by
writing authoritative commentaries on the Brahma Sutras and the Sﬂhasragccthj
. (Thiruvaimozhi) of Nammalvar. The latter is a poem of some thousand Tamil verses of
~ ‘unfading beauty describing the mystic experiences of the Alwar with the Divine. The
DI rofound influence of this porm on Ramanuja can be seen very freqently in his commen
on the Brahma Sutras and the Bhagavang;tha. Sadly dlsappomtnd that hﬂ could

"mﬂ:t the great saint, Lakshmana returned to Kanchi and remajned in thu ;ﬂrv;cc of
| ':"“ Vatndaraja for some tim:,




Lakshmana sought Kanchipurpma as hls acharya to (nltiate “im {nto Vaishnava
doctrines, but beinga valsya by caste, the latter wovld not acc2pt a brahmin disclple. On the
advice of Kanchlpurna (actually a command from the Lord Himse1f) Lokshmana became a
disciple of Maihapurna, another important disciple of Yamuna and go! initiated In to the
Valshnava doctrines. Because of the incom patibility of hls wife with the true Srlvaishnava
way of life, Lakshmana renounced fam!ly ties and becams a Vaishnava Sanyasin (Jeeyar)

- under the title of Ramanuja Muni. Barliest tc join him 23 disciples were a nepew of his,
- Dasarathl Mudallandsn, and a prince, Kuresa, who gave up all his wealth to joln Rama-
- nuja‘asa’disciple. This prince who voluntarily became a beggar is affectionately called
- Kurathalwan by Srivaishnavas. ®e was a man of mighdy Infellect and was a source of

inspiration to his Master. Soon afterwards the old teacher Yadavaprakasa also jolned the

| picke-d band of disciples, having become a Vaishnava Sanyasin.

- Ramanuja was sdon Invited to Srirangam to continue the work of Yamuna, accep-
ting the leadership of the Va'shnavites, H= moved to Srirangam and began the work of
consolldation. But he was not {n complete possession of all the Kno wledgs that had been
left for him. He had to obtain this frora each of the five leading disciples af Alavandar.
Mahapurna had taught him the inner meaning of that mantra of mantras, the Dwayam,
He went to Goshtipurna (Thirukkottlyur Nambi) to learn the secreis of the Ashtakshara
mahamantra and the Charamasloka (the verte ‘Sarwadharman.....’ of the Geetha teaching
the ultimate path for salvation). These were taught only to very ardent seekers, after
rigorous testing of their worthiness. To convince Goshtipurna of his earnestness and
sincerity of purpose in learning what he sourht, Ramanuja journeyed on feet from
Srirangam to Thirukkottiyur no less than cighteen times, and fasted in the master’s
presence for a whole month, taking only the consecrated water-prasada of the Lord in the

‘local temple. Having come out whole through the ordea), he get from Nambi the Upadesa

afier promising to the Gyru that he would not divulge the secret teaching except to
the most deserving on the basis of rigorous testing. Bui the next day he gave on open
lecture on what he had leéarnt from Nambi to the assamblage of devotees in the temple,
The Gura was quite angry on hearing of this incident. But the diciple pacified him by
telling him with due severence, ‘I transgressed the promiss given to you fully conscious

- 1of the penalty of heil; I will suffer that happily in the thoughy that all these

Srivashnavas are assured of spiritual bliss as a result of the Upadesa’. Here was a person
who was prepared to sacrifice himuelf for the wellire of the masses while most others
would sacrifice everything else for their own spiritual welfare. Struck by this large~
heartedness, Nambi exclaimed ‘You should be the all-merciful Lord* Himself; and called
him ‘Emberumanar’ (Our great master). Only onc with unbounded mereycan be a great
lcader. 'This name is one of the most honoured names of Ramanuja.

Ramanuja acquired learning at ths feet of other leading disciples of Alavandar, It

.;1:; 8 now time to fulfil his promise to him. In order to write an authoritative commentary
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n the fﬂ_r’ahmasutras, setting forth the Visishtadvalta Philosophy, he had to consult an
ancient commentary—the Vrltti of Bhagawan Bodbayasa, only one copy of which was

':;_:_j_-“né:fx‘f:i.ﬁ;ii’in'alibrary in Kasbmir. Ramasuja wen* there with Alwan (Kuresa) and both
._;'“;;?;jé‘_sfudIed_the'buok. On return to Srirangam, the commentary was written, Kuresa acting

- 'ps the scribeto the dictation of the master. This commentary is called Sri Bashya and
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ﬁc author is reverently called Bashyakara, An extensive commentary on the Bhagawad
- geetha was also completed. Two other smstler treatises on quq._gt!_wmjénnpmd later-
’T e~ Vedanta deepa and Vedanta sara, Ramenuja travelled all over India and propagated
" his religion and philosophy. The number of his disciples swell’d. We are told that
~ among his disciples were 700 sanyasins and 12,000 housecholders, some of them being
* ' great stalwarts. Among the most importan: of these were, besides Andan and Alwan,
" Arulalsperumal Emberumanar, Embar, Danurdsa, Kidambiachan and Pillan, Arulala
. perumal Emberumanar was formerly a famed adva.tic’scholar who came for philosophical

debate with Ramanuja. So vast was Iis scholarship and debating skill that he engaged
Ramanuja in debate fo. full 18 days, finally 1o accept defeut nod become a Valshnava and

a disciple. Embar is the name of Govindaperumal, & cousia of Ramanuja and a man of
great devotion, scholarship and vairsgys, who is worshipped as the successer to Ramanuja
in the chain of Vaishmava Acharyas, Dhaaurdasa was formerly):a member of the local
princ’s bodyguard and a hunier by caste. His wifs wasa bewitching beauty and the
busband was so deeply devoted to her thet he worldikeep her with him even during hours
of work and minister to her comforts oblivious of the curious on boksrs, The grace of

Ramanuja was showered on him and he become perhaps the purest-hearted devotee of
the Lord and the master.

The Chola Kiag of this time (Kulothunga I, '070-1118 A. D.), was an ardent
Saivite and commanded that Ramanuja should appear befyre him and publicly accept,
Siva as the supreme God. Sensing personal danger to tae divine treasure, Ramanuja,
Alwan donned the saffron robes of bis guru and itmpersonated for him in the royal court
followed by the aged Mahapurna, Ramanuja donned white robes and moved westward.
Siace in the court, they would not accept what the King wanted them to accept, these men
of God were ordered to be blinded, Unable to bear to torture, Mahapurna passed away

and the blinded Alwan returned 1o Srirangam. This iacident caused great sorrow to
Ramanuja when he come to know of it later.

The master moved into the Mysore area, King Bitiideva, the Hoysala ruler there
came under the influence of the magnetic personality of the master and became
Visapuvardbana, This king was of immcense help to Ramaguja during his sojourn of
ncarly 15 years in thay ayea, It was duriug this time that the Thirunarayana temple ay
Melkote was established by bim, On th: demise of the Chola King Ramanuja returped to
0 Srirapgam and continurd his mission of grace.

When the great master passed away {ull of years, ali were ""gﬂiié'véd beyond measure. -
Sri Ranganatha ordered that th: remszine of this avatar of. Auapthﬁ, His serpent- bed,
' should be exshrined in bis temple iiself, e is worshipped in ido! form in ‘all Vishnu
temples. Aaq extremnely beautiful and cxplivating idol—a likentss installed in the life-
tlme of the master in  Sriperumbuadur—~—teckons all to come under the religion’ of
Narayana’s grace and partake of the fruits of Mokshasamrajya, o

| The philosophy and religion which Ramanuja taught may now be briefly considered,
Uulike the absolute monistic concept (of Sankara) of the Supreme an a pure Beingor |
Bliss without any quality or atiribute whatsoever—a nameless apd formless Being,: ithe
Supreme according to Ramanuja is Narayana, Pnrushothama-=with the moss beautifu)
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. preys for the purushartha of service (kaiskarya) which is the goal. The third iSithe

form and with all ausplcious qualities-omnisicent, omnipotent, and omnipresent, All- power-

ful and all-knowing and ever associated with Sri Lakhmi, Narayana is full of unbounded f
love for his creation and is most merciful. Ramanujy’s Parabrabma 13 a personal God,
Sarveswara—the Supreme Ruler, He is immanent in all jesvatmas and in non-sentient |
matter. The three entitles, Iswaya the Lord, Chit (sentlent bring) and Achiy (matter) X
form a “single whole, Justas the soul pervades the body™he Lord pervades she soul

Thus he pervades everything and controls everthing, Heis at once the material,
insirumental and aiding cause of the cosmos. This point nredsa brief explanation. In
making & pot, the potter is instrumental in making the, pot from clay (material with his
wheel (aid). In the making of any object three causes are needed. But in cosmic_activity

the Lord Himself is the sole cause, During the Mahapralaya everything retracts into
Him io subtle (sookshma) forin and He fs then the Sookshm -chitachit- visishta-brahman.

By His divine will (sankalpa) He transforms Himself into all the sense-perceived objects

(sthoo'a). The sookshma form is the canse (karana) and the sthoola she effecy (karya) a

form. The former, like clay, sransforms ilself into the latter—as pot, pan 2nd a hogt of
other objects. He is immanent in all sense-perceived objests and can be refierred to as
the Sthoola-Chitachiy Visishta-Brabman Heisin everything and everything is in Him.

His extra-ordinary power s such that He pervades everything inside and out (Anter- ?"—'*;_1

bahischa thatsarvam vyapya Narayanasthithah). This assoclation of His with the .
universe iy the meaning of the namz Narayana, Heci;the universal Lord and there is
nothing that is not His. He is the Sarvaswami and everything exists for His pleasure.
This ia short is the philosophy of Visishta-advaita. The Chit-Achit—Iswara combination
is united whole and is ONE. Chit and achit are but Prakaras or atrributes of the Lord.
This ONE-ness i3 the monism of Ramanuja, unlike the absolute monism (of Sankara) of a
formless, nameless, attriduteless ONE, According to Ramanuja both matter (achit) and
the Jeevas (chit) are eternal and real, They stand a part from the Lord, but still, aV the

same time, are ome with Him because of His immanence in them, they constituting His
sareera (body). R

In addition to the Vedantic treatises, Sri Bashya, Vedartasangraba, Vedantadeepa
and Vedantasara, and his commentary onthe Bhagevadgectha, Ramanuja has givenus
four other picces—the three gadyas and a nityam, The last one deals with she ideal of
daily life of a true Srivaishnava, The three gadya picces gadyatrayam) reveal the religion
of Ramaruja- [n the firss, Saranagati gadyam, we find a classic exposition of prapatti— '+
surrender to the Lord—in practice. Sriranga gadyam is a devotional piece and
reveals Rama: uja’s devotional ferveur to SriRanganatha, The third, Srivaikunta gadyam
czptains a rapturous description of the beauty of the biissful abode of the Lord and tells
how the released Jeeva approaches Him and gets accepted as His servan, P

The doctrine of prapattl, and its backgronsd ar: rcvealed inthe three Impur'tig Py

maniras—ihe ashtaksharl Om Namo Narayanaya, 1¢ Dwayam—Srimannarayana charno v

siranam prapadye; Srimath: Nerayapa namah—and the Charamasloka—sarvadbarman
parityaiya mamekam sarapam vraja; shamtwa sarva papebhyo mokshayishyami masuch

"The first stresses the sole dependence of the Jeeva on Narayarna, truly His in all respecthy

The second one spells out the surrender—‘I take refuge intue lotus feet of Narhy
cternally -associated with Sri; may be sceepted in the service of the Divise couple’ and
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sssurancs of protection that the Lord give Arjuua in the battlefield. dw
‘Leave aside all other means, the paths tn salvation described earlier by Me, and resort
to ME alone as your sole refuge. I will save you from the obstacles to your salvation Illl

deliver you unto-Myself. Grieve not’,

~ Karma, Jnana and Bhakti as means to salvation are very difficulr, like crossinga
pit of fire on a bridge ot bair. The Lord commands that these be abandoned. The easy
accessibility of the Lord is stressed in the ‘ME® scrving as the charioteer, Sri Parthasarathi.

-;.,_'l'he‘l' emphasises His infinite power to "grant salvation. It should be stressed that

* % abondonm nt of Kerms eic. ., Cdoes not mesn total physical rejection. Dbharma as ordained
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for any person according to his station in life has to be practised, but no5t as a means to
apy end—not to accumulate punys—but enly as service to the Lord and His devotees.

- This nishkasamya.  kalnkaryaroppa karma keeps one active and away from sin, and pure,
‘I'he Lord is ot oace the Means and tliec End. Communion with Him is service for Hil
. 'pleasure and that of His devotees,

Rimanuja’s religion is open to all, It transcends the limitations of caste, sex ete.

Ha was a personification of compassion for the masses—dayaika sindhu-=as his dmup[e

" Kuresa praises him, As'Manavalamamunigal, a later acharyu. puts it, this visishtadvaiiic

_vaishnavism came to be called Fmberumanar (Ramanuja) Darsanam since he threw it open
 to all thesc who desired to com: into the fold and partake of service to the Lord His

corapassion has been compared ‘o that of the rain-laden cloud which precipitates the life-
giving water to save all of us and anoihilates itself In the process. Ramanuja was an
Acharya who was bold enough 10 sacrifice bims:1f completely for the welfare of the masses.
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