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Krishna, who is regarded by Sankaradeva as God Himself and not merely an incarnation of Visnu, is a historical figure of great antiquity. Sometime ago, in the last century, a group of euro-centric academicians, expressing grave doubts over the historicity of Krishna, had tried to project the character as the handiwork of some impostor who had simply substituted ‘Krishna’ for ‘Christ’. This perverted theory did not last long, however, and was finally shattered to bits with the discovery of the famous Heliodorus Inscription on an ancient pillar in Besnagar (MP). The pillar was dedicated to ‘Devodeva Vasudeva’ and was embellished with a quote from the Mahabharata. It was inscribed on the orders of Heliodorus, the Greek diplomat from Taxila, who had evidently converted to the religion of the Bhagavata. The first known record of a foreigner taking to an Indian cult, it was placed 100 years before the birth of Christ.
Even earlier, Panini, the great grammarian of the 5th century BC, while illustrating the usage of a certain grammatical rule, wrote that ‘Krishna killed Kamsa a long time ago’. Quintus Curtius, the ancient Roman biographer of Alexander, wrote that, in the battle with Porus, there was a special posse of soldiers in front of the army of the Indian king, carrying the statue of ‘Heracles’. This ‘Heracles’ is none other than ‘Hari-Krishna’. Megasthenes, the famous Seleucid ambassador to Chandragupta Maurya’s court, records how, in the 3rd century BC, the personality of Krishna was well-embedded in the peoples’ minds, especially among the ‘Sorasenoi’ (Surasenas or the Satvatas) who held the twin cities of ‘Methora’ (Mathura) and ‘Klesbora’(Krishnapura). There is reason to believe that Krishna was a Vedic figure as well. The Chandogya Upanishad clearly refers to Vasudeva Devakiputra. And if the writing on the Indus seals claimed to be deciphered by scholars Rajaram and Jha are correct, then the antiquity of Krishna will be pushed back even further [the seals contain words like ‘Yadu’, ‘Akrura’, etc]. As it is, according to the puranic accounts, the age of Kali began 3102 BC, and therefore, the historical Krishna may be assigned that period in time.
Thus, the saguna sakara conception of Krishna by Sankaradeva and the other saints of India - that of a historical personality with human attributes - has been found to be not only correct, but also indisputably and undeniably so.
But whatever led the indeterminate, attributeless Supreme Reality to assume a historical (human) form in the first place? What is the mission of Krishna? Madhavadeva, the foremost disciple and successor of Sankaradeva, puts it brilliantly in his Nam-Ghosa when he says that the philosophy of the Self being highly unintelligible (parama durbodha), God assumes incarnations in order to apprise His creatures of it and, through His activities (lila), makes the higher metaphysical truths easily understandable for the common man. This view on the mission of God is not incompatible with Krishna’s own utterance in the Gita that He descends for the re-establishment of dharma on earth. Infusing God consciousness into the minds of those taking refuge in Him (eg Arjuna) by explaining to them the subtleties of atma-tattva, is certainly the best establishment of dharna. God, out of His love for the jivas (life), came in the form of historical Krishna, as the Supreme Teacher, and taught the highest truths to mankind.
Now, coming to Sankaradeva, there has not been a greater authority on Krishna and Krishna-ism in India than this great Saint from Assam, ever since the days of Suka Deva and Narada. Nor has there ever been a more dedicated and faithful servant of Krishna. He did not budge an inch from the original teachings of Krishna. But before elaborating further, we need to understand Sankaradeva’s conception of Krishna. Why does Sankaradeva exhort us to take sarana (refuge) in Him?

Krishna, according to Sankaradeva, is the One-Eternal-Absolute, the root and the essence of not only this universe, but of countless universes of which He is the guardian. Nothing lies above Him. From the philosophical angle, He is the Supreme Spirit (Param-Brahma). As the controller of the senses, the Yogis call him Paramatma. When connected with this world, He assumes the name of Bhagavanta. Similarly, on the psychological plane, He is the presiding deity of the conscience (citta) following Whom the jiva secures the highest good. Based on different angles of vision, the same Reality Krishna takes on different names. As a historical person, He is Vasudeva-Devakiputra. Just as ice, water or vapour is the same thing basically, so also there is not a difference between Krishna, Visnu and Narayana. As the only Conscious Spirit, He pervades every item of His creation. He is at once both immanent and transcendent.
But perhaps the most important truth from the point of view of the jiva is that only Krishna is above maya and its 3 gunas (qualities). Hence it is only by taking shelter at Krishna’s feet that the jiva can free itself from the clutches of maya. Sankaradeva cites from theological sources to show that even gods like Brahma and Siva are not above the 3 gunas of Prakriti. Only Mahapurusha Krishna who is above both Purusa and Prakriti is above maya, He being its controller. It is in the light of this truth that Sankaradeva exhorts the people to seek refuge only in Krishna. For, by worshipping those who are themselves under Krishna’s maya, one cannot obtain salvation. Thus is grounded the doctrine of eka-sarana - the same philosophy expounded to Arjuna by the Lord at Kurukshetra.

Ekam-saranam is the key message of the Gita and Sankaradeva also repeatedly exhorts us to take eka-sarana in Krishna, discarding allegiance to all other gods and goddesses. Indeed the worship of any deity other than Krishna, in the religious system of Sankaradeva, constitutes a definite breach of faith in the Lord. What one must realize is that Sankara’s uncompromising monotheism, which is something unique in the Vaisnavism of India, and his firm insistence upon unadulterated devotion forming the cornerstone of his faith, is not due to any ‘practical’ consideration, as many writers would have us believe, nor is it an inference derived from abstract reasoning. It is the word of Krishna Himself and Sankaradeva would never compromise on it. 
Many people find it impossible to grasp the rationale behind the absence of an idol or statue of Krishna as the object of worship in Sankaradeva’s system. But, this arrangement was provided for by Krishna Himself! In the Padma Purana, one of the main Visnuite texts, there is a section called Srimad-Bhagavata-mahatmya containing 504 slokas. Here it is recounted that when the Lord, after completing His mission on earth, was about to depart for His own Abode, His closest and most beloved disciple Uddhava came up to Him and questioned Him thus: “In Thy absence, how will Thy devotees spend their time in this world? Kindly ponder over this and provide a solution.”

Hearing these words of Uddhava, the Lord thought, “What kind of an arrangement must I provide for the purpose of adoption by My devotees that will be the most suitable?” Thinking thus, Bhagavanta decided. He reposited all His energy into the Bhagavata and merged into that scripture completely. That is why the Bhagavata is the very Word-Image of God. Even in the 21st century, it is this Bhagavata which is being worshipped by the devotees in the countless Namghars and Satras of Assam!
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