Madhavadeva : Reformer Non-pareil
In the history of every religious movement, it is observed that as soon as the master-mind of the founder is removed, the new path degenerates into unseemly disputes and schisms and is not able to preserve itself unsullied by newer currents of thought that, more often than not, run counter to its original principles. This happened with Buddhism, one of the greatest movements of its age, not to speak of other ‘minor’ creeds. This degeneration may be attributed to the absence of an outstanding leader to assume the mantle of the founder-Guru who can show as much ‘heroic virtue’ as his master. What a matter of great satisfaction it must therefore be for Assam and the Neo-Vaisnavite Movement (NVM) that it had Madhavadeva as the leader in the post-Sankaradeva period. 

One of the main challenges before Madhavadeva after the Ascension of his master was to preserve the purity of the teachings of Sankaradeva and the mode of life enjoined to be led under the aegis and inspiration of the original founder. He had also to complete the exegesis of the new religion. This was necessary to impart to the nascent Movement, a sound theistic and philosophical background so that it could meet the challenge of any formidable protagonist. But philosophy is a double-edged sword and too much philosophy always had the risk of negating the devotional aspect of which the NVM was primarily built.  

Madhavadeva, with so many items on his agenda, must have found himself in an unenviable position, more so in the light of the organized resistance being directed against him by the upholders of orthodoxy whose expectations had heightened with the Departure of the Great Master.  
A lesser mortal ascending his Guru’s chair under such trying circumstances would undoubtedly have winced and cringed and thrown in the towel before long. But Madhavadeva was made of sterner stuff and in the 28 years that elapsed between the Passing of Sankaradeva and his own great Departure, not only was the fledgling Movement nursed to manhood with apostles being sent out throughout the length and breadth of Assam, and the arguments of his opponents dispatched to the dust-bin of history, but also one of the finest contributions to Indian culture and civilization was made with Vedanta itself being taken to the next higher level. This was accomplished through literary creations like the Naam Ghosa.

One of the significant actions of Madhavadeva that was to have an overwhelming influence on events of the later-day was that he did not nominate any successor.  The movement was totally decentralized. Madhava’s idea probably was to make sure that the NVM became a people’s movement rather than remain confined to a narrow sampraday.  The importance of the written word in this context became all the more important. Madhavadeva told his followers to look for him in his Naam Ghosa for that is where he had reposited all his energy.  This holy text is therefore regarded as the heart of Madhavadeva just as the Gita is taken to be the heart of Krishna. As the numero uno book of Assam Vaisnavism, the Ghosa fulfils multiple objectives.  First, as is clear from the above reference, it functions as the Guru.   For the devotee, his chosen path [of devotion] is not one out of several paths, but the path and the Ghosa acts as a guide for the followers of this path.

But most importantly, the Naam Ghosa lays down the core philosophy of Mahapurusism, the religion of Sankaradeva.  Many a detractor meets his Waterloo when confronted with its crystal-clear verses, embodying the distilled essence of the great Vedanta philosophy. Never perhaps in the sacred literature of India was philosophy expressed so beautifully, with such economy of expression and yet so fully.  In fact, it is quite remarkable how Madhavadeva, without making use of any label, described the truth as it is – born out of his own deep spiritual experience.  In this respect, he is a true philosopher who does not invent anything but merely offers a glimpse of the Supreme Truth. The approach followed by Madhava in his Ghosa, more than anything else, reflects the true philosopher’s approach of Sankaradeva which is least detrimental to devotion as compared to an emphasis on bare philosophy. 

The point that Madhava makes in his magnum opus is that Lord Krishna is the Supreme Reality, the Eternal and Conscious One unto Whom, if devotion is offered, the effect of nescience gets canceled and the individual self attains Consciousness.  According to him, who or rather, what, one worships, is important.  Worship (upasana) directed to caitanya (conscious, eternal) leads to consciousness while worship of jada (unconscious, temporal) leads to jadataa (unconsciousness).  

The Nam Ghosa is also a treasure trove of answers for the spiritual aspirant whose mind often gets boggled by myriad metaphysical matters.  To take an example, the philosophers go on and on about God being formless (niraakaar) but is He really so? The Upanishads declare that He has no feet and yet He moves, no hands and yet He holds and so on. Even Sankaradeva declares that only the foolish call God formless.  And yet Madhavadeva calls God niraakaar. How can this ‘inconsistency’ be resolved? Madhavadeva himself answers this question in a single line of the Ghosa where he says that God is “devoid of any material form” (praakrita aakaar varjita) and hence is termed ‘formless’.  God has a form but this is no ordinary form; it is above matter (prakriti). Thus the verses of the Naam Ghosa remove all confusion from the mind of the spiritual aspirant and, to use one of its many fantastic expressions, “colors his mind with the collyrium of devotion”. 

Eka-Sarana or the philosophy of ‘complete surrender to the One’ which Krishna preached to Arjuna  at Kurukshetra, survives today not in the Indian ‘heartland’ but only in Assam, through the efforts of Madhavadeva and his Guru.  The Naam Ghosaa, apart from reducing rite and ritual to a cipher, firmly instills eka-sarana into the mind of the devotee: “No rite or ritual is remembered at the time of death, only Rama’s name. Why have thou neglected such a name till now?” 

But Madhavadeva also realized the limitation of the written word.  The difference between a ‘live’ guru and the written text is that the latter cannot act as the exemplar.  Madhavadeva, supremely conscious of his role as an exemplar, set the standards for the adherents of the new faith by adopting zero-tolerance towards any act on the devotees’ part which had the potential of blunting the spirit of eka-sarana. Once, it is narrated in the caritas (biographies), certain yogis came to the locality and gave demonstrations on yogic postures. A few disciples of Madhava were also among the spectators. When the Guru came to know about it, he was angry. He rebuked them for their ‘childishness’ saying, “every cat that you find in this planet-look how it licks its caudal with its own mouth. A matter of practice it is only; what is so surprising in it? Whoever among you bhaktas went to see the performance, those individuals may not enter the prayer-hall.” Saying thus, he placed the devotees under suspension. They treaded cautiously then onward.

Half a millennium is perhaps too short a period to judge whether Madhavadeva’s efforts have paid off or not.  But Sankaradeva’s ideology survives in pristine purity even in the 21st century, in the midst of shades and grades of competing ideologies- thanks to the Ghosa and the exemplary spirit of Madhavadeva in His own lifetime. 

[Published on the occasion of the Birth Anniversary of Mahapurusha Madhavadeva. This article may also be accessed at http://atributetosankaradeva.org]
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