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“We have learnt to fly in the air like birds and swim in the sea like fish, but we have not learnt the simple art of living together as brothers”. (Martin Luther King Jr.)

Sankaradeva and his Assam
Mahapurush Sankaradeva taught us that living together as brothers and sisters is easy, if and only if we learn how to become religious in the true sense of the term, imbibing in us the spirit of love and tolerance and thereby making progress in one’s spiritual journey. Nanak, Kabir, Khwaja Muinuddin Chishti, Eknath, Gyaneshwar, Sankaradeva, Ājān Fakir, and many others, are part of our religious heritage and they all promoted the culture of tolerance and peace. They attacked hypocrisy and emphasized genuine religious and spiritual outlook. Religious conflict in our country is more of colonial origin. In medieval ages we see more religious tolerance than in the colonial and post-colonial society. Thus one can say it is politicization of religion which is the real problem and not religion per se. It is very important to understand this in order to promote communal harmony in our country. Some people begin to attack religion itself rather than its politicization, which takes us nowhere. Assam is an witness to the fact that religion of love and devotion, as practiced by Sankaradeva and others, have succeeded in strengthening the spiritual bond between man and man, something which is so conducive to overall progress and development of the people at large. That way Sankaradeva re-defined religion and restored its original meaning.  Religion is a loving bond between man and man because it is, in essence, a loving bond between man and God. 

It is befitting that his ardent disciple Mahapurush Madhavadeva should act as the mediator between his Guru and the people for whose sake the Guru has appeared in their midst. It is now his turn to spread this message of love and devotion, to tell those who are on the verge of losing all faith in the human and the benevolent side of life, who have seen so far only the reign of power and its worst evils, that  there is reason for them to rejoice! The compassionate God Himself has taken birth in their midst and their days of suffering are over. He alone is their true savior:-
Srimanta Sankara, Hari bhakatara 

Jānā yena kalpataru,

Tāhānta bināi  nāi nāi nāi 

Āmāra Parama Guru

“Srimanta Sankara is, as it were, a kalpataru (tree of wishes) to the devotees of Hari. There is no supreme religious preceptor for us other than him.” 1 

No other religious leader seems to have cast a spell over the Assamese mind-set and sparked off a sense of consciousness as this philosopher saint, who along with his foremost disciple, Madhavdeva, laid the cornerstone of a spiritual empire. It was only after Sankaradeva that the closed Assamese society opened up to the world outside slowly but steadily, following the footsteps of the Guru who alone could sensitively and creatively combine the small with the large, the regional and the local with the national and the global, all in a most harmonious manner thereby transforming Assam from a land of magic and superstition to one of an advanced humanism. In the words of Bani Kanta Kakati, “the land was infested with itinerant teachers of the Vamacara tantric schools with the insistence on the philosophy of sex and the palate. Tantric brand of sakta Hindu faith came to be overloaded by occult primitive practices and thereby was degenerated Assam.” 2 

Bhakti movement and its socio-cultural implications
In order to understand the proper significance of the Bhakti movement one will have to make a proper assessment of the reception of Sanskrit scripture and literature in medieval India. These saints and poets made efforts to strengthen the tolerant and the human face of their ancient motherland, fully aware of the fact that the spirit of a spiritually- awakened Bharatvarsha, a prabuddha Bharat alone has the inner strength to bind all its peoples with a spiritual-cultural tie, and  Assam was no exception to this. Shaivism, Shaktism and Vaishnavism, all these forms of the Hindu religion, came under the influence of Bhakti and themselves changed in the process. Simplification of rituals and use of vernacular for translating the religious texts have played their roles in popularizing Bhakti. Sankaradeva echoes this sentiment:

“Sito candālaka  garistha māni

Yāra jihbāgre thāke Hari vāni.

Sehisé kulin Vedak bujé
Yāhāra mukhé Hari Nām bijé.”

‘That outcaste (untouchable) is glorious who has the name of God in the tip of his tongue. He alone is pure and is versed in the Vedas from whose mouth God’s name pours forth.” 

All these above examples strengthen the fact that the study of the socio-cultural background in which medieval Indian languages arose and flourished is an indispensable condition for understanding the cultural products of the Bhakti movement. Sankaradeva has remained extra sensitive to this dimension of regional and local variation of a central theme that needs sensitive handling. The Assamese is a language derived from the Sanskrit root and that way Sanskrit has been the main vehicle for carrying the spirit of Bharatvarsha to the heartland of the Assamese mind. It is of great significance that “the Neo-Vaishnavism preached by Sankaradeva strengthened the bond by spiritual glue and it had rich investment in Assamese literature and culture which mutated from the literature and culture of India.” 3 This spiritual glue succeeded in spreading the message of pan- Indian source books of many regional and local translations of the same but at the same time it was a translation that sought to preserve the sub themes and the other voices also inside the body of the main text. This needs the master handling of a genius of the soil who is a scholar with fine sensitivity. 

Time and again, Assam and its people have re-discovered Sankaradeva in their midst. The process is still a continuous one. It is in the shelter of this patron saint that Assam and its culture, religion, its institutions, its distinctive identity and its language and literature, is safe and well protected. Sankaradeva made them proud of their motherland, (Dhanya dhanya Bhāratavarishe), it is a virtue in itself that one is born in this spiritual place called Bharatvarsha! He alone is the Jagat Guru who could also teach them that all humanity is essentially one, vasudhaiva kutumbakam. But this needs the centrality of Bhakti as the main theme that alone can safeguard the distinct identities of the assimilator and the one who is assimilated, of God and His disciple, of Bhakat and Bhagavān. 
So Sankardeva had to be selective in his creative assimilation of the one with the other. Sankaradeva found it safe to relate Assam with the Bhakti centric medieval India that is liberal in outlook with its sole emphasis on tolerance. Assamese culture and Assamese language is in itself a miniature of that miniature Bhāratvarsha that could accommodate all in a harmonious fold. Sankaradeva is the true representative of this basic Assamese spirit. One of the most illustrious sons of the motherland, Sāhityarathi Laksminath Bezbaroa tells us to re-discover Sankaradeva in our midst as the only way to survive in a dignified way:-
“Guru lāgé mai śiksit śisya

Jagatat jānani dilo.

Jagatar guru Sankar gharatei !

Andhalāi nicinilo.”
“ ‘Wanted - a Guru; an educated disciple here’. So I advertised throughout the world. Lo! Sankaradeva, the Guru of the world, has been here in my own house. Blind as I had been, I recognized him not.” 4
Distinctiveness of the Assamese culture 

Historian, H. K. Barpujari points out that the neo-Vaishnavite movement in Assam was backed by a strong literary upsurge which found expression in the translation of the epics and the Puranas, the adaptation of the Puranic episodes in the form of independent Kāvyas, devotional works explaining the types and modes of devotion, lyrics (bargeets), dramas and biographies of Vaishnava saints. Both Sankaradeva and Madhavdeva, who guided the movement in the early phase, were not only profound scholars but were also good poets. 
“In seeking spiritual attainment through the devotional route rather than through the knowledge route, where the child-Krishna became the human manifestation of Vishnu-Nārāyan, a monotheistic eternal God, Sankaradeva understood the psychological need of his people and he gave to the masses a digestible spiritual food and its main linguistic vehicle was Assamese vernacular. Fascinating exploration of the language made the language itself rich”.5
Sankaradeva rendered about eight books of the Bhagavata including the last four. He also rendered the Ramayana Uttara-Kānda, but it was never a mere literal translation, word for word. Rāmānanda, an early biographer of Sankaradeva, makes a categorical statement:-

“Tini skandha cāi, bicāriyā pāi, eka skandhe sehi kathā:
Bācaka-baniā, sadāgare jena, eka thāi kari tathā.”
“What is to be found by searching as many as three Skandhas has been put in one Skandha, just as the most skillful merchant would gather (the select gems) together” 6 

There was a special reason for this kind of creative assimilation. It was mainly the interest of the distinctive ethos of the composite Assamese culture that motivated Sankaradeva to explore wider horizons in terms of fruitful dialogue with the Bhakti-centric, tolerant and liberal face of India that would safeguard the true spirit of religiosity with equal respect for all religions. 
While translating some Sanskrit texts, Sankaradeva took liberty to incorporate the Assamese and the local variations of some such themes, with the portrayals of typical Assamese characters like Vedanidhi in place of its typical classical counterpart Vidushaka. The absence of Vidushaka in Sankaradeva, a constant figure in Sanskrit drama, though there are some replacements, Vedanidhi in Rukmini-Harana, Narada in Parijat-Harana, Viswāmitra in Rām-Vijaya etc. are instances of his concern for safeguarding the sub themes within one  main theme. Dimbeswar  Neog comments, “The music played in connection with the movements of these characters is light and gay, the mridanga degenerates here to sound like ordinary kettle drum (dhol), they are given the honour of raga based songs; even these have a touch of humour in the description of their appearance.” 7 
The central characters in the Ankiā Nāt like Sutradhara etc. were transformed to suit the temperament of the Bhakti centric masses who could interact with the people at large in their vernacular language, narrating the stories of the Leelās or the numerous divine-sports of the Lord Who is pleased only with the simple faith and love of the believer. The Sutradhara assures them, they need not be great scholars in order to secure divine grace. The Lord is pleased with Bhakti of the heart alone!

This also helped him in safeguarding the life-world, the meaning of which is mostly expressed in regional, vernacular language. These voices within the main voice were sought to be preserved and all these could lead to a meaningful dialogue and the end product was the creation of a cultural, literary, socio-religious renaissance that had far reaching consequences in a most positive manner.
Sankaradeva understood the psychological need of his people. He gave to the masses a digestible spiritual food, and its main linguistic vehicle was Assamese vernacular. More than anything else, Sankaradeva mainly addressed his Bhakti message to the common people and for their emancipation. His creation of a literary language mixing the local vernacular with the North-Indian vernaculars for his dramas and his Borgeet (devotional songs) served the purpose of appealing to a larger section of the common masses who need not be deprived of the benefits of Bhakti as well. Brojabuli was never intended to be an elitist language. 
“The spiritual and cultural Bharat got this language vehicle for easy entry to and cultural commerce with the Assamese mind and this has transformed into a heritage.” 8
Even though Assamese has its roots in Sanskrit and Pāli, it is greatly influenced by the local dialects. Various tribal dialects and languages of the state such as Bodo, Kārbi, Dimāsā, Tiwā, Tāi, Mising, Rābhā, etc. have enriched it. According to noted linguist Upendra Nath Goswami, since ancient times the dialects of the state have been enriching the Assamese language and have made it a synthetic one. “It was enriched in the past during the rule of Barāhi-Kachāri, Kamatā, Koch and Ahom kings. Therefore, it is dear to everybody living in the hills and the plains”. 9 

The holy books in Sanskrit could be now easily accessible to the Sudras and women, but it came to them in the medium of their own vernacular language that could safeguard the distinctive ethos of this composite society. Sankaradeva’s use of the local language in expositions of theology and philosophy was a cautious and a sensitive step in this direction.

It is interesting that both Neo-Vaishnavism among the Hindus and vernacularised Islam influenced by Sufism among the Muslims stressed devotion to one God as the primary religious vehicle for the attainment of the spiritual goal rather than elaborate practices and pursuit of scriptural knowledge. Ājān Fakir was one of the most revered Islamic preachers in Assam. For preaching his religion, he used the vernacular language. He adopted the local cultural ethos using folk tunes in his group prayers in earthy idioms and phrases. “Perhaps this similarity helped to create a harmonious atmosphere for co-habitation of two distinct religions. In much of their life-styles and cultural practices, the Hindu Assamese and the Muslim Assamese can hardly be distinguished. Both the spiritual movements were tolerant to each other and both carried their spiritual heritage from sub-continental mainland.”10 
Bhakti and Sufism flourished with benign influence on each other. Arabic and Persian words are another noteworthy addition to the Assamese language. 

Distinctive identity in Institutional level: Sattra and Nāmghar
Sankaradeva's religion has many institutional aspects, and these exercise even today a tremendous influence on the cultural, social and community -life of the Assamese people. As an institution, it may be considered mainly in two major aspects: the Sattras and Nāmghars and these bear distinctive local and regional identities of their own. The word Sattra was used to denote a place of religious gathering. In the words of Bhatta Deva, 
“Where ardent devotees perform duties pleasing to God, where nine-fold Bhakti prevails, that supreme place adored by Gods and Vaishnavas is called a Sattra”11
 The Nāmghar remained a center for overall development of the community; it became a centre for all kinds of activities, from religious-practice to dramatic performance, from holding panchāyat-meetings to places settling communal disputes.
Maheswar Neog observes that the wooden architecture of the neo-Vaishnavite Sattras has its remarkable qualities and has come down to us through the last few centuries. “The barrel-vaulted (hastiprstha) roof of the shrine (called bhājghar or manikut in some Sattras of the Kamrup district) and the apsidal façade of the prayer hall (Nāmghar or Kirttan ghar), which joins the shrine at right angles, as seen in the district of Nowgong, are two remarkable features of architectural design. Finely carved and painted wooden panels are another feature of some of the leading Sattras like Barpeta (Kāmrup) and Kamalābāri (Sivsagar).”12
The fineness of the work at Barpeta was perhaps due to the fact that ivory carvers did it. The skill of the carver in wood is also utilized in making the holy thrones, trays, etc. Pigments generally used are vermillion, yellow arsenic and indigo. Rajmohan Nath finds this bhājghar as of unique Assamese tradition. 

It is said that after the passing of Sri Sankaradeva, Madhavdeva guided the construction of the first ‘Kirttan ghar’ of its kind at Barpeta that followed some sort of religiously approved guidelines in its construction. This Kirttan ghar was also known as ‘Rangiāl Ghar’. It had also the objective of holding the performances of the plays like Bhojana-vyavahara and Dadhi-mathana and others along with regular recitals of Nam-kirttana. Accordingly, this house came to be known as bar-ghar, big hall, or as rangiyāl-ghar, play house, natuwa-ghar, dancers’ or actors’ house. The pillars and the walls with windows (kundrāksa–jalā) were decorated with mica sheets and shone like gold and silver. The space around the stage is the auditorium, leaving a small space at the inner end as a passage to the manikut and at the further end as a passage for the entrance and exit of the musicians and actors. Beside the pillar near the manikut, seats are arranged for the Superior of a Sattra; the elderly men of the village occupy places nearest this. Its ends point to the East and the West.
 The manikut, the small hall, ‘the house of the jewel’, is built on the eastern side. The manikut is a late addition. No stone or brick were employed in the work of the temples and residences of the Sattra. These were made of bamboo and wood and covered with thatch. The temporary nature of the stay may be one reason for this. Royal favor was accepted only lately and the bhakats had to depend on themselves and carpentry is an easy craft for acquisition. The three relic shrines (math) of Barpeta, Sundaridiya and Pātbāusi Sattra dating from the eighteenth century are the only structures of a permanent nature. The Vaishnava assembly hall and shrine may be compared to Buddhist caityas in points of architectural design and of utility. 13

According to one version, the Nāmghar or Kirttanghar architecture reflects the basic tenets of the Bhakti-dharma. The shape of the Nāmghar resembles the Kalpataru or the wish-fulfilling tree. The Kalpataru is identified with the Bhagavata and that way, with the Sabda Brahman. 

Vaikunthara Kalpataru Bhāgavata Sāstra / 
tāhāra uttama phala Hari Nāma mātra //  
It is God in concrete form (Vāngmay murti). In the Rahasya Vicār, Kalpataru is shown to be a totality of three trees, Bhakti tree (Vaikuntha), Dharma tree (heaven), Maya tree (in man).
 Bhāgavata Kalpataru is God, its fruit is Hari Nam. That way it is significant that the Nāmghar is compared to the Kalpataru. The Nāmghar’s twenty-four pillars remind one of the fourteen branches of the Kalpataru. The Lāi Khutā is the main spiritual pillar, the embodiment of Jnān-vijnān-tadanga-rahasya. That in a nutshell is the essential core of Bhāgavat-Bhakti-tattva. The fourteen pillars represent the fourteen witnesses:-

Āché caidhajana jānā pātekara sāxi /

Isvara Purusa hridayata āse sāxi // 
[Sankaradeva, Anādi Pātan].14

According to another version, Nāmghar is founded on the Ananta Nāg, as Vishnu Nārāyana reposes on the Nāg. The gabled roof (tup) is a cover along with two more covers of the main house. These three roofs are three gunas, sattva, rajas and tamas. At Golok, the heavenly abode of Lord Krishna, the temple has a round shaped roof. The tup or the gabled roof of the Nāmghar is also Golārdha or round-shaped. In His Divine Abode, Golok Dhām, the devotees sit encircling the Lord and this justifies the round shaped tup of the Nāmghar (Tirtha Nath Sarma). 

Nāmghar is also a representation of the embodied Jiva. Anādi Pātan says: All the qualities of the brahmanda are there in the body. All the twenty-four categories have entered into its composition, ninety four digits in height. On its back is the Meru country (meru mandala) with the sun above and the moon and the wind below. On either side of the body are sixteen bones and there are nine doors to it - the two ears, two nostrils, two eyes, mouth, excretory organ and genital organ. There are seventy two thousand nādis, the chief three are susumnā, pingalā and idā of which the first one connects itself with the sun. There are six cakras or psychic centers in different places of the body. These cakras are envisaged as lotuses. There are fourteen gods presiding over different organs of sense and of action. Āditya resides in the eye, Asvini Kumāras in the nose, Varuna in the tongue, Agni in speech, Dik in the ears, Vāyu in the skin, Indra in the arm, Visnu in the feet, Mitra in the anus, Prajapati in the mouth,  Rudra in the ego, Candra in the mind, Brahmā in intelligence and Vasudeva in the conscience. These gods are witnesses to merits and demerits. God keeps his watch from within the heart. Sankaradeva then concludes that God Krishna who resides in the heart’s lotus should be worshipped.

The inner dweller Isvara makes the jiva enjoy and suffer the fruits of karma.  So the Māyādeha is to be transformed into Bhakti-deha. As per Ramacharana’s Bhaktiratna version, Prem or Purusārtha is the thatch (kher), ten indriyas are ruā-kāmi, one’s good- sense (subuddhi) serves as the axe with which to cut the unwanted elements, patience and mental strength supports the body-temple (Nāmghar) as the strong pillars. Mercy is its roof and compassion is the mārali, the soothing layer on top, and faith in the Guru is the    door of the Bhakti grha. 
Nāmghar is Deva in the Virāt form, and the bhakti-deha is its inner essence or the subtle and the microcosmic form. The external body is to be transformed to the bhakti deha, and the devotee in the Nāmghar in the company of bhaktas, chant Hari Nām as an offering to the Deva. The Nāmghar serves as the macrocosm or the Virāt form that is connected to the microcosm or the subtle body of bhakti deha. In the Anādi Pātan the microcosm is compared to Brahmānda.

This subtle form is divided into head, navel, heart and feet. Manikut at the head, Vāngmayi God as inner dweller installed in the cavity of the heart, Nām at nābhi (navel) and service at feet. 
The only way to transcend the human to the divine, the māyābiddha jiva to the bhakta and mukta jiva is through faith; possible when one’s whole life is dedicated to the cāri-vastus, Deva, Guru, Nām and Bhakat, that is chanting the divine Nām in the company of the bhakats.
Nāmghar is also transformed into the Harigrha, the Vaikuntha in miniature. “The Vāstu Purus is the universal essence, the principle of all things, the prime person, the origin of all originates”. Nāmghar has this contact of khudra and virāt, the macro and the microcosm. All selves are prakriti. Only Isvara Krishna is the conscious purusa. 

---
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