                                              Tulsidas
The fundamental unity of religious India
Our saints and sages, our holy men and holy women, were born in all parts of the country. They may speak different languages but they all place before us the ideal of realizing the eternal relation between the eternal soul and the eternal God. Their teachings form part of our entire spiritual heritage, our common spiritual knowledge. The more we recognize this the more our hearts will beat to the same spiritual tune and bring about a grand union, essential not only for the progress of India but for the whole world itself.

           Even from the most ancient times the worship of the Supreme Spirit in the
aspects of Shiva and Vishnu has been prevalent both in the North and the South. The religious stream flowed from the North to the South and again from the South to the North.

           It is a remarkable phenomenon in the religious history of India that while
Rama  and  Krishna  -  the  two  most  popular  incarnations  of  Vishnu  -Êthe  all- pervading Supreme Spirit - were born in North India, they came to be worshipped Acharyas - Shankara, Ramanuja and Madhwa. All the three travelled to the North, preached their doctrines and greatly influenced the religious thought of North India.

            Sri  Ramanuja  is  credited  with  having  founded  a  Sri  Vaishnava  School  at
Varanasi during his visit there. Fifth in apostolic succession to him, Ramananda became  the inspirer  of the  Bhakti  movement  propagated  by his disciples Kabir, Ravidas and others. According to one tradition, Ramananda had another disciple Naraharidas and it was he who raised the child who was later on to become the famous Tulsidas, and also initiated him into Rama-Mantra.

Tulsidas - his life-story in brief
Tulsidas was born in 1532 A.D. in a Brahmin family in an obscure village in Uttar Pradesh. It is said that the boy uttered the name `Rama' as soon as he was born. Considering this an ill omen, the ignorant parents abandoned the boy! He was

then picked up by Naraharidas at the command of the Lord Himself. Later, Tulsi paid his heart's tribute to this Guru and foster-parent:

I salute the lotus feet of my Guru,
The ocean of compassion, and God (Hari) in the form of man (Nara),
Whose words like rays of the sun
Dispel the heavy darkness of over-powering delusion.
He studied under another sadhu -ÊSesha Sanatana - for fifteen years, mastering the Vedas and the Vedanta.
Tulsidas married Ratnavali who bore him a son. He was passionately fond of his wife. One day, on returning home, he found that she had left for her father's place. Pining for her, he followed her to his father-in-law's place, though uninvited. When he met her there, she was annoyed at his unbecoming attachment and said: "Great is your love for this body of mine composed of bones and flesh. Had you offered  half  of  that  love  to  Rama,  you  would  have  been  spared  from  worldly troubles and have attained salvation." These sharp but wise words brought a new light  to  Tulsidas.  It  awakened  him  to  the  unreality  of  the  world  and  worldly relations, and also to the reality of the Supreme Spirit manifest as Sri Rama. The result was that he renounced the world, and after having finished his pilgrimage to the four great holy places, Rameshwar, Dwaraka, Puri and Badarikashrama, he settled down at Varanasi. He undertook some more short pilgrimages now and then but would always return to Varanasi.

According to one tradition, Tulsidas was born in 1497 and died in 1623, and thus lived for 126 years. Some modern scholars, however, hold that he was born in 1532 and passed away in 1623 at the ripe old age of 91.
His spiritual visions
Now, at Varanasi his whole soul was drawn to Sri Rama and longed for a vision of Him. It is said that through the grace of the great Rama-Bhakta, Hanuman, he was blessed with  several visions of the Beloved of his heart. Once the Lord appeared to Tulsidas on horseback as a prince. It is said that at the blessed vision he lost all consciousness of the outer world and remained in an ecstatic state for three days. At another time he saw the charming form of the prince, sporting on the banks of the river Sarayu, with his companion.

           At Brindaban Tulsidas visited many temples. Wherever he went, he saw only
the image of Radhakrishna installed in the shrine. On visiting the famous temple of Madanmohan, he prayed to Sri Krishna: "Lord Krishna, You are very beautiful with Your flute and peacock plume but I would like to see You as Rama, the one with bow and arrow." It is said that the prayer was granted and the Lord appeared to him in the blissful form of Sri Rama. The well-known utterance, attributed to Maruti, is true of Tulsidas also: "I look upon Vishnu and Rama as one and the same; but still I hold the lotus-eyed beautiful Rama as my All-in-all."

The unique epic - Ramacharitamanas
We  now  come  to  Tulsidas's  famous  epic-Ramacharitamanas.  It  is  not  just  a translation of Valmiki's Ramayana though it is based on that great work. It is more akin to Adhyatma Ramayana which is highly devotional in its trend. In it Shiva Himself narrates the story of Rama to his consort Parvati. Manasa Sarovara is a great lake in the region of Mt. Kailas, the abode of Shiva. Ramacharita - the story of Rama - is a lake conceived in the mind of Shiva. The lake at first remained hidden in the mind of Shiva until Parvati, through her question about the real nature of Rama, made it flow for the good of mankind. Tulsidas, the author, has embodied in his Ramayana, besides the story of Rama, translations of important texts of the Upanishads, the Gita and the Bhagavatam and other scriptures, thereby making the great  truths  hidden  in  Sanskrit  available  to  the  Hindi-knowing  people  -  to  the masses  and  the  upper  classes  alike.  Believed  to  be  an  incarnation  of  Valmiki, Tulsidas surpasses Valmiki at many places in the depth of his devotion and in his human touches.

Ramacharitamanas begins with a dialogue between Shiva and Parvati. Parvati asks:

O Lord, sages, who are the knowers of Truth, Say that Rama is Brahman without origin.
Is he the same Rama, who is the son of Dasharatha, the king of Ayodhya,
Or is he some other unborn, unqualified, and indivisible Being? If he is the king's son how can he be Brahman?
Shiva replies:

There is no difference between the qualified and the unqualified Brahman. ... He who is unqualified, formless and invisible
Takes form through the love of his devotees.
To Tulsidas the Supreme Spirit who took the form of Rama is manifest everywhere. In the Balakanda he says:

Knowing all conscious and unconscious beings in the world to be full of Rama, With folded hands I salute the lotus feet of all.
The Jiva under the control of Maya

Tulsidas declares:

The Jiva is a part of God and is indestructible;
It is consciousness, pure, and blissful by nature. It has fallen under the control of Maya,
And is tied down like a parrot or a monkey.
The proud Jiva is under the control of Maya
And Maya, the repository of all qualities, is controlled by God.
And what is the nature of Maya? In the Aranyakanda Tulsidas declares its nature. Rama is speaking to Lakshmana: "The feeling of `I' and `mine' and `You' and `Yours'

is Maya, which holds sway over all created beings. Whatever is perceived by the senses and that which lies within the reach of the mind, know it to be all Maya. 

"Hear of its divisions, also: they are two, knowledge and ignorance, Vidyamaya and Avidyamaya. The one (ignorance) is vile and extremely painful, and has cast the ego into the risk of worldly existence. The other (knowledge) which brings forth the creation and which holds sway over the three Gunas (Sattwa, Rajas and Tamas) is directed by the Lord and has no strength of its own."

Attaining freedom from Maya
Posing the question as to how the Jiva can be freed from Maya, Tulsidas replies that it is through spiritual wisdom. And again, what is spiritual wisdom? Replies Tulsidas:

"Spiritual wisdom is that which is free from all blemishes in the shape of pride, hypocrisy, violence and so on and which sees the Supreme Spirit equally in all."
Which is the path that the Jiva (individual soul) should follow? Like a true devotee

Tulsidas has his preference for Bhakti:
The path of knowledge is like the sharp edge of a sword; One can fall from this path in the twinkling of an eye. But ignorance, the root of the round of birth and death, Is destroyed through Bhakti without much effort.
From self-surrender to self-realization
The final step in the path of Bhakti is the soul's self-surrender to the Supreme Spirit, the Soul of all souls. We ordinary people make the ego the centre of our life. The devotee, on the other hand, makes God the centre. He offers himself, body, mind and soul, to the Supreme Spirit. As the ego dies God reveals Himself and akes the devotee realize his eternal relation to Him. As a devotee he is the humble servant of the Lord; as a soul he is an eternal portion of the Supreme Being.This is exactly what had happened to Tulsidas also. He realized that He who was the son of Dasharatha was no other than the Self of all beings.May we be able to pray with Tulsidas: "O Lord, You are the inmost Self of all. I tell You the truth, I do not cherish any worldly desires in my heart. Do You free my mind from passions and other impurities. Do You grant me intense devotion untoYou."
Reprinted from Vedanta Kesari.

