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The Tiruvachagam

Tributes Paid By Western Savants by
Tiruvachagamani K.M. Balasubraminan, B.A., B.L.,,

The celebrated Dr. G. U. Pope was one of the tallest and most
remarkable Christian Missionaries who have made history in India during
the past three centuries. He was one of those, perhaps the chief among
them, western missionaries of Christianity who had arrived in India to scorn
but who had to remain here to pray, not only at the alter of the charming
goddess of Tamil but also in the shrine of the sublime Saiva lore. The mighty
Moralist Thiruvalluvar and the magnificent Saint Manikkavachagar of this
marvellous Land of the Tamils had take the soul of Dr. Pope by storm to such
an extent that he did not stop short of immortalising them and incidentally
himself by translating the respective works into the undying English language.
To the end his life. Dr. Pope was proud of calling himself a Student of Tamil
Nadu, his last fervant wish was that “Here lies a Student of Tamil; should be
the epitaph over his grave.

In the course of the Introduction to his immortal life-work-the
Translation of Thiruvachagam Dr. Pope has made some pregnant observations
about the Saint of Vathavur and his sacred utterances and | would fain quote
the most important among them.

“In the whole legendary history of this sage ............. there standsout
a real historical character, which seems to be a mixture of that of St. Paul
and of St. Francis of Assisi. Under other circumstances what an apostle of
the East might he have become! His poetry lives in all Tamil hearts, and in
the main and true essence of it, deserves so to live.”

“These poems, of which the Translation is here printed, are daily
sung throughout the whole Tamil country with tears of rapture and
committed to memory in every Saiva Temple by the people amongst whom
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it is a traditional saying that ‘he whose heart is not a heart” It is impossible
to read the poems without felling that the Sage of Thiruvathavur was a sincere
seeker after God, whom, in ways that he then knew not of, he has since
been permitted to know and worship.”

“The success of Manikkavachagar in reviving Saivism which seems
to have been then almost extinct, was immediate and we must say,
permanent... In considering the causes of his success, | feel inclined to set
aside all stories of persecution carried at his instigation (?) His own personal
devotion and fervor of spirit made him an altogether irresistible apostle of
his faith. | see no evidence of anything like it in the after times. He went
about testifying that he had seen Sivam in Perundurai and had then and
there passed from darkness to light. He thus declared to all what he fully
believed himself to have seen and handled. He was an enthusiast but
absolutely sincere. He taught the people that there was one supreme
personal God no mere metaphysical abstraction but the Lord of gods and
men. He also taught that it was the gracious will of Sivan to assure humanity,
to come to the earth as a Guru and to make disciples of those who sought
him with adequate preparation. He announced that this way of salvation
was open to all classes of the community. He also taught very emphatically
the immortality of the released soul-its conscious immortality-as he said that
the virtual death of the soul which Buddhism teaches is not its release. It
will be seen how very near in not some unimportant respects, the Saiva
system approximates to Christianity...”

“Again, the Saivites led the way in the propagation of their system
by means of popular songs. Anyone who compares the fervid piety of our
Sage’s very beautiful and generally very simple lyrics will feel with what force
they must have struck the chord that vibrated them, as it vibrates still in
millions of hearts! ‘One touch of nature makes the whole world kin” and no
one can read the Sage’s verses without profound emotion. Scarcely ever has
the longing of the human soul for purity and peace and divine fellowship
found worthier expression.”

“In considering the poetry of Thiru Manikkavachagar, the Tamil
Student must feel its superiority, to all the vast collections of the Devaram,
although the authors of some of these enjoy perhaps a wider popularity
among the Tamil people ... It is quite certain that the influence of these
poems (of Thiruvachagam) in South India is like that of the Psalms among
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Christians and that they have touched generations the hearts to the vast
majority of the Tamil speaking people.”

Here let me mention in passing that Dr. Pope, though throughout
very sympathetic, has a tendency now and then to lapse into a habit of
criticising as ‘absurd’ and ‘unintelligible’ certain customs of the Saivites and
some acts and passages of the Saint of Thiruvathavur. A close consideration
of these points of his criticism and a convincing answer to them are certainly
called for; but that arduous though pleasant task is reserved to a later
occasion, when, God willing it is proposed to do fuller justice to our priceless
work than that which Pope himself has done.

Finally, the learned Doctor concludes by solemnly declaring as
follows: “The effect, therefore of these songs - full of a living faith and
devotion - was great and instantaneous. South India needed a personal God,
an assurance of immortality and a call to prayer. These it found in
Manikkavachagar’s compositions.”

The mere fact that our Manikkavachagar has found such an ardent
disciple as Dr. G.U. Pope from the most unexpected quarter is a sufficiently
significant one. For, it was responsible for breaking down the linguistic barrier
that had preserved the Thiruvachagam as the monopoly of the Tamils and
kept away the approach and appreciative study of a wider and wiser world.
The advent of Dr. Pope’s EnglishTranslation definitely conquered for our
Saint a far wider circle of fervent admirers than had been the case prior to
that. In fact, | cannot help feeling that this unique Translation which bespoke
and advertised the beatific splendour of Thiruvachagam went a long way in
blowing into a blaze the dying embers of interest which the Saivites
themselves had in their sacred heritage of spiritualism. As in almost every
case where a foreigner’s appreciation has fostered the local interest, in the
case of Thiruvachagam also, the genuine and gigantic efforts of Dr.Pope in
uttering the ‘Open Sesame’ to throw open the doors of the Treasure-cave of
Thiruvachagam to the cultured Savants of the West,Stung the Tamils of his
days into a shame of their callousness and started them into an awakening
and appreciation of their past. That was not all. The English language is
essentially a universal language, in spite of all its critics and in spite of all
their vendetta. It is spoken by millions in the hemispheres; it is understood
everywhere in the world. The Diplomatic world no less than the Deacons
and Church Dignitaries speak that tongue and understand it. Hence, any
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piece of literary or religious work written or translated in that language is
sure to reach the entire civilised world. The Germans and the French, the
Swiss and the Danish would avidly devour its entire civilised world. The
Germans and the French, the Swiss and the Danish would avidly devour its
contents by at once translating that work into their respective national
language. That is the unique advantage which many a philosophical work of
India have enjoyed for a long time by dint of their translation into English,
Pope’s English ‘Thiruvachagam’ has done a similar service to
Manikhavachagar and the Tamil language. It has introduced our Saint to a
far wider circle of students and a greater variety of nationals than any other
effort by anyone else could have possibly ever done.

It was one of the proudest moments of my humble life when
once,perchance, | had the good fortune of going through an excellent book
in English entitled ‘Prayer’. The book is an English translation of a work of
that name in the German language. The author of that original German work
is one Friedrich Heiler. It took my breath away to see that the magic name of
my Manikhavachagar was mentioned in the book in five or six places. The
book was originally written during the First World War and was published
before the end of the War, though its English Translation saw the light of day
only in 1932. And what was it that had introduced our eminent Saint to that
German Savant to the edification of both of them? It was undoubtedly the
English Translation of Dr. Pope that made available to that German author
such a priceless asset as Thiruvachagam to the eternal benefit of everyone
concerned. And how could the Saivite world of Tamil Nadu ever express its
gratitude to that self-less and sincere Missionary who, more than any other
individual was responsible for the such a rare piece of service in the cause of
Saivism and Tamil! May his memory ever be green in the mind of every
Tamilian!

Let us now see where all and how the honoured Saint of
Thiruvathavur is referred to or mentioned by that celebrated German author.
In three places he is referred to and in three other places his statements are
quoted with approval. First of all, while speaking of the various classes of
the mystic saints, Friedrich Heiler refers to our Saint as belonging to a
particular class. On page 172, says the author: “There is a simple and fanciful
mysticism (Sufis, Manikkavachagar, Bernad, Francis of Assist, Suse, Symen,
the New Theologian) ...“



Again, on page 121, writes the author: “Mohamed, the Islamic
Mystics Bayazid, Ferid-ed-din-Attar, and Jalal-ed-din Rumi, the Indian Mystics
Manikkavachagar, Yamuna Muni, Tulsi Das, and Nanak are Non-Christian
personalities worthy to be placed beside the men of genius in Israel and
Christendom as great men prayer.”

Thirdly, the author refers to the cultural prayer of some saints and
as an excellent example of the genuine inspiration that the sacred images in
the temples breathe in the souls of the saints who worship in their holy
presence, he cites the instance of the Saint of Thiruvathavur on page 205.
Since this author has given a graphic and sympathetic picture of the form
and rationale of idol worship unlike many an unimaginative alien who scruple
not to dub it as vulgar idolatry. | make no apology to quote that entire
paragraph.

“In Bhakti mysticism the motive of worship is an important factor;
tender mystical piety and the popular cult of the gods merge into each other.
The mystical adoration of the divine Lord (Iswara) and Saviour, of Vishnu is
inspired by the god’s image. In the statue that has been consecrated by a
special ceremony (avahanam) the god is really and personally present; his
image is an “avatara”, i.e., a personification and incarnation of the god beyond
time and space. When the devotee sees the statue of his god, illumined by
the dim gleam of flickering lamps and veiled in clouds of incence, he sinks
down in rapturous amazement and adores in profound devotion the
greatness, beauty and love of his god who is so present to him. The fervent
and impassioned psalms of the great Tamil Mystic, Manikkavachagar which
were all written or conceived in the Temples of Siva were produced by the
contemplations of the god’s sacred image. In the temple they are to this day
recited daily by the faithful in the presence of the statue.

“ Now we come to the three instances where in Manikkavachagar
is quoted by the German author. Firstly, the theme of the author is that the
Mystic contemplates God as the only highest and infinite Good, as the source
of all values intellectual, ethical and aesthetic, as the cause of bliss and
blessedness, as the single highest goal of all human striving. To illustrate this
sublime theme the author quotes such a variety of Saints as Augustine,
Anselm, Francis of Assisi Gertrude of Helfta, and Thomas A Kempis and then
concludes with a gem-like piece from Thiruvachagam. Says the author: “In a
hymn of Manikkavachagar we read: ‘0O unstained brightness, gleam of a flower
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in full blossom. 0, teacher, honey-sweet food of the gods, thou highly
honoured guardian, loosener of chains, great stream of boundless
tenderness?”

On the same page 186, the writer again quotes our Saint. The
contemplation of the opposites included in the being of god may at times
rise to the pantheistic thought of the “One and All”. This is the statement to
substantiate which Heiler quotes a passage from the Maitrayana Upanishad.
Then says the author: “Manikkavachagar exclaims: ‘Thou art the Heaven,
Thou art the earth, Thou art the wind, Thou art the light, Thou art the body
and the soul, being and not being.”

Lastly, the theme the author wishes to illustrate is that the
passionate yearning which is poured forth in prayer does not spring in man’s
narrow heart but god’s eternal love to allure and to draw man upwards
towards itself. He cites passages from various saints such as Pascal, Savonarola
and A. Stolz and concludes thus. ‘In the deepest sense, therefore, the prayer
of the devout soul is god’s own prayer; it is the great god praying through
the small heart and weak mouth of man. ‘The tongue itself’ says
Manikkavachagar, which cries to Thee, may all the powers of my being which
cry to Thee-all are Thine.” - (Page 110)

It is not possible to exhaust the entire catalogue of the eminent
admirers of Manikhavachagar within the short compass of this brochure.
Nor is it possible for me to dive deep just now into the oceanic depth and
expanse of this wonderful work of Thiruvachagam and bring out and exhibit
its priceless pearls to the perfect delight of the wondering world. It is also
quite necessary to determine the high place which our glorious Saint occupies
in the gallery of God’s Prophets of all the religions of the world. But once
again, let me repeat that all these edifying researches are reserved to a future
date.

In the meanwhile, let me rest content with the consolation that
thanks to the boundless grace of Sivam and the generous gesture of the
present Holiness of the Dharmapuram Mutt, | have been blessed for the
present with the unique and enviable privilege of indicating to some extent
how our renowned Sage of Thiruvathavur has achieved a universal fame
and established a world - wide empire. Dr. Pope and Friedrich Heiler have
become his worthy votaries and their signal service in popularizing our Saint
should be applauded by the entire Saivite world.
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Our present Governor-General, the Hon. Mr .. C. Rajagopalachari
has also honoured himself by honouring Manikkavachagar. He has
handsomely acknowledged the greatness of the Saint by nobly confessing
that Thiruvachagam had kept him company along with a few other select
works during the days of his political incarceration and that he had derived
no little peace and consolation from a study thereof. Saint Manikkavachagar
is the Apostle Paul ofSaivism. His gemlike Thiruvachagam is the high water
mark of our spiritualism. May we drink deep from this eternal spring of
Manna sweet is my humble appeal to my sisters and brothers of all countries!
May we all enjoy its bliss in this world and beatitude in the next is my humble
prayer to Lord Sival

Long live Thiruvachagam!

Glory to Manikkavachagar!!
Long live our Saivism!!
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