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Mysteries of Shiva 


DESCENT TO THE MYSTERIES OF SHIVA
                                                                                                                   David Johnston
DESCENT TO THE MYSTERIES OF SHIVA
A secret Spirit drew its mighty breath

Contracting and expanding this huge world;

The secret might of the creative fire

Displayed its triple power to build and form, 

Its infinitesimal wave-sparks’ weaving dance,

Its nebulous units grounding shape and mass, 

Magic foundations and patterns of a world,

Its radiance bursting into the light of stars;

He felt a sap of life, a sap of death;

Into solid Matter’s dense communion

Plunging and its obscure oneness of forms

                                   He shared with a dumb spirit identity.  

                                                                                 Sri Aurobindo (1970 a, p. 415).

                                                                                 Savitri: The Book of Fate: Canto One 

                                                                                 The Word of Fate. 

Introduction

I arrived at Skambha, a spiritual power point in the Palani Hills near Kodai Kanal, Tamil Nadu, on the Fall Eqiuinox, March 21, 2003.  I was soon introduced to Ashokan, a local businessman and landowner. He is also a pujari [priest] for his clan, which is spread out over much of South India.  Clan members gather annually for an important ritual in order to propitiate the ancestors for their counsel on both spiritual and practical matters.  Ashokan is one of the chief pujaris and, for each ritual he is required to go through a purification process in order to be open to the spirit during the ceremony and to transmit it to his fellow clans-people. This involves twenty-one days of only one meal a day and sexual abstinence. During the final day no food is consumed at all.  Ashokan knew other pujaris in the region and, thanks to him, I was eventually introduced and participated in an unforgettable experience of a tribal [aboriginal] Shiva Festival.  It involved a physical descent into a village in the valley, as well as, for me as a Westerner, a psychological descent “below” my normal way of experiencing life.

Ancestral Worship

Concern about ancestors and their wisdom is what is missing in the contemporary West, where one can revision the world every generation---or so it seems.  What is lost in the process is access to age-old collective wisdom on the nature of meaningful rituals in the conduct of every day life.  This does not mean to say that concern about ancestral wisdom is an unmixed blessing, however, because it can fix people in the past and inhibit opening to new culture.  Whereas the West suffers from the illusion that the past only represents a ball-and-chain that needs to be overcome in a never-ending search for material scientific and technical progress, India suffers from an excessively rigid conservatism.  My recent experience involved a plunge into another time and a ritual that brings meaning to these tribal people, tying them, however externally, to the archetypal truths of Shiva, an important age-old god.  This archetypal connection serves the purpose of connecting these simple villagers to their roots in a healthy way, discouraging them from being buffeted by every passing fad and the winds of change.  It also tends to hold them back from easily exploring new avenues of life.

Ashokan, Skambha and the Palani Hills

Skambha is considered to be a spiritual power point, specifically at Skambha Falls, which is located about a minute walk from where I was sitting when I first met Ashokan.  The name refers to the centre of the world and Vedic cosmic pillar, which is rooted in Transcendent Truth, while sustaining the manifoldness of creation and becoming (V. Madhusudan Reddy, 1991).  Near the Falls is a sacred tree and precinct, demarcated as a temple dedicated to the elephant god, Ganesh.  In the popular Hindu tradition he is the god who removes obstacles and brings good fortune and wealth.  

I like spending time at Skambha Falls, especially in the evening as the sun descends over the hills. There is a solid rock base that descends in large wave-like steps that, at the time, due to the scanty rainfall, were almost completely visible.  Water streamed over the rock face forming pools that had gathered at the different levels, as well as forming a larger pool at the bottom.  During the rainy season, in contrast, a powerful waterfall covers the rock face.  At all times it is a numinous location, which is outwardly breathtaking, while, from my experience, emanating a solid inner pull of peace.

Ashokan and I began talking about the spiritual power in this area and he said: “Look, I’ll show you some more power points and a forest temple that is very old.”  I asked him where and he replied with a wave of his arm: “Over there across the Skambha River and up the other side.”   I indicated that I would be interested and he responded: “O. K. next Tuesday, when I come back from Madurai I will show you. I will also take you to see an ancient spiritual ritual next Thursday night, a festival for Shiva, put on by jungle people who live near here.”   By jungle people he meant the indigenous tribals of this area.  “No outsiders are allowed to witness this festival and they chase them away with a stick,” he said, “but they know and respect me, so I will be able to take you along.”   “For one thing,” Ashokan then said, “I am a fellow pujari and I have also purchased a lot of land from them.”    “Well,” I said, “that would be fascinating, I would love to go. Can I take my camera?”  “No,” responded Ashokan, “no cameras!”

The following day I was having lunch with one of four American women who live and work at Skambha.  She said, “I found out something about Ashokan I never knew before. Yesterday, while we were having tea.  He told me something about his youth.  He said that when he was in his early twenties he was very angry and organized a gang to scare people around here. He was the gang leader and they would take swords and harass and frighten people. He then joined a karate club, as a way to channel his aggression and ended up with a black belt.  “One fine day,” he recounted, “I made a decision to use my mind to curb my anger and aggression and, since then, there has been no looking back.  Still, he claimed, some twenty-five years later, the people around here are still afraid of him and, as he put it, “they show me a lot of respect.”

Ashokan is a bull of a man, especially by South Indian standards. He stands about 5 feet 10 inches tall and is strong and solidly built, without too much girth. To complete the image, he has lively dark brown eyes, sports a typical South Indian-style black mustache that curves over the ends of his mouth, has a head full of thick wavy black hair and dark brown skin.  He has a handsome appearance and a proud demeanor.

The following Tuesday, Ashokan showed up during morning tea as promised. I expectantly asked him if he was going to show me the power points today.  “Yes, of course,” he replied and, after a short while, we set off.  I joked about Ashokan having been a gang leader and angry young man.  He laughed and told me that when he did karate, people would break rocks over his chest. I then asked him if he could tell me how he dealt with his anger. He replied: “I will tell you another time but, basically, I decided to use my mind and not to act my anger out any more, along with my involvement in a spiritual life.”  I said, “Do you mean by that you becoming a pujari, with all the spiritual duties and responsibilities involved, helped you to stop acting out your anger?”  He replied, “Yes, that’s right.”  As a matter of fact we never did broach this subject again, as I got the answer I was looking for.

We took a footpath running down beside the Skambha River and ambled along as if on a Sunday stroll.  The water was low and somewhat stagnant in places, due to the unusually low rainfall.  We passed a small village with mud houses and patches of farmland on the left.  After about a mile, we came to the place designated to cross over to the other side.  A young man suddenly showed up and swiftly burst across the water bounding from one rock to the next, using the rocks as spring boards. That was our clue and we did likewise, although more cautiously, first Ashokan, and then me. On the other side we began our upward trek along a winding path and, after a short while, came across a forest temple. 

A Forest Temple and Other Sacred Sites

“This is a temple to Bhisma,” said Ashokan respectfully.  It consisted of a sacred tree, and a colorful terra cotta horse and rider all located inside a demarcated square precinct and sacred space. The rider was depicted with a robust black mustache and wide eyes. Ashokan exclaimed: “This is a very powerful spot; there has been a temple here for a very long time.  The villagers from all around this area come here to worship.”

 “Bhisma,” Ashoken went on to say, “was one of the fiercest warriors of the avatar Krishna in the war of Kurukshetra during the time of The Mahabharata.”  In the Hindu account, this was a battle, essentially spiritual, of good and evil, which also took place in the physical geography of India itself.  The Bhagavad Gita, the main spiritual scripture from that time, is, in fact, based on how to conduct one’s life during war and the war of life, a record of refined ethical and spiritual discipline culminating in love for God.  Its final goal is liberation through refuge in the Supreme.  It is interesting to note that, according to The Mahaharata, Bhisma chose December 21, the winter solstice and shortest day of the year as the time to embark on his spiritual journey home (Patrizia Norelli-Bachelet, 2003-04).  Most significantly, on that day, the cosmic midday, the sun is in its highest position in the sky and does not cast a shadow.  This no doubt refers to Bhisma’s reputation for ethical purity and renown as a spiritual warrior for truth. 

 “Krishna and his troops,” Ashokan proudly pointed out, “spent fourteen years in the forests here in the Palani Hills at that time.”  I was under the impression that Hindu tradition places the actual war in Brindavan in North India and I later asked Ashokan about the possible discrepancy.  He replied, “No, no, they spent fourteen years in the forests right here, only.”  So, Ashokan assured me, did Rama and Sita, two other important Hindu avatars, live here in the forests at a much earlier date. “This,” he repeated, “is a very powerful place, very powerful.”  “This recognition goes back a long way in our tradition,”’ he went on to say.  Shiva’s son, the god Murugan, he was also convinced, lived in these very hills as well.  “This is a powerful area,” he insisted once again.  Whether or not what Ashokan told me was literally true, what is more important is that, in his mind, he was convinced that it was absolutely real, with all the power of conviction and motivation that entails.

Symbolic Image, Myth and Religion

Ashokan’s tendency to literally concretize historical events and symbolic truths by asserting they actually took place here, while not historically accurate, turns mythological truths into dogmatic religion.  This is exactly what Christianity has done, which has had the long-term effect of killing the living spirit from a system of symbolic realities.  According to Joseph Campbell (2001, pp. 1, 2) “a whole mythology is an organization of symbolic images and narratives, metaphorical of the possibilities of human experience and the fulfillment of a given culture at a given time.”  When the images are understood and experienced symbolically they play the vivifying role of connecting people through ritual to the roots of their living truth.  This, I have little doubt, still occurs with Ashokan and his village neighbors, however unconsciously, despite this understandable but unfortunate tendency towards literal dogmatization. 

Myth, according to Campbell (ibid), has the following four important functions: [1] to relate ego consciousness to the mystery of life, [2] to describe a consistent and ordered cosmology, [3] to support a social and moral order, and [4] to guide people through the different stages of life.  There is no question that the Hindu belief system, specifically as understood by Ashokan, plays these functions in an exemplary fashion.  The symbolic nature of mythology is what connects people to the living energies of the cosmos and life.  

Living symbols can be understood in two ways: [1] as the best possible representation of a reality that is in itself irrepresentable, and [2] as being the thing symbolised, as long as it is not taken literally or concretely.  The first definition emphasises the limitation of the human mind in relationship to objective reality, while the second one allows this limitation to be included in the definition of the symbolic experience.  One way or the other, these deliberations point to the need to maintain a living connection to the symbolic truths of one’s collective myth.  There is also a need for a people’s myth to accurately reflect the time-spirit, which is presently going through a major transformation.  Today it needs to include a global consciousness of unity in diversity, the union of spirit and matter and the spiritual reality of active life in the world and evolving Time.  For individuals involved in yoga or the individuation process, this requires ever-increasing consciousness and not the goal of self-absorption in trance states.

Entering the Temple Precinct and Continuing Our Journey

Ashokan removed his shoes and entered the sacred space of the temple precinct.  I followed suit.  Just then a local villager happened to show up, as if he were sent for, and Ashokan sent him on his way to obtain some incense for us.  Within a relatively short order the man returned with some incense sticks.  Ashokan then lit them and placed some at the foot of the tree and others at the base of the statue of Bhisma on his horse. In both cases, he made the familiar prayer gesture, by placing his hands together in front of his heart and bowing reverentially.  I respectfully did likewise.  We then exited the temple precinct, put on our shoes and continued up the hill. 

After some time, we came across a small mud hut, where we stopped to rest.  Ashokan informed me that one of his workers lived there. He also gestured with a wave of his right hand, saying, “This is my land.  I bought it recently from a villager who lives nearby.”   Indeed, from time to time, Ashokan would show me property that belonged to either him or to his father-in-law.  I eventually said, “You are becoming a major landowner here, aren’t you?” He smiled proudly and repeated, “This is a very powerful area, very powerful.  Not anybody can buy property here. The gods have to sanction it.”  I then recalled him having shown me a church that was put up, abandoned and never used.  The local gods, he said meaningfully at the time, indicated that they were not happy about it. 

We continued to wind our way up the hillside, now out of the forest and into the open air and the hot noonday sun.  Beads of perspiration ran off my face and sweat poured out of every pore of my body.  We finally arrived at, what Ashokan referred to as, “the most powerful spot” in all the surrounding area.  I later asked him how he knew that and he replied that this knowledge was handed down to him through his ancestral tradition.  He also told me how important it is to honor the ancestors who, during their annual rituals, give advice to the living.  I couldn’t help reflecting to myself on how distant this mentality is from the contemporary Western mind where, increasingly, there is less and less respect for elders, let alone ancestors.  Every generation now believes it has the obligation and right to re-vision life, inventing its own without referral to anything but conscious ego deliberation and vital desire. 

Ashokan then pointed at a large fig tree and declared it to be the most sacred tree in the whole area. There was a rock nearby and he indicated that we should sit there for a picnic lunch.  A village man came down to greet us and, on Ashokan’s request, went to fetch a blanket, which he brought down to place on the rock for us to sit on.  He subsequently brought us some tea and Ashokan produced oranges and Britannia biscuits from his bag.  Presumably the Britania biscuits were chosen in deference to me, although I find them rather tasteless, and much prefer Indian sweets.  Prior to eating, on Ashokan’s bidding, we went up to the fig tree and removed our shoes.  Each of us stood on a small rock in front of the tree, while he lit some incense, which the villager had also brought us. Again we both made the gesture of prayer by clasping our hands together at the level of our hearts, and bowed reverentially. 

According to Ashokan, doing puja at this fig tree is a powerful way to connect with the ancestral spirits. The thought flashed through my mind that the fig tree that Christ was reported to have cursed, with the fate of bearing no more fruit, and which then withered, was in fact an integral part of the goddess tradition at the time. It was also sacred to Dionysos, a male god with an intimate connection to the feminine, where cult masks of the god and his sacred phallus were originally carved from a fig tree (C. Kerenyi, 1976).  

The inclusion of the fig tree story in The New Testament of the Bible is no doubt related to the patriarchal nature of the Judeo-Christian tradition and rejection of the goddess, which was such a major influence in the Middle East at the time of Christ.  As a matter of fact, the Jesus Mystery is all about the dying and resurrection of the divine son and his goddess mother.  The goddess aspect of the Christian myth never became Christian dogma until the third century, when it began to officially enter Christian thinking by popular demand.  Despite progressive advancement in doctrine regarding Jesus’ mother, however, to this day, Mary has never officially attained the status of a goddess.  

Nonetheless, one could now say that she is finally being accepted as a goddess in everything but name, at least according to official dogma.  In 1950, a Papal Bull declared that, according to official Roman Catholic dogma, Mary has ascended to heaven, body and soul, and that she is now together with the Son in the heavenly bridal chamber (Marie-Louise von Franz, 1975).  That is to say that, as Sophia, the wisdom aspect of the Divine, Mary is now united with the Godhead, a realization that Jung (as reported in ibid) considers immensely significant for Christianity and the West.  The day officially commemorating this event, known as the Assumption of the Virgin Mary, is August 15. 

Sri Aurobindo indicates that this event symbolizes the divinization of matter.  August 15 is also Sri Aurobindo’s birthday and the date of the independence of India from British rule.  From his point of view, Jung echoes Sri Aurobindo, observing that the Assumption represents the spiritualization of the feminine principle, including matter, and the recognition of its equality with the masculine.  This phenomenon, according to Jung (as reported in von Franz, 1975, p. 149), represents a profound “yearning for peace which stirs deep down in the soul, to bring a balance to the “threatening tension between the opposites.”  We experience these tensions as personal animosities, wars and gross disparities between the wealthy, the middle class and the poor, as well as in hanging on to rigid national, ethnic and dogmatic religious differences.  In principle, the goddess is there in the Christian worldview, at least amongst believing Catholics, although still not fully acknowledged.  In addition to having assumed to heaven, she is virgin and god-bearer, mother of God, fully devoted to Jesus Christ and the perfect Christian.  In the Protestant tradition she is virtually absent, and simply the human mother of Jesus. In India, in sharp contrast, the goddess is everywhere and worshiped under many different guises. She is alive in the heart of the average Hindu.

We finished our tea and biscuits and started our journey back down the hill. On the way we picked some wild [jungle] tomatoes and ate them. They were succulent.  After awhile we came to a patch of fine light gray earth. Ashokan bent down, gathered some in his right hand and gave it to me. He said: “This is natural vibhuti.”  Vibhuti is often ash from a sacred fire, light gray in color, and is normally placed on the center of the forehead of the devotee by a priest or, in a private ceremony, by the individual himself. The centre of the forehead is the place of the third eye, representing the command centre and place of Will and wisdom.  In Western alchemy, ash is also the “mysterious earth” and “the substance of the resurrected body or god-man” freed from impurities (M.  L. von Franz, 1966, p. 352).   Taking the light gray earth as natural sacred ash is, therefore, intuitively and symbolically appropriate.   Further along our descent, we came upon a young man who was simply standing there doing nothing.  Ashokan ordered him to gather up some of the profusely growing wild grass and to start a fire, which he immediately began to do.  The former told me that he did this in order to clean out the area, so he could eventually plant commercial banana and coffee trees. 

We finally reached the river and made our way across the rocks. Then we retraced our steps past the village, now on our right, and then made our way up the gentle hill to Skambha, from whence we began our journey.  We sat for tea with one of the American women there and Ashokan poked fun at the fact that so much sweat had poured out of me during the hike up the hill.  This remark caused me to silently grumble to myself that, “well, this is understandable given my thick Canadian blood, which rebels against the torrid heat of India, even in a relatively cool hill station like this.”  We eventually parted company, with Ashokan reminding me that he would come to fetch me on Thursday afternoon to take me to the Shiva jungle festival that evening.  Again he insisted that, normally, outsiders are not allowed to attend, saying, “they don’t allow them in and keep them away with sticks.”

 The Shiva Festival

Thursday afternoon arrived and I exclaimed to Ashokan, who showed up as promised: “So, we’re going to the Shiva Festival then?”  He shook is head in the Indian fashion from side to side, which means in the affirmative.  “We will be on our way,” he assured me, “when darkness begins to settle in.”  Around 5:00 p. m. we were joined by our driver, Parthibhan, who lives in the nearby village of Pettipurai.  We were about to make our way to a village called Villapatty, which is four miles from Skambha as the crows fly, entrenched on the valley floor.  Skambha, meanwhile, is situated on the side of the hill, about half way down.  We needed an hour’s drive by car in order to get to Villapathy, as we had to wind our way upward and through a nearby city, called Kodai Kanal, then around and down to the valley floor to Villapatty on the other side.

We climbed into the car, Parthiban at the steering wheel, Ashokan in the centre and me beside the passenger window.  Dusk had settled in with night fast approaching.  On our way, we stopped at Ashokan’s village, called Perumamalai, and went to his house, where I was served tea while he put on a change in clothes.  An elderly lady, who turned out to be his 100 year-old grandmother, then appeared and was introduced.  She kept looking intently at me with, what seemed to be eyes from another time.  I had the feeling that I was being initiated into an ancient tradition by a wise old woman, who had herself fully experienced and seen all the vagaries of life, while being connected to values of an earlier time.

By 6:30 p. m. we were in Kodai Kanal, where Parthiban stopped for me to buy a one-liter bottle of clean water, what is referred to in India, as “mineral water.”   I am always cautious about drinking water in India, having suffered from several bouts of dysentery during the time I lived there 33 years ago.    

Villipatty

We drove through Kodai Kanal and then wound around the hillside in the dark night, gradually making our way down to the valley below.  Suddenly we came to a village gate, which consisted of two stone pillars about ten feet tall and a horizontal bar, all made of stone and cement.  We had arrived at our destination.  We entered the village and made our way to the village-square, where we parked our car.  There were some lights, especially neon and their harsh glow, ubiquitous throughout India.  Ashokan and I got out of the car and, with him in the lead, we made our way down a few narrow dimly lit streets until we arrived at the home of one of Ashokan’s acquaintances.

In front of the doorway was a flower mandala chalked out on the ground, as one often sees in India.  It is done in respectful deference to a god or goddess, in this case to Shiva.  We ducked our heads in order to enter the ante-room or vestibule of this humble abode, while making the customary namaste [greetings to God in you] gesture of clasping our two hands together at the heart centre.  It was a typical village house made of mud mixed with cow dung.  There were about six people there, both men and women, all members of the family.  A general introduction was made and I was proudly told that the two young women there were in tenth and eleventh standard at school.  I asked them what they were going to do after they finished school and the older girl said she was going to study computers, while the younger one still wasn’t sure. “What a contrast,” I thought to myself, “from tribal life to the modern world in one generation, and yet, without losing connection to ancestral wisdom and the gods.”

Ashokan informed me that this was a home ceremony that people participated in as part of the festival.  The room was set up as a kind of domestic temple in honor of the ancestors.  In front was a sacrificial fire and, on the floor, there were several plates of food for people to eat, but only after first being offered to the ancestors.  In India, it is not unusual for people to have domestic shrines or, at least, a place set aside for devotional activities, including prayer, meditation and ritual.  This is the case in the homes of simple tribal villagers, as well as more sophisticated Hindus.  I have observed that this is often true in Christian and, no doubt, Muslim homes in India as well.  People in this part of the world live closer to the natural mind than most Westerners and are pious by nature as if it were simply the normal way for things to be.

I recall the first time I visited India, I was wandering down a street in Delhi and a man stopped to talk, eventually inviting me for coffee.  He kept on insisting that he was an atheist, apparently proud of the fact.  I guess he thought he had met a kindred spirit in that I was a Westerner and therefore more likely to be a doubting intellectual and man of reason, that is to say, effectively a non-believer.  As it turned out, as soon as we sat down for coffee, he insisted over and over again that God had brought us together.  He was a declared atheist but believed in a living God.  There is no rational logic to what he said but, as I came to learn over time, this is the kind of paradox one often finds in India.  India is God’s country if one wants to believe it or not.

Both Ashokan and I were offered water and I gestured that I had my water already, which everybody acknowledged.  We were then given some food that included rice and a spicy dish called chicken masala.  I was leery of the hygienic quality of the food, again remembering an experience I had had when I lived in India.  Early on in my stay then, I once inadvertently wandered into a village and was warmly greeted by the villagers, who were surprised by my appearance.  In a hospitable gesture, they invited me to share some fruit.  Although today it would be different, at that time, I felt that I couldn’t refuse for the sake of offending them, even though I witnessed the man cut the fruit with a filthy knife.  The result was that I came down with a terrific bout of dysentery that evening.  Although this image crossed my mind, when the chicken and rice plate was offered to me, I, albeit somewhat hesitatingly, accepted the food.  As it turned out the food was quite tasty and I did not become sick.

Ashokan and I eventually went across the narrow street to another house and greeted the inhabitants with the traditional namaste gesture.  They were related to the first group of people and a similar ritual was transpiring there. We stayed for awhile and then went back to the first place. Of course, with my fair skin and blue-green eyes, I was a matter of curiosity for everybody and was constantly being looked at, especially by the children.  I responded by smiling at them. Overall, it was a touching experience for me, a complete stranger, to be so warmly welcomed in the home of these simple folk with their natural religious attitude and devotional ways.  

I recall the Mother once saying that the village people of India are much closer to God than all the intellectuals in Europe put together. How right she is. These people still live with the dignity of unconscious wholeness that is to say, in the language of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, close to the psychic being and incarnated soul, the Self behind the heart.  They are close to the animal soul, live simply and are not caught up in excessive vital desires like the more contemporary person, especially Westerner.  In commenting on a passage by Jung, where he refers to people living according to “unconscious wholeness” Edinger (as reported in Lawrence Jaffé, 1999, p. 59) says, he believes, “the basic meaning is the Self governs life more or less totally, when it is unconscious.”   With the evolutionary development of the intellect and mental consciousness, the ego, along with its separative tendencies, hardened considerably. 

At about 8:00 p.m. Ashokan and I took our leave and wended our way through the dark narrow streets to the village square. We got into the car and he instructed me to remove my shoes. I left on my white socks, although everybody else wandered around barefooted by now, including Ashokan.  I don’t know why I kept my socks on, but perhaps it had to do with a hidden reluctance to abandon my Western sense of identity.  Ashokan then left me for awhile and I stayed alone in the car.  Various young men were playing a kind of cricket game with a light plastic ball, made possible because the square was lit up by the white neon lights.  Some of the men and boys hung around and leaned on the car, curious about the blue-greened eyed stranger.  I could do nothing but sit there, feeling like a fish in a bowl as, from time to time, they made a friendly gesture to me, which I reciprocated.  Once I was offered tea, but I indicated in sign language that I preferred to drink my water. As my Tamil and their English were non-existent this was the extent of our communication.  On their part, it seems, there was mostly a natural curiosity to see up close what I looked like.

The Temple

Finally Ashokan returned to the car and said that we should now go to the Temple, which was located at the corner of the square and a few steps above it.  It was a rectangular structure with a big painting of the god Shiva on the wall, although without any other external symbols or ornaments.  Outside of the fact that it was made of cement, and not wood, it reminded me of a small but typical Big House of the aboriginal people, who live along the North West Pacific Coast of North America.  Inside the Temple, there was a large picture of Shiva who was depicted as white, having a rather effeminate face with red lips and a third open eye, along with three light gray horizontal stripes on the forehead.  

Amplifications on the Nature of Shiva.
Shiva’s third eye represents a greater Will, inner vision and effective power of realization.  He is considered to be the Lord of Tapas or spiritual discipline.  The three light gray horizontal lines on the forehead probably symbolise dominion over the cosmos, which is to say cosmic archetypal energy and the horizontal plane of life.  The red lips connect him directly to the menstrual blood of Parvati or another manifestation of the Shakti, the essence of the goddess.  It indicates that Shiva’s power of the word or Shabda comes with the effective power of the goddess to open humankind’s natural mind to the Divine.  The fact that his animal vehicle or vahana is a bull enhances this observation.  In Astrology, Taurus, the sign of the Bull, represents the Word while, according to the Rig Veda, the Word and power of creation or Vak, is depicted as “the voice of the Bull that roars (as reported by Patrizia Norelli-Bachelet, 1979, p. 69n).” 

White is the color normally used to depict the personal or manifest Shiva with form, although he is also contemplated as formless and without qualities as the Absolute or, at least, as one of the three highest gods of the Puranas, Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva (Dattatreya Avadhutta, 2002). The choice of the color white for the manifest Shiva presumably reflects his purity and proximity to the White Light and Source of Being. Below the picture was the sacred fire, above which other symbolic paraphernalia were cluttered about on a shelf.  As a matter of fact Rudra-Shiva has existed from Vedic times, some 5000 years ago and earlier.  He is always associated with one of numerous goddesses, often Parvati or Kali, even if he is worshipped alone, as was the case here. 

The god in ancient Greece that most resembles Shiva is Dionysos.   Like Shiva’s association with Shakti, he is associated with zoë, or eternal life, that is to say indestructible life behind both biological life and death.  Moreover, as with Shiva’s relationship to the Shakti, zoë is feminine, with whom Dionysos is in close relationship, especially through Rhea as mother and with Ariadne as wife (C. Kerenyi, 1976).  In addition, most of his followers were female bacchantes, or celebrants known as maenades, a name derived from their being possessed by a kind of madness that expressed itself both in frenzy as well as in silence (Walter F. Otto, 1981).  There are several other commonalties such as connection to the moon, bees, snakes, deer and other animals and sacred fire, while both gods are symbolised by a phallus/ lingam (C. Kerenyi, 1976, Elizabeth U. Harding, 1993, Dattatreya Avadhutta, 2002, Sri Sankaracharya, 2001). The standard symbol for Shiva is the lingam, which, throughout the temples of India is typically shown contained in a cave-like space in a yoni, the feminine womb (Elizabeth U. Harding, 1993).  In the Dionysion mysteries, the phallus is contained in a [feminine] winnowing basket or liknon, sometimes the basket being contained in a cave (C. Kerenyi, 1976).  During the enactment of the mysteries, a woman referred to as a phallophoros bore the phallus, following three other women, the liknon bearers, in a ritualistic procession.   Shiva and Dionysos is surely the same god.

For the sake of further amplification on the nature of Shiva, it may be worthwhile here to describe a popular image of Shiva and his consort Kali as described by Sri Ramakrishna (as reported by (Elizabeth U. Harding, 1993, Pp. xxxii-xxxiii).  In it, he is depicted as lying prostrate, with his body covered in white ash, while Kali’s right foot is placed on his chest and heart centre, a sword of discernment and power dripping with blood in the upper of two left hands, the lower one holding a human head.  There are also two right hands, one to offer boons to her devotees, the other poised to allay their fears. Shiva‘s eyes are fixated on Kali, as if to indicate consciousness of his submission and dependence on the Goddess.  Altogether, this is an image of a fully surrendered and receptive spiritual nature imprinted with Kali’s standpoint at the heart centre. Here the symbolic image seems to suggest that the creative word or mantra, which is framed in Shiva’s heart, comes with the power of manifestation of Kali, his Shakti.  Again the emphasis here is on Shiva’s full dependence, submission and relatedness to the Goddess.  As a matter of fact, according to Sri Aurobindo (1976, p. 346) Shiva is the “Most Auspicious” and “Blessed One,”and  “the Eternal’s Personality of Force”.
Ritual Pre-amble 

Altogether there were about ten to twelve men present, dressed in typical South Indian style with white shirts and dhotis [a piece of clothe wound about the waist, which hangs like a skirt]. Some were seated and some milled about expectantly.  I was told that there were seven pujaris amongst them, with the chief pujari sitting next to me on my left.  I was seated near the back corner close to the doorway and Ashokan was sitting next to me on my right.  Ashokan introduced me as an American and I immediately corrected him by saying Canadian.  He didn’t recant, however, telling me they knew about America but that they didn’t know about Canada.  Despite my proud self-identification as a Canadian and normal desire to differentiate myself from Americans, I understood and let it pass. 

One of the men playfully picked up a crude bow and arrow that was amongst the various paraphernalia on the shelf and playfully pointed it at me. I threw up my hands in mock surrender and he and others laughed good-naturedly.  He subsequently placed the bow and arrow back on the shelf. The bow and arrow are associated with Shiva as a hunter, and no doubt has the symbolic significance of spiritual wisdom and knowledge.  In this light, it is significant that the bow has a feminine shape while the arrow, which penetrates, is masculine. Verse 71 of Sri Shankaracarya’s Sivananda Lahari reads:
The best among the intelligent bend the bow of their mental disposition with the bow-string of firm devotion, and having destroyed the enemy of sins with the unfailing arrows of divine contemplation, become victorious and attain to the undecaying sovereignty of liberation (p. 64).

True knowledge and wisdom integrate both qualities of the Masculine and Feminine, Logos and Eros, Purusha and Shakti, here specifically Shiva and Parvati. 

Eventually, some pujaris motioned for Ashokan and I to come up to the front and to participate in a puja or act of worship to Shiva. I followed Ashokan and mimicked his actions. He placed his two hands over the fire and then brought them three times back to his heart center.  This devotional act is particularly relevant for Shiva, who is depicted as residing “in the heart of all beings--- (verse 57, p. 52).”  The pujari first placed ash vibhuti on his forehead and then vermilion coloured vibhuti powder. I made the same gestures as Ashokan and was also anointed with the gray vibhuti ash and a vermilion colored powder.   Although I am not certain, as no one would tell me, the choice of the vermilion colour for vibhuti probably refers to Shiva’s red lips and the Feminine principle or Shakti.   After the puja I returned to my seat as Ashokan had done before me. 

The Seven Pujaris and the Shiva Ritual

The chief pujari, at least for this festival, was a solidly built stocky man about 60 years old. He sat in-drawn and self-contained, keeping mostly to himself.  Visibly, he gave me the impression of being a village chief or high priest.  He wore a maroon jacket that was open in front and had an attractive motley-colored scarf wrapped around his head, forming a kind of tight turban.  Covering much of his chest was a silver necklace, full of medallions of Shiva’s lingam [phallus], contained in a yoni [womb]. Throughout India, the lingam is a symbol of Shiva and the yoni, that of the Shakti. Together they represent universal creative energy.  It is noteworthy that the male god, Shiva, is contained in the feminine, indicating the importance of the goddess, if not her dominance, even though she was not otherwise present by way of icon or image in this particular festival.  Ashokan informed me that the necklace had to be silver and not gold, unquestionably reflecting the lunar nature of the Shiva cult.

Suddenly, without any warning, and in a single motion, the chief pujari threw off his jacket and turban and leapt up, with his body twitching and shaking, apparently uncontrollably.  He made his way unsteadily to the centre and front of the room, and was soon helped along by two other men. He turned and faced the others and I could see his eyes were upturned and/or in-drawn a good deal of the time and that he was in a trance.  His body kept twitching and his arms eventually spread out on both sides.  A yellow cloth that hung down his back was transfixed to them.  The choice of yellow for the cape probably has to do with the chief pujari being in a state of inner illumination.  He was in a trance, lost to this world and so unsteady on his feet that he had to be held up by two men who stood immediately behind him.  Otherwise he might have tumbled helplessly to the ground. 

Meanwhile, there was pandemonium.  Several other men moved into action in such a way that most Westerners would think they had suddenly been transported to an insane asylum. The thought flashed through my mind that I could understand how those early Christian missionaries throughout the world must have felt when they witnessed such phenomena. They must have had been amazed by this kind of ritual, so unlike their solemn death-like services, and would have believed the devil was being set loose.  I was standing up now while facing me was a fellow rhythmically banging his head with both fists, which were clasped together.  He was also swaying back and forth and jumping from one leg to the other like a stallion cooped up too long in a confined stable.  He had tied his dhoti in such a way that it was drawn under his crotch so as to look something like an adult diaper. This apparently gave him the freedom he needed to move around at will. “Presumably, he is one of the seven pujaris,” I thought to myself.  There were other men, I assumed, again pujaris, in various states of spirit possession, each with their dhotis drawn up like a diaper.  I looked at my watch and noted to myself that it was 9:00 p.m. 

The chief pujari led the way in a procession ending up at the place designated for the ritual in a nearby field, where a temporary temple had been established. Two custodians held him up as he exited the village temple and wended his way through the streets, always with his arms held slightly aloft and outstretched, holding up the yellow cloth. The other six pujaris followed after him, then other men and finally regular villagers, including men, women and children.  Our driver, Parthiban then showed up and we got into the car to be driven down a descending rough road that abruptly ended after a kind of broken bridge.

We all climbed out and joined the lineup of people making their way to the place designated for the ritual.  Ashokan went ahead and I followed immediately after him, not wanting to get lost in the night and the crowd.  The journey took the shape of an upward ascent over a large rock and rocky terrain. This lasted for about ten minutes, until we found ourselves on a field of wild mountain grass, which is to say a meadow. This seemed fine at first but then my feet sank up to my ankles in a marsh.  “Oh God, what now,” I thought to myself, fearing that there were snakes or scorpions in the mud or, at least, leeches.   A helpful villager, who had somehow attached himself to us, gently extended his hand and guided me to a relatively dry area.  This reassured me.  The ground was still wet, however, and as we trekked along we had to make our way across muddy marshland on three or four other occasions.  Each time the same man extended a helpful, guiding hand.  My feet were by now wet and muddy and my white socks, now drenched in the brown mud, descended to below my ankles and, when in the mud, disappeared from view.

All along I could hear the sound of the insinuating music of a melodic flute, rhythmic drums and clashing cymbals.  We passed several people on our right as we made our way up the hill.  I then saw, on my left, about fifteen men sitting around a fire, one man on a flute, three or four playing different kinds of drums and one man playing cymbals, which he would clash together in an up and down motion.  One of the drums was hit rhythmically with each of the drummer’s two hands, while the other two were hit with a drumstick.  There was another wind instrument in the shape of a serpent that was not being used.  It was passed to me and I held it for a short while admiringly, then handed it back.  In fact, relationship with the serpent seems particularly relevant to this ritual, at least, according to the nature of the music and the eventual serpentine movement of a procession involving some of the participants.  Indeed, this relationship, the musical instruments consisting of the flute and rhythmic instruments, the sacred fire, as well as periods of pandemonium, are all reminiscent of Dionysian festivities.  So were the fireworks, which were an integral part.  Every few minutes, they exploded with a loud bang accompanied by a variegated display of colors and light formations.  

Eventually Ashokan motioned to follow him to the lineup near the chief pujari.  He was still moving somewhat rhythmically, and balancing from leg to leg, while blessing people one after the next.  With each blessing he would dip his hand in holy water held by an assistant and place his hand forcefully on the recipient’s forehead.  He would then smudge some yellow turmeric powder vibhuti there and give the devotees a package of it for later use. The forehead, according to Hindu tradition, as I alluded to above, is the location for the third or wisdom eye and can be referred to as the command centre, the place where human will connects to a superior Will.  Shiva, accordingly, is often pictured with an open third eye, which can be taken to be the eye of God.  The yellow color of the vibhuti probably refers to illumination and knowledge in relationship to Will and vision. 

From time to time the chief pujari would break out of his habitual rhythmic backwards and forwards movement, while people moved out of his way.  His assistant would hand him a whip made from a splayed cactus leaf and he would flay himself on the arm and upper body, and then toss the whip away.  He would subsequently return to his normal station and let out something of a loud grunt and carry on as before, blessing people. The ritual whipping no doubt had the purpose of expiating evil spirits, presumably not only for the pujari himself, but also for the community as a whole.  This ritual went on for 3 hours or so until all the people there were blessed. 

At the beginning the lineup seemed interminable and I asked Ashokan how many people there were.  He said they all came from the village of Villipatty and he asked the man who had attached himself to us how many there were.  The reply, after some reflection, was 20,000.   Although that might have been the case, I would guess that there were only something like half that, judging from the size of the village.

Meanwhile, the other six pujaris were dancing on the spot, in a constant rhythmic motion, while blessing people as well.  One fellow stood out for me as he incessantly balanced from one foot to the other like a stallion in heat.  Everybody was blessed with yellow turmeric powder by each of the seven pujaris.  We stood near the chief pujari for some time and people made room for us to see what was happening, obligingly moving out of our way so we could see first-hand.  Finally, we made our way back to the fire and the musicians.  The flautist played the same melody over and over, and the music never stopped even if, from time to time, one of the musicians would take a break.  The music was entrancing and, in the words of Ashokan, “very powerful.”  For my part, I couldn’t help but instinctively move my head rhythmically. So did Ashokan, and we occasionally glanced appreciatively at each other as we did so. 

The scene continued in the same way for a long time.  Suddenly, out of the dark night a body crashed to the earth with a resounding thump.  There was immediately a tussle as other men got involved and dragged the fallen man to his feet.   Then, once again, there was a twitching body and a struggle as another man was taken over by the spirit. He was finally upright and dancing rhythmically, shifting from one foot to the other. This kind of event happened on three or four different occasions throughout the night so that eventually, in addition to the seven pujaris, there were four to five other men taken over by the spirit and twitching and dancing accordingly.

Discerning Good and Evil Spirits.
At one point, I remembered the concern of a woman I knew back in Canada, a charismatic Christian, who spoke in tongues and believed a prophetic spirit often entered her when she was ritually open. She was always concerned about how to discern good and bad spirits but had no answer, except the Christian one of testing the spirits.  The problem psychologically today is that such discernment is based on Christian dogma, which eliminates a lot of so-called pagan or natural life.  I thought it would be interesting to ask Ashokan how these villagers distinguished between good spirits and bad spirits. He asked our village guide, whose face scrunched up quizzically as he reflected on the question. He finally replied, “the spirits are all the same; it depends on the individual’s attitude and what one does with it.”  This answer has its value, but it betrays the fact that the qualities of good and evil lie close together in the village Hindu psyche, and there is no sharp discernment as there is in the Christian West.  As a matter of fact, Hindu tradition actually differentiates between Divine and anti-Divine or hostile typal beings as Asura, Rakshasha and Pishacha, representing “egoistic strength and struggle,”  “violent passions” and obscure petty desires, respectively (Sri Aurobindo, 1970 c, p.385).  There are, in other words, hostile cosmic forces as well as the need for human moral discernment.

According to Christian dogma, God is all-good and man full of evil or sin.  Moreover, Christianity tends to account for cosmic Evil as a deprivation of Good, without any effective substance of its own.  In the mainstream West, this has led to both a powerful dualism and naivity vis-à-vis evil and, as a result, too sharp a distinction made between good and evil along with considerable psychological repression.  Thus, according to Jung, (1974, p. 140), “the dammed up instinctual forces in civilized man are immensely more destructive and far more dangerous than the instincts of the primitive, who in a modest degree is constantly living out his negative instincts.”  Two examples of how this relatively harmless instinctual play can live itself out at a village level in India will become apparent shortly.  Western ethical discrimination is too intellectually biased and dogmatic, whereas it is more legitimately based on feeling values.  The Indian psyche, especially at the village level lives relatively close to the psychic being or heart-Self, the seat of true ethical discernment.  Yet, in India, there is a considerable amount of corruption at all levels of society and there is a need for greater moral discernment there, along with consequent ethical decisions. What is required everywhere, then, is a more conscious relationship with the psychic being and feeling discernment to inform life and ethical decisions.

Ritual Invasion from another Village
The night wore on while the flautist played the same melodic bar over and over again, the drummers beat the drums incessantly, the cymbals clashed, fire works exploded intermittently and the rhythmic dancing continued.  Eventually I am told that some young men from the next village would shortly be descending the hill and joining us. It was midnight and, sure enough, yellow lights begin to appear on the hill behind the temporary temple as villagers wove their way serpent-like down the slope.  From time to time there were jubilant cries of expectation from the local villagers that punctuated the night air.  The lights advanced closer and closer. Finally, some ten minutes after I first saw the descending lights, some ten to twelve young men arrived with five foot sticks in hand and, with a collective shout, leapt out of the forest onto the meadow where the blessings had been taking place.  The sticks were raised, presumably a sign of victory.  Soon after entering the meadow, they coagulated into a circle and performed a circle dance with sticks raised high, along with jubilant cries of joy.  The local villagers joined in with their joyful ejaculations. 

Meanwhile, the pujaris, and the four or five other men who had been taken over by the spirit, continued with their solitary dancing and twitching.  I then noticed one of these men, not a pujari, pick up a cactus leaf whip and gesture to a man standing in front of him, to take it, presumably to whip him.  The man refused for some time but, with the first man’s continual insistence, finally picked it up. The penitent man immediately held out both arms and beckoned the other to whip him, which he eventually did. The first man kept dancing, jerking and twitching apparently oblivious to the pain—or relishing in it.  Clearly, he felt he had some bad spirits or, in more contemporary jargon, sinful ways or evil thoughts that needed expiation.

There was no apparent central order but only movement and shouting going on everywhere. On my right, one of the dancing pujaris, who hadn’t stopped moving at all from the beginning, put out his right hand and held it there. His assistant subsequently placed a small, quarter-inch thick white candle-like object in the palm of his hand and lit it.  The man held it there for some time, although it must have been very hot, and then brought his hand up, opened his mouth, which he brought down to meet this hand, and swallowed the flame.  It went out and he continued his rhythmic movements as if nothing out of the ordinary had taken place.

Animal Sacrifice.
Loud cries now arouse from the crowd and Ashokan told me that it was time for the sacrifice.  “Last year,” he informed me, “it was a buffalo, but this year it will be a cock.  “It depends,” he said, “on what is available.”   There was an excited rush of people to the sacrificial altar and the sacrifice took place. A young man then burst out of the crowd and threw the decapitated cock into the brush in front of me. The head followed. The cock twitched and turned in its death throes for some time. 

Socrates’ observation and query at the beginning of Plato’s (1987, p. 29) Timaeus: “One, two, three---but where, my dear Timaeus, is the fourth of my guests of yesterday---?” now came to mind.  A generation inspired by Jung can take the missing fourth as symbolic of the fatal weakness of Platonic philosophy and the development of the Western mind.  Jung (1970, p. 151) often refers to the legendary alchemical axiom of Maria, which states that  “One becomes Two, Two becomes Three and out of the Third comes One as the Fourth” and the need to integrate the fourth, or the chthonic spirit, into consciousness for wholeness.   The humble neglected fourth is Plato’s missing friend, the body, bodily sensations and the physical world.  Conscious realisation of the inferior side of one’s nature is a requirement for the soul in search of wholeness and involves mania or madness, at least inasmuch as it carries one [more or less enthusiastically] outside the structural norms of everyday life.  Properly understood for the contemporary Westerner, this requires a conscious return to the mythological and the magico-religious and archaic modes of consciousness, while relying increasingly less on mental reason as an arbiter of fate.  There, one finds Socrates’ missing “fourth guest of yesterday.”   

Related to this eventuality is Socrates’ pronouncement immediately after imbibing poisonous hemlock: “Crito I owe a cock to Asclepius; will you remember to pay the debt (as quoted in Will Durant, 1961, p. 72)?”  In the Greece of the philosopher, the cock was the standard tribute for healing.  Socrates’ message here, then, can be understood as being that, when destined, in death is healing and embracing death cures.  For the contemporary Westerner, psychologically, death of ego cures, as does as a coincidentally conscious return to a pre-mental organization of life, for the common folk at least ritually, as I was presently witnessing here in this Shiva ritual.  For the villager of India involved in such a ritual, a sacrifice of the cock still no doubt registers symbolically on the mind, unconsciously but meaningfully.

“Here, in India, a sacrifice is being made to Aesclupius,” I thought to myself, “for the long lost fourth and healing of the Western mind.”  In alchemical terms, this refers to the chthonic spirit or spirit involved in matter that seeks redemption and integration today.  With its extraverted mental and scientific bias the West, in general, is far from acknowledging the need for this realization.  In India there is a living tradition where this is still incorporated, although it is typically still projected outwardly and not realized within.

Return to the Village

Finally, our dancers from the hill village exited the circle, proceeding in a serpent-like fashion, making their way back over the field to the village where the festival began. The remaining people followed, and Ashokan beckoned me to follow him and our villager guide.  At that point I noticed the musicians, still playing, had moved over to join the procession.  One or two men, I also observed, walked over the living embers of the fire, apparently unaffected.

We then retraced our steps back to the outer limits of the village. This meant working our way over the field, then over the muck where I, once again, sank up to my ankles. After the marsh we groped our way onto the rocky area, then onto the aborted bridge and finally to the village outskirts, where I positioned myself beside an iron girder on a kind of raised roadside curb, from where I could witness events. The chief pujari was on the road below me, weaving back and forth, while being held up by two assistants and surrounded by a crowd of on-lookers. The other pujaris were scattered behind him, dispersed throughout the followers.  Suddenly, there was an energetic rush of the young men from the hill village shouting and carrying their sticks horizontally above their heads.  When they reached the chief pujari and his supporters, they immediately turned around to face the next group of joyfully shouting young men as they advanced towards them.  When the second group of young men reached the first group, they clicked their sticks against those of the first group and immediately turned around to face a third group of onrushing young men.  The same procedure repeated itself again until the young men were stacked four deep, all turned and facing the direction from which they came.  The whole process was repeated once again in the other direction.  In fact, they ran back and forth several times in such a manner until the chief pujari decided to move the whole procession forward towards the village-square.  It is not difficult to see in this ritual game the seed for sport, as we know it.  From the enactment of the play of zoë or eternal life in a Dionysian/Shiva ritual, there eventually emerges the expressive enjoyment of life as enacted in contemporary sport. 

The procession then wove its way to the village-square, where the music and dance continued unabated.  The villagers crowded around the square, intently watching the ensuing dance, which took on a distinctly serpentine movement around and within the limits of the square.  The insinuating music played on and the dancers, led by the chief pujari, swayed back and forth while moving snakelike to the insinuating rhythm of the flute, cymbals and drums.  At one point, the man who asked others to flagellate him on the hill earlier on tried to take over the lead.  Immediately the chief pujari slapped him hard on the bare chest and the would-be self-proclaimed leader-cum-pujari stumbled back into his natural place in the line.  This scene repeated itself on three different occasions.  These events did not strike me as being scripted, but as real life attempts, however juvenile, to attain a position of leadership based on an incipient power drive on the part of the potential usurper.  This is an example of a relatively minor childish and inconsequential misdemeanor lived out at a village level that I referred to above.  The breach in conduct, however, was not taken too seriously by the chief pujari and the dance and music continued for some time into the morning hours.  What seemed to be important is that everybody is satisfied to stay in their proper place.

Suddenly, at the stroke of 2:00 a. m., some five hours after the ritual began, the music and dance abruptly ended.  An eerie sense of stillness permeated the atmosphere while some of the men quietly conversed with each other.  In common with an ancient Dionysion Festival, after the pandemonium, comes silence, two sides of the intoxicating spirit of the same god (Walter F. Otto, 1981).  The flautist then brazenly made his way over to me and obsequiously begged for money, another example of a minor infraction of good taste and judgement.  I refused, realizing how inappropriate his request was under the circumstances, even though I appreciated his music and was extremely aware of the impoverished conditions around me. 

Ashokan then invited me to join him in visiting the temple once again.  We proceeded to walk up an outside staircase joining two levels of streets and entered the Shiva Temple.  The seven pujaris, along with several other men, were quietly sitting on the cement benches surrounding the hall, some drinking tea, others simply sitting quietly self-absorbed.  Some of them looked at me curiously and we exchanged quiet smiles of mutual appreciation.  The chief pujari was again sitting beside me and invited me, through Ashokan, to attend a Bull ritual that was taking place the next day.  I thanked him and said I would like to come, although I knew that I would be too tired.  Shiva’s animal vehicle or vahana is the Bull Nandi, who is always an important aspect of a true Shiva Festival.  If Shiva is the god representing the dance of Life and Death, Nandi is his dynamic and instinctual side that realizes the god’s spiritual meaning both in life and creation, as well as in death and destruction.  

As one might expect, Shiva’s counterpart in ancient Greece, Dionysos, also had a Bull vehicle and he was sometimes identified as having bull’s feet.  It is instructive that, with Christianity, the Pagan cults were all repressed, including the cult of Dionysos.  Christ took on some of the attributes of the god, for instance, Dionysos’ association with the grape, the vine and wine.  Wine became the blood of Christ, while he is also depicted as a vine, with the members of his church being the leaves.  Many of the qualities of Dionysos, however, became attributed to the Devil, including his appearance, for instance his horns and cloven feet.  Along with that, in the West, the Dionysian joy of life was repressed as a sharply dualistic moralistic attitude took over.  
I was offered some tea, which I accepted, although I didn’t drink any.  Meanwhile, the rooster that had been sacrificed had been cut into pieces and thrown into a pot of boiling water, to be cooked and consumed.  It was about 2:30 a.m., well past my normal bedtime.  The travel and all the activities finally caught up with me and I became exhausted.  Ashokan made no gesture to leave and I begin to think we would be there for another few hours unless I said something.  I didn’t want to appear ungrateful by leaving before the sacrificial meal was eaten, but I gestured to Ashokan, nonetheless, indicating that I was very tired.  He took the cue, motioning to the chief pujari and others that we were ready to leave.  In fact, nobody seemed upset and, as we left, I made the customary namaste gesture of clasping my hands in prayer-like fashion at the heart centre and smiled, a gesture, which was reciprocated by everybody in my line of vision. 

Return to Skambha
We returned to Skambha and I immediately went to bed, sleeping in until about 10:00 am, at which time I made my way down for breakfast and coffee.  Ashokan was already there and we greeted each other, each of us commenting on our appreciation for the Shiva ritual that we had experienced.  Ashokan again reminded me that it was very special that I, a “stranger,” was able to attend and participate in a sacred event of local tribal people.  I told him how grateful I was and thanked him profusely.  As he was leaving he reiterated that ” no strangers can ever participate in such an event---“even,” he said, “the women here at Skambha,” the leader of whom had lived in India for 33 years.  I again acknowledged my fortune in having had such a special experience and gestured with open hands and arms pushed forward, expressing my gratitude.  What Ashokan was not aware of, however, is that the woman who runs Skambha lays claim to being the incarnation of the individual aspect of the Divine Mother, particularly identifying with Mahakali and Durga (Patrizia Norelli-Bachelet, 2003). 

Pondicherry and Concluding Reflections
What I experienced was exoteric and not the inner mysteries, which one may still find for initiates in the temples of India and in Purana and Tantric rituals.  This has been, nevertheless, as a Westerner, a significant and meaningful experience.  I feel as if I had visited the instinctual depths of India, and now better understand its fundamental difference from the West.  Europe once had similar Dionysian and Shiva-like rituals at Eleusis and elsewhere, but they have long been lost under the garbage piles of Western civilization, to everybody’s detriment.   We have paid an enormous psychological and spiritual price for our sun-bright Apollonian civilization of science and progress, one that is beginning to become more apparent every day.  Dionysos is coming in the back door through drugs, popular music, painting and a return to more primal, yet unconscious, values, style of dress and body art.  In particular Rave parties are an unconscious secular attempt to express this natural aspect of the psyche.  In a more positive sense, he can be experienced in some contemporary Christian Gospel music, especially when there is an Afro-American or Celtic rhythm and influence. 

Before leaving Canada, I dreamt that a young Mowhachut native man and I were up an old tree and we decided to come down to the ground.  When we touched the earth, tears welled up in the eyes of the Native youth in gratitude.  Prior to the European takeover of North America the Native culture participated in Dionysian-like festivals.  In potlatches, ritual dance and masks, they are still going on, although I doubt if they have retained their deeper meaning.  

After leaving Skambha, I traveled to Pondichery to visit the Sri Aurobindo Ashram, where I had once lived for three years.  I discovered there a fairly new hotel, the Anamalai, with finely prepared food.  Much to my surprise, there in the lobby was a decorative totem pole that looked to me as if it were designed after a West Coast totem pole of the kind that I often see in Victoria on Vancouver Island where I live.  I couldn’t help thinking to myself that, “here, the East meets the West at an aboriginal level.”  I felt as if I had been able to participate in these Shiva rituals because, in a sense, I was there as an indigenous Canadian, specifically a West Coast Mowhachut, whose tradition actually includes magnificent totem poles.  For contemporary individuals, especially Westerners, there is the need for a long descent of consciousness in order to arrive at the instinctual base of being and truth in life.  

Synchronicity takes place over space and time and includes both inner and outer worlds.  My dream before leaving Canada and my experience in India is an example of synchronicity or meaningful coincidence, a creative act that potentially takes place over space and time.  To end these reflections, I find it appropriate to turn once again to Sri Aurobindo’s poem Savitri and some extraordinary mantric poetry concerning both Shiva and Dionysos:
         The unfolding Image showed the things to come,

A giant dance of Shiva tore the past,

-----------------------------

I saw the Omnipotent’s flaming pioneers

Over the heavenly verge which turns towards life

-----------------------------

I saw them cross the twilight of an age,

The sun-eyed children of a marvelous dawn,

The great creators with wide brows of calm,

The massive barrier breakers of the world

And wrestlers with destiny in her lists of will,

------------------------------

Into the fallen human sphere they came,

Faces that wore the Immortal’s glory still,

Voices that communed with the thoughts of God,

Bodies made beautiful by the Spirit’s light,

Carrying the Dionysian cup of joy,

Lips chanting an unknown anthem of the soul,

Feet echoing in the corridor of Time.

              Sri Aurobindo (1970 b, p.343). 

              Savitri: The Book of the Divine Mother:
                                               Canto IV: The Vision and the Boon. 
Inasmuch as Shiva is the Lord of Creation and Dissolution, it all begins with Shiva and ends with Shiva, only to begin the cycle of creation once again, for the individual, potentially at a higher, wider, deeper and more integrated level of being.
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