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The Navratri which is cel-
ebrated twenty days before 
Diwali is the one which is 
prevalent throughout India. 
It is believed that the whole 
of Ayodhya was lit up to 
welcome back Shri Rama, 
Sita Devi and Lakshmana 
after their fourteen years 
sojourn in the forest. This is 
after winter Navratri.

The summer Navratri 
or the Greeshma Navratri 
ends with Shri Rama Na-
vami being the equivalent 
of Maha Navami. The other 
two Navratris are the Vaara-
hi Navratri and the Raja 

Maathangi Navratri, both 
secretive and for initiated 
followers of Ma Shakthi.

Kids love the winter 
Navratri. This is the only 
time in their lives when they 
are forbidden to study. Even 
during the long holidays in 
summer, they are urged to 
prepare for the higher class-
es. But from Durga Ashtami 
evening throughout a glori-
ous Maha Navami to Vijay-
adashami morning, their 
books are kept for pooja in 
front of the Mother God-
dess. At that time students 
cannot study. Mandatorily.

Farmers, carpenters, and 
people who work with 
implements keep them for 
pooja as do dancers their an-
klets, painters, their brush 
and palettes etc. It is be-
lieved that the Goddess goes 
through all of this, corrects 
mistakes and blesses them 
for the oncoming year. Saa-
dhaks keep their very selves 
for pooja. It is considered to 
be a cleansing process with 
the Goddess permeating 

into everything.
Ancient India, contrary 

to parts of the modern one, 
had always respected wom-
en. Modern day India ei-
ther reveres her or uses her. 
There is no balance between 
worship and abuse and this 
makes the whole of woman-
hood slightly skewed. Till 
technology intervened and 
with the exception of par-
thenogenetic creatures, the 
woman has always been the 
fountainhead of birth. Birth 
meant newer and newer 
creations, necessary for the 
sustenance of life on Earth. 
Even nature is an unstop-
pable process of birth, life, 
death and regeneration. 
Visually women are seen 
to be the ones who gestate, 
give birth and nurture their 
children, till normally those 
very children are ready to 
give birth.

Shiva is conceived to be 
Purusha or the male en-
ergy, still, stoic and power-
ful. Shakthi is thought to 
be Prakrithi or the female 

energy, ever moving, pliant 
and equally powerful.

Shri  Aadi  Shankara 
Aachaarya’s Soundarya La-
hiri or Intoxication of Beauty 
opens with these lines:
“Shiva Shakthya Yuktho
Yadi Bhavathi Shaktha Prab-
havithum
Namaste Chay Devam Devo 
Na Khalu
Kushala Spandithumapi”

These mean that without 
Shiva and Shakthi there will 
be no movement even.

Ancient India worshipped 
nature. Every ritual could 
trace its origins to harvest 

or lunar festivals. All these 
were obviously nature-
based. Rocks, mountains, 
caves, rivers and stones 
were considered different 
forms of divinities. It was 
so important to preserve 
the sanctity of the air we 
breathed, the water bodies 
we had, the sacred earth on 
which all of us lived. Now 
noxious gases are emitted 
as well as toxic effulgences 
on all our surroundings. We 
have given myriad chemical 
washes to this Earth. Chem-
icals to kill off insects are so 
strong that they kill birds 

pecking among the plants. 
Many vegetables and fruits 
(especially ones with thin 
skins) are dangerous to the 
consumers.

Navratri begins when the 
rains have abated and win-
ter is yet to start. There are 
nine days of festival with 
Shailaputhri, Brahmachaa-
rini, Chandrakhanta, Kush-
maanda, Skandamaatha, 
Kaatyaayani, Kaalaraathri, 
Maha Gauri, and Sidhdha-
matha. These are not dif-
ferent Goddesses. Rather 
they are different facets 
showing different stages 

and aspects of the Great Ma 
Shakthi. Like the Goddesses 
of Navratri, each woman 
goes through each stage for 
a complete cycle of life.

Similarly a sleeping seed is 
buried deep in the dark, soft 
soil which is like the womb. 
The gentle rain awakens the 
dreaming seed and it pushes 
its way up to the surface of 
the earth. The sun and the 
wind do their job. Nourish-
ment is provided and the 
seed becomes a plant which 
bears flowers and fruits. 
This produce of the plant 
is enjoyed by many. Finally, 
it dies and becomes part of 
the surface soil, ready to yet 
again bear a seed which will 
go on to complete the cycle.

We too often pollute 
our water bodies by mak-
ing them our easy waste 
dumps flowing by us, until 
they turn turbid and finally 
movement-less, making 
them mosquito and other 
insect breeding centres. 
Lotuses and fish are choked 
by the poisonous water far 

more dangerous than a Ka-
liya-contained Kalindi ever 
was. Plastic is burned and 
that leads to air pollution. 
This affects the lungs of all 
beings.

Two simple things can 
be adapted for the ongoing 
Navratri. One is a promise 
to oneself not to use wells, 
ponds, streams and the 
ocean as easily accessible, 
free dumping grounds. The 
other is a concerted effort to 
revive and revitalize water 
on Earth. Every action done 
with faith becomes an act of 
worship. While doing pooja, 
it may be a good idea to take 
a page from our ancestors 
and foster festering water 
bodies. This way the endless 
grace and blessings of the 
Mother Goddess will con-
tinue to flow unhindered to 
us, much after the glorious 
nine days of Navratri.

* Thiruvathira Thirunal Lak-
shmi Bayi was born the XII 
Princess of the erstwhile royal 
family of Travancore.

Celebrate Navratri as a festival honouring women and nature

Navratri returns each 
year to remind us 
of something both 

simple and profound: the 
formless is reached only 
through form. The scrip-
tures speak of the formless; 
we, meanwhile, often either 
cling to rituals or treat life 
as something to step over. 
The result is predictable: 
religion risks becoming an 
abstraction, and ordinary 
life is left outside its gates.

But we do not live in ab-
stractions; we live in form. 
Navratri’s point is simple: 
what is beyond form is 
reached only by going 
through form. The task, 
then, is to meet life as it 
comes, without shortcuts 
or avoidance. In these nine 
nights, the real ‘vrat’ should 
be simple and exact: ap-
proach the Durga Saptas-
hati with your whole heart, 
as a ‘sankalp’ not to remain 
as you currently are.

Scripture as a liv-
ing entity, not a 
museum piece
The Durga Saptashati is 
often treated as a chronicle 
of gods and demons, some-
where between earth and 
heaven. Read only as a sto-
ry of gods and demons, it 
serves little purpose. Scrip-
ture finds its power when it 
addresses the human knot 
at the center of life.

The Saptashati presents 
these episodes as inner, 
psychological events rather 
than dated chronicles. The 
events are not bound to one 
time and place; they keep 

occurring within us. The 
“when” is now; the “where” 
is the mind. If a text cannot 
address this inner continu-
ity and show a way through 
it, it is not worth nine nights 
of attention.

Surath and 
Samadhi: the 
wound and the 
question
Fittingly, the book opens 
with a door to the human 
problem. King Surath, once 
secure in power, is defeated 
by a smaller force; return-
ing to his capital, he finds 
betrayal among his own 
ministers. He leaves the 
city on the pretext of a hunt 
and wanders into the for-
est, reaching the hermitage 
of Sage Medha: a place in 
which even predators and 
prey seem to sit without 
violence.

Around the same time, a 
merchant named Samadhi 
arrives. Stripped of wealth 
and status, abandoned by 
those who once honored 
him, he drifts toward the 
same hermitage, the same 
unsettling peace.

Both speak plainly. Surath 
knows his usurpers will not 
last; he is not a fool. Yet he 
aches for his people. Samad-
hi understands that wealth, 
honor, and dishonor pass; 
yet the humiliation will not 
loosen. The mind “knows,” 
yet the system is seized. 
Why does knowledge so of-
ten fail us in real life? This 
is the Saptashati’s central 
question: the daily gap be-
tween what the intellect ac-
cepts and what attachment 
still clings to.

Why intellect alone 
does not cut it
The sage does not flatter. 
What we ordinarily call 
intelligence, analysis and 
recall, belongs to the same 
natural order as instinct. He 
points to creatures around 

the hermitage: a hungry 
bird feeding her chicks, 
a doe guarding her fawn. 
Human cleverness, left un-
examined, is just an ornate 
extension of the same move-
ment: arrangement, cal-
culation, identity-defense. 
One may be brilliant and 
yet remain bound, because 
brilliance itself can become 
part of the machinery that 
binds.

The text sharpens this 
with a homely example: the 
urge for sons often works 
like reciprocity, do good 
now so the fruit returns 
later. Much of what passes 
for reason is desire elaborat-
ing itself. Here, it names the 
binding power: Mahamaya. 
She is described as power-
ful enough to draw even the 
learned into delusion and 
the greatest into sleep-like 
captivity. If such a power 
can seize the highest, pride 
in one’s concepts is mis-
placed. Yet the same power 

that weaves attachment can, 
when rightly related to, en-
able liberation. The hinge 
is not how many ideas we 
hold, but our relation to the 
power that conditions them.

Hence, the text rejects the 
mind’s lazy claim, “I already 
know.” That mind is shaped 
by tendencies, fears, and 
inherited reflexes. In mo-
ments that matter (insult, 
loss, desire), slogans slip 
and habit seizes the con-
trols. The question then is 
sharper: what is your rela-
tion to what is happening, 
here and now?

Shakti as the door 
to Shiva
Devotion is not for bypass-
ing but for relating; right 
relationship requires under-
standing. You cannot relate 
to the center directly; you re-
late to it through its expres-
sion. Call Shiva the center 
and Shakti the expression, 
the fact of life as it unfolds: 

work, kinship, effort, rest, 
beauty, decay. Whenever 
these forms are bypassed in 
pursuit of an abstract Abso-
lute, both are lost: the world, 
and the Truth we imagined 
we were chasing.

Accordingly, the text 
does not give Surath a doc-
trine. It asks him to watch 
attachment as it works, 
not as an idea. Nor does it 
tell Samadhi to chant that 
honor and dishonor are il-
lusions. It asks him to feel 
the ache as ache and to see 
the hunger that rises with it. 
When a form is seen clearly, 
it reveals its true center. 
Truth is beyond attributes 
and shape, yet we live in 
thoughts, feelings, time, and 
body. To bypass form in the 
name of the formless is to 
bypass our own condition, 
turning religion into a mask.

“Not once upon 
a time”: the 
event that keeps 

occurring
The scripture warns us not 
to take a symbol for chron-
icle. The battles do not un-
fold on a distant heavenly 
field; they picture the inner 
contest that does not cease. 
Clinging to the vehicle 
and forgetting the journey 
makes scripture lifeless; 
hence the stress on conti-
nuity. The king’s hurt and 
the merchant’s sting are not 
ancient curiosities; they are 
today’s weather in the mind. 
What is being described 
did not happen “then” and 
“there,” it happens “now” 
and “here.” Only by refus-
ing the refuge of distance 
does the reader lose the alibi 
of time and meet the issue 
honestly.

The same insistence 
echoes in the refrain that 
honors the Mother “in all 
beings.” It underlines that 
everything you can see or 
sense: thought, emotion, 
body, world, is within Her 

scope.

The reach of 
Mahamaya
Mahamaya is not a small 
force; the text says she can 
draw even the great into de-
lusion, and the whole cycle 
of birth and death moves 
in her play. This is not a 
story to admire from a dis-
tance but a warning: ideas 
will not protect you. The 
same power that makes the 
world appear also unsettles 
your judgment. Yet she is 
not only the one who binds. 
When your stance changes, 
the same power becomes 
a way out: what blocked 
you begins to open. Seeing, 
therefore, is central. Seeing 
here does not mean collect-
ing more concepts; it means 
the dropping of evasions so 
that “what is” can appear. 
When “what is” appears, 
much of Mahamaya’s tyr-
anny ends: not because the 
external changes at once, 

but because the bind was 
never merely external.

The text also pictures what 
follows when the binding 
forces are overcome: the 
world clears. Rivers clear; 
smoke thins; order returns. 
Read plainly, it is a cau-
tion against exploiting the 
very Nature you live in, the 
Mother whom tradition 
asks us to honor.

Jivanmukti, 
correctly 
understood
All this gathers in a single 
word: Jivan-mukti, libera-
tion while bodily alive. It 
is life freed of bondage. 
Sweetness and bitterness 
continue, but compulsion 
drops; one moves through 
events without being owned 
by them. Dharma does not 
ask us to suppress our feel-
ings; it asks for clarity that 
neither clings nor cuts away.

The point of 
the Saptashati, 
stated without 
embroidery
Not spectacle, but sobriety. 
Not mythology as mere en-
tertainment, but scripture 
as a living means to libera-
tion. The text begins with 
a king and a merchant be-
cause it wants to begin with 
the reader. Loss, insult, 
attachment: these are not 
there to decorate a tale; they 
are there to strip it of alibis. 
The sage exposes the limits 
of cleverness and the cost of 
bypass. The Devi offers not 
an exit but a different rela-
tion to life: when forms are 
seen clearly, they stop ruling 
you; when Shakti is rightly 
honored, the heart rests in 
Shiva.
Acharya Prashant, a philoso-
pher and teacher of global wis-
dom literature, is the founder 
of the PrashantAdvait Foun-
dation and a bestselling author 
who brings timeless wisdom to 
urgent modern questions.

Navratri and Saptashati show 
liberation through embracing life
Saptashati reveals freedom comes by meeting life fully, not bypassing form.

Acharya Prashant

Lakshmi Bayi

Navratri embodies reverence for women, nature’s rhythms and spiritual cleansing through devotion.


