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Deepavali or Diwali is perhaps the most popular of all the Hindu festivals, bringing joy to the young and old all alike. It is widely celebrated throughout India, though with regional variations, and among the Hindus settled abroad. It may be called the Queen of All Festivals as it contains the seeds of Indian Strength which is unity in diversity, inclusiveness and core human values. Looked at from any angle – as festivities, as legends and as philosophy – this festival occupies a pride of place in Hindu culture. Diwali is a vrata and an utsava at the same time. Let us have a peek into its heart and find out what constitutes it to be what it is.

AS A FESTIVAL

It is very difficult to trace the origin and development of this festival. It is stated to be already well-known festival by the time of the Bhavishyottara Purana said to have been composed before 1000 A.D. Diwali is generally a celebration spread over five days. It falls during the last part of October and early November. 

The first day is Aswin Krishna Trayoadasi which is called Dhanteras, also known as Dhantrayodasi or Dhanwantari Trayodasi. On Dhanteras Goddess Laxmi is worshiped to provide prosperity and well being. Hence Dhan Teras holds a lot more significance for the business community. 

A legend says that once the sixteen year old son of King Hima was doomed to die by a snake-bite on the fourth day of his marriage as per his horoscope. On that particular fourth day of his marriage his young wife did not allow him to sleep. She laid all the ornaments and lots of gold and silver coins in a big heap at the entrance of her husband's room and lighted innumerable lamps all over the place and went on telling stories and singing songs.  When Yama, the god of Death arrived there in the guise of a serpent his eyes got blinded by the dazzle of those brilliant lights and he could not enter the Prince's chamber. So he climbed on top of the heap of the ornaments and coins and sat there whole night listening to the melodious songs. In the morning he quietly went away. Thus the young wife saved her husband from the clutches of death. Since then this day of Dhanteras came to be known as the day of "Yamadeepdaan" and lamps are kept burning throughout the night in reverence to Yama.  

According to another legend, during the Amrit Manthan when the gods and demons were churning the ocean for Amrit or nectar, Dhanavantri (the physician of the gods and an incarnation of Vishnu) emerged carrying a jar of the elixir on the day of Dhanteras. 

On Dhanteras Day Hindus consider it auspicious to purchase gold or silver articles or at least one or two new utensils. It is believed that new “Dhan” or some form of precious metal is a sign of good luck. "Laxmi-Puja" is performed in the evenings when tiny Diyas of clay are lighted to drive away the shadows of evil spirits.  

In villages cattle are adorned and worshiped by farmers as they form the main source of their income and are supposed to be the incarnation of Goddess Lakshmi.

The second day is Narak Chaturdasi. The legend behind this day is very well known for the killing of the demon Narakasura.  Narakasura ruled the kingdom of Pragjyotishpur.  Puranas have it that Naraka, son of Bhudevi, acquired immense power from a blessing given by Lord Brahma after a severe penance. Under his rule, the villagers suffered a lot of hardship as the demon tortured the people and kidnapped the women to be imprisoned in his palace with his invincible might.  Unable to bear the tyranny of the demon, the celestial beings pleaded with Lord Krishna to save them from his torture. But Naraka had a boon that he would face death only at the hands of his mother Bhudevi. So, Krishna asked his wife Sathyabhama, the reincarnation of Bhudevi, to be his charioteer in the battle with Naraka.  When Krishna fell unconscious after being hit by an arrow of Naraka, Sathyabhama took up the arms and killed Naraka.

At the request of Bhudevi, the mother of the slain demon Naraka, his death is not treated as a day of mourning but an occasion to celebrate and rejoice. It is said Lord Krishna had an oil bath to rid himself off the blood spattered on his body when Naraka was killed. 
Since then the custom of taking oil-bath (Abhyangan) before sunrise on this day has become a traditional practice. It is customary in the South to enquire one another whether he had Ganga Snaan meaning thereby whether he had oil-bath or Abhyangan.

The third day of Diwali festival is the most important one for Lakshmi-puja and is entirely devoted to the propitiation of Goddess Lakshmi. Despite the fact that this day falls on an Amavasya day it is regarded as the most auspicious. 

Lakshmi Pooja, or the worship of the goddess of wealth, is the main event on Diwali in North and West India. It is extremely important to keep the house spotlessly clean and pure on Diwali. Goddess Lakshmi likes cleanliness, and she will visit the cleanest house first. Lakshmi Puja consists of a combined puja of five deities: Ganesha is worshiped at the beginning of every auspicious act as Vighnaharta; Goddess Lakshmi is worshiped in her three forms - Mahalakshmi (the goddess of wealth and money), Mahasaraswati (the goddess of books and learning), and Mahakali; Kuber (the treasurer of the gods) is also worshiped.

The fourth day, the day following the Amavasya, is "Kartik Shuddh Padwa" and it is only on this day that the King Bali would come out of Pathal Loka and rule Bhulok as per the boon given by Lord Vishnu. Hence, it is also known as ‘Bali Padyami’ or ‘Balipratipada’. This day is also called ‘Dyuta Pratipada’. ‘Dyuta’ means gambling. It seems that on this day Parvati defeated Sankara in a game of dice and that she became very happy whereas Sankara was distraught and sulking with sorrow. This scene is shown in the Ellora Cave No.21. Hence those that win in the gambling on this day are expected to be happy throughout the year and the opposite being the case with those who lose. The natural human urge to gamble fortified with this legend and sanctioned in Brahmapurana make people even today to indulge in gambling recklessly to their hearts’ content on this day. In some places gambling with cards is common and reaches its peak on the night of Diwali. According to Dr.P.V.Kane’s ‘History of Dharmasastra’(Vol.V, pt.1, p.203), the stakes soared up to three million rupees in a small country like Nepal in 1955 on the Balipratipada day.
This day also marks the coronation of King Vikramaditya and Vikaram-Samvat was started from this Padwa day.  It is customary for people to visit each other and offer New Year greetings by saying ‘Naye Varsh ki hardik Shubh Kaamnayein’.

Govardhan-Puja is also performed in the North on this day. Govardhan is a small hillock in Braj, near Mathura and on this day of Diwali people build hillocks with cow dung, decorate them with flowers and then worship them. This festival is in commemoration of the lifting of Mount Govardhan by Krishna. As per Vishnu-Puran the people of Gokul used to celebrate a festival in honor of Lord Indra and worshiped him after the end of every monsoon season but one particular year the young Krishna stopped them from offering prayers to Lord Indra who in terrific anger sent a deluge to submerge Gokul. People were afraid that the downpour was a result of their neglect of Indra. But Krishna assured them that no harm would befall them. He lifted Mount Govardhan with his little finger and sheltered men and animals from the rain. This gave him the epithet Govardhandhari. After this, Indra accepted the supremacy of Krishna.  

This day is also observed as Annakoot meaning mountain of food. Pious people keep awake the whole night and cook fifty-six or 108 different types of food for the bhog (the offering of food) to Krishna. In temples especially in Mathura and Nathadwara, the deities are bathed in milk, dressed in shining attires with ornaments of dazzling precious stones. After the prayers and traditional worship innumerable varieties of delicious sweets are ceremoniously raised in the form of a mountain before the deities as "Bhog" and then the devotees approach the Mountain of Food and take Prasad from it

CH 2

The fifth or the last day of Diwali is Bhaiya Dooj, popularly know as Bhai Dooj. The reason why this festival is known as bhai dooj is that it falls on the second day after the new moon (Amavasya) that is the Dooj day. And it is a day to pray for the long life of the brother, who is referred as “bhayya or bhai”. According to religious scriptures, Yamaraj, the God of death, went to visit his sister's house after a long period of separation. His sister, Yami was very happy to see him and welcomed him by putting an auspicious mark on his forehead for his welfare. Yami and Yamraj then shared a meal. He was so pleased with his sister's reception, he proclaimed that every year, on the dooj day, if a sister puts a tilak on her brother's forehead, then no one can harm her brother. Till date, this tradition is followed. Sisters perform puja for their brothers’ safety and well being. Brothers in return give gifts to their sisters as a token of love.


As the legend goes Yamraj, the God of Death visited his sister Yamuna on this particular day. That is why this day of Bhayyaduj is also known by the name of "Yama-Dwitiya" or Bhathru Dwithiya. Bhatri Ditya is a special occasion amongst brothers and sisters and is observed as a symbol of their mutual love and affection. 

Some other legend says that Bhagawaan Mahavir found nirvana on this day. 
The festival of Diwali is incomplete without bhai dooj. It is referred as “Bhaiyya-Duj” in the Hindi-speaking belt, “Bhav-Bij or Bhaubeej” in the Marathi-speaking areas, “Bhai Fota” in Bengal and "Bhai-Tika" in Nepal. The essence of the Bhai dooj festival is that it is celebrated to strengthen the love between brothers and sisters. 


Regional Variations
The tradition of celebrating Diwali in North India is based on the return of Lord Ram from exile to Ayodhya. But in South India the tradition is of Krishna defeating demon Naraka with the help of Satyabhama. It is a common custom in the South that during the First Deepavali following the marriage, the newly weds go to the bride's parental home for revelry.  In the East it is celebrated as Kali Chaudas as the day allotted to the worship of Maha-Kali or Shakti. Deepavaali is also considered as a harvest festival in some parts of the country.
There are numerous legends and local customs associated with this festival, but common to all is the lighting of homes, pathways, temples, and even public buildings, with hundreds of small clay lamps and candles. Firecrackers, thought to frighten away evil spirits are also used with abandon, which makes this a popular merry-making festival for children.  

Chopda Pujan: Diwali also represents the start of a new business year so all businesses close their accounts and present them to Lakshmi and Ganesh during the Chopda Pujan. 
Muharat Pujan: All business establishments and families perform muharat pujan or veneration of their books. 

On Diwali day, business establishments remain open, corporate sector distributes Diwali gifts lavishly. Sweets and Dry fruits, Silver coins and other household items are popular give-aways. Among the special eatables for this occasion Murukku in the South and Chakli in Maharashtra occupy a unique place. Greeting Cards, Rangoli and New Clothes vie with each other to catch the people’s fancy and purse.

Newspapers and Magazines are not left far behind in commanding people’s attention. The endless supplements to the dailies and attractive Diwali Special Issues of all types of Magazines in all languages need no special mention. These Magazines are Collectors’ items and contain attractive pictures and jokes particularly about the newly weds. In some places Exhibitions of such Special Issues are held which is really a sight to be experienced. 

Philosophical Significance  

So, the sum and substance of the message connected with Deepavali is that it is a five-day festival, beginning with Dhanteras and ending with Bhai Dooj. Some of the human values we can learn from these traditions are as follows.
The Narakasura Vadh by Sathyabhama could mean that parents should not hesitate to punish their children when they step in to the wrong path.  Its message is that the good of the society should always prevail over one's own personal bonds and affiliation. Padwa is symbolic of love and devotion between the wife and husband. On this day newly-married daughters with their husbands are invited for special meals and given presents. Bhai dooj is a symbol for the love and affection between brothers and sisters.
Deepavali is also an occasion for spiritual exhilaration, lighting up of all darkness, socially as well as personally, outwardly and inwardly, for the purpose of allowing an entry of the Supreme Light of God into the hearts of all people. 

Dipavali means 'the line of lights'. 'Dipa' is light; and 'Avali' means line. So, Dipavali or the festival of the line of lights is the celebration of the rise of Knowledge. It is also the celebration of the victory of the Sattvic or divine elements in us over the Rajasic and Tamasic or baser elements which are the real Asuras, the Rakshasas, Narakasura and others. 

The whole world is within us. The macrocosm can be identified with our own microcosm. The whole cosmos can be found in a microscopic form in our own body. Rama-Ravana-Yuddha, Narakasura-Vadha, or the Battle of Kurukshetra and all such Epic wars – everything is going on inside us. The festival of Deepavali is thus a chance, an opportunity for every one of us to contemplate in our own selves the holy possibility of self-mastery, self-subjugation, self-effacement, self-obliteration and self-abnegation by fully wiping out the self-centered egoistic tendencies in us leading to the rise of daivi-sampatthi by controlling asuri-sampatthi. This is considered as lustre or radiance emanating from Self-Knowledge.

Bhagavati Mahalakshmi, the Goddess of prosperity, does not merely mean the Goddess of wealth in a material sense. Lakshmi does not mean only gold and silver. Lakshmi means prosperity in general, positive growth in the right direction, a rise into the higher stages of evolution. This is the advent of Lakshmi. Progress and prosperity are Lakshmi. 

In the Vishnu Purana we are told if Narayana is like the sun, Lakshmi is like the radiance of the sun. They are inseparable. Wherever Narayana is, there is Lakshmi. Wherever is divinity, there is prosperity. 

Bhagavad Gita concludes 

yatra yogeswarah krishno yatra paartho dhanurdharah

tatra shreervijayo bhootirdhruvaa neetirmatirmama // 18.78 //

Wherever there is Krishna, The Lord of Yoga and wherever there is Partha, the Archer, I think, there will surely be prosperity, victory, welfare and morality.

So on this day of Deepavali let us all worship the Supreme God who is the source of all conceivable virtues, goodness and prosperity, which is symbolized in illumination, lighting and prayer on this auspicious event. In short, this is a day of rejoicing for the victory of the Good over Evil, Light over the Darkness, Wisdom over Ignorance, Equality over Discrimination and Freedom over Bondage.

Aum tamasoma jyotirgamaya| sarve janaa sukhino bhavantu|

