PUNYASAR


Shreshthi Purandar lived in city named Gopalak.  His wife was Punyashri.  He was a pious man and was held in great esteem at the court.  But Purandar had no child.  For that reason he had no joy in his mind.  He was advised by his relatives and friends to take another wife, but he never welcomed the proposal.


One day, he propitiated the family goddess and said to her, “Oh goddess !  My forefathers and myself have always worshipped you with devotion and offerings.  But if my family line ends with me, then there will be no one to worship you.  So, Oh goddess, be kind to tell me with the help of your Avadhignan whether or not I shall have a son.”


The goddess said, “You will have a son, but it is not time yet for that.  But don’t deviate from the path of religion.”  This assertion of the goddess re-established Purandar on the spiritual path with great steadfastness.  A few years passed like this.


At last, one night, Punyashri saw the moon in a dream.  She was happy and shared the content of her dream with her husband.  The Shreshthi was happy, too.  “It portends to the arrival of a son in the family,” he said.


The dream came true, and Punyashri gave birth to a male child.  Grand feasts were organized in his honor.  Money was given to all poor seekers.  As the boy was born after so much propitiation, he was named Punyasar.


At five, he was sent to school.  The same school was attended by a girl named Ratnasundari, who was the daughter of Shreshthi Ratnasar.  The girl was somewhat naughty and was fond of playing pranks on others.  She often quarreled with Punyasar.  Punyasar did not like it.


One day, the matter reached an extreme on a remark made by Punyasar, “After all you are a woman, and you shall be a slave to some man.”  This evoked a sharp and prompt rebuff from the girl:  “But that man will be worthy of my hand, and not a worthless person like you.”


Punyasar responded: “Then mark these words:  I will marry you and teach you a good lesson.  Take it for certain that this is my firm resolve.”  Ratnasundari protested:  “No one can win other’s heart through compulsion.  Marriage is a union of hearts.  The sort of resolve you have made only ends in disaster.”


Punyasar came home.  He made it clear to his parents that unless he was married with Ratnasundari, the daughter of Shreshthi Ratnasar, he would not touch food.


His parents said, “You are yet too young for marriage.  It is time for you to study.  To talk of marriage at this age does not even sound decent.”  Punyasar insisted, “I am not in a hurry to marry, but the betrothal must be completed right now.”


Now Purandar came to Ratnasar’s house and revealed the purpose of his coming.  As Purandar was a respected person of his community, Ratnasar could not reject his proposal.  But Ratnasundari, who heard the conversation, rejected the proposal at once.


Ratnasar understood that there must be a reason behind this refusal.  So he said to Purandar, “Sir !  Take no offense at the girl’s words.  She is yet too young.  When she is in a proper mood, I shall obtain her consent.  So far as I am concerned, I heartily welcome your proposal.”


Purandar came back and said to his son, “I wonder why you are so much taken by this girl.  She is not fit for our family.  She is extremely outspoken and sharp-tongued.  She will never be a right acquisition to the family, nor will you ever be happy with her.  So I suggest you give up the idea.”  Punyasar said, “Sir, I am determined to marry her.”


Meanwhile, Punyasar propitiated the family goddess, promising her a grand offering on the fulfillment of his wishes.  The goddess appeared before him and said, “Young man !  Don’t be in a hurry.  Do your duties now.  In due course, you will have your wishes fulfilled.”


Now, Punyasar devoted himself to his studies and grew into a fine and accomplished young man.  But despite his many fine qualities, he became addicted to gambling.  His father gave repeated warnings, but these had absolutely no effect on the young man.  He always staked heavy amounts and played regularly.


Once he lost a hundred thousand rupees, but he did not have so much money with him.  In his house, however, there was a costly ornament of a similar worth which belonged to the king and which the king had pawned with the merchant.  Punyasar took it out secretly to meet his liability.


Shortly thereafter, the king sent for the ornament.  The Shreshthi looked for it, but it was not there.  He had now no doubt that this must have been removed by his son.  When he asked his son about it, he confessed


The Shreshthi was now in a very awkward position.  He turned to his son and said, “You get out of my house.  You will be received back only when you come with the ornament.  Otherwise, I don’t want to see your face.”


This was a great shock for the young man.  Silently he moved out from his home.  At night, he took shelter in the hollow of a Banyan tree.


When, at night, the Shreshthi’s wife inquired about her son, the Shreshthi gave a very angry reply:  “He is a wicked fellow.  Don’t talk about him.  He has stolen the king’s ornament, so I have turned him out.”


“What ?” said the affectionate mother.  “How could you turn him out at this hour of the night ?  What will happen to him ?  Go and bring him back at once.”


Purandar searched the whole town, but he did not find his son.  So he dared not come back.  The mother sat at her door fixing her eyes on the street, but without her son and without her husband.  She thought, the Shreshthi acted foolishly in turning out the boy, and I have acted foolishly in turning out my man.


Seated in the hollow, Punyasar saw two divine damsels arrive there.  One of them said, “It is a lovely night.  I feel like strolling leisurely.”  The second said, “I don’t like an aimless stroll.  If there is something interesting anywhere, we may go there.”


“If that be your desire, then we should go to Vallabhipur.  In that city, a Shreshthi named Dhana has seven daughters from his wife, whose name is Dhanavati.  The daughters are named Dharmasundari, Dhanasundari, Kamasundari, Muktisundari, Bhagyasundari, Saubhagyasundari, and Gunsundari.  For getting a suitable groom for his daughters, the Shreshthi propitiated Lambodara (Ganesh), the god of success.


The god appeared before him and said, “The seventh night from today is very auspicious.  You make your preparations.  On the seventh night, two divine damsels will come to the marriage hall.  They will be followed by a young man.  He will be the groom for your girls.”  Tonight is that seventh night.  So let us go to Vallabhipur and see who this groom is.  Let us ride on this tree.  This will make our journey comfortable.”


Seated on the tree, the damsels arrived at the park outside the city.  As the tree stood on the ground, the damsels came down and proceeded toward the marriage hall.  Punyasar came out last and followed the damsels.


Outside the temple of Lambodara, Shreshthi Dhana had made all preparations and was waiting with the members of his family, friends, and invitees for the arrival of the damsels followed by the groom.  The damsels stepped inside the hall and took their seats.  When the Shreshthi saw a young man following the damsels, he came to receive him and explained to him the whole position.


Since it was so ordained by the god Lambodara, Punyasar agreed to marry the seven girls.  He was at once clad in ceremonial robes, and the ceremonies were performed.  Then the whole party with Punyasar came to the Shreshthi’s house.


The seven sisters knew nothing about this man.  One of them said, “Sir !  How educated are you ?”  Punyasar felt awkward.  So instead of giving a straight answer, he said, “Happiness comes neither to a profound scholar nor to a fool.  Keeping this in view, I have followed the middle path.”


The girls felt puzzled at his reply and did not understand what he meant.  Meanwhile, Punyasar was feeling restless to get back to the tree in time.  So, on some pretext, he said he wanted to go out.  Gunsundari escorted him to the door.  She saw that he scribbled something on the wall, but she did not pay particular attention to it and returned to her room.


No sooner was he outside the house than Punyasar ran to the tree.  He was in time, as the damsels had not yet come back.  So he took his seat in the hollow.  After some time, the damsels came back and sat on the tree, and the tree started back at once.  It took no time to come back to its own place.


After sunrise, Punyasar stepped out from the hollow of the tree.  Purandar too had reached the same spot in search of him.  He was surprised to see his son in ceremonial robes.  When the two returned home, the Shreshthi’s wife heaved a sigh of relief.  When the parents heard the full account from their son, they were happy at his good luck.


Punyasar had now enough money to recover the king’s ornament and return it to the king.  The Shreshthi’s prestige was thus saved.  Punyasar was now free from his gambling habit and devoted himself exclusively to his family business.


Elsewhere, the seven girls were waiting in the room for the return of their husband.  But when he did not come back for a long time, they felt restless.  Gunsundari came to the door where she had left him and looked around, but there was no one.  She came back and reported it to her sisters.  This was a great shock to the girls; the more so, since they had never inquired who the man was or where he came from, but blindly relied on the words of the god.  And now, the man had fled with many valuable things.  They had now no doubt that this was a rogue who had come with a motive.


Gunsundari recollected that the man scribbled something on the wall.  There she saw written a couplet as follows:


“From Gopalak did I come by divine grace, and after marrying seven girls there do I return.”


She came back to her sisters and reported about the couplet, adding, “How far can he go ?  Even if he hides in the underworld, I must find him out.”


Gunsundari dressed herself as a young man and moved out, promising to come back within six months on completion of her mission.  If she failed, she said, she would consecrate her body to the flames.


Named as Gunsundar and dressed as a man, she came to Gopalak.  Gunsundar called on the king and won his favor by giving him a costly present.  Gunsundar now started his business in the same town and came to be acquainted with Punyasar.  But this did not throw any light on the problem beyond this that the people came to know that a young merchant from Vallabhipur was in the city on business.  The merchant was educated, intelligent, and handsome.


Somehow Ratnasundari heard the report about him and asked her father to see if this merchant was suitable for her.


Now Ratnasar came to Gunsundar and made the proposal.  To Gunsundar this sounded absurd.  He tried to get out on some pretext.  But Ratnasar was desperate.  He said, “Sir !  My daughter is keen to have you for her husband.  So please do not decline the proposal.”  Gunsundar reluctantly agreed.  The two were married on a suitable day.


When Punyasar came to know that the girl betrothed to him has been married to another man, he became furious.  He picked up his sword, came before the family deity, and pretending to chop his head with his own hand, he said, “Mother !  You have ruined me.  If you were not capable enough to help me, you should have been frank about it so that I could have tried some other means.  A girl betrothed to me has been married to another !  Well, it has been a great insult to me.  I cannot bear it.  I must end my life in your presence.”


In an effort to console the aggrieved young man, the goddess said, “My son !  Have patience.  What has happened is good for you.  You should not end your life like this.”


Punyasar said, “But, mother, she is now another man’s wife.  How do I console myself ?  And it is a sin even to look on her as a woman.”


The goddess replied, “Just patiently observe as things unfold themselves.  Gunsundari is your wife.”


The goddess disappeared.  Punyasar was now thinking:  “Gunsundari is my wife.  Who is she ?”


Six months were already out, and Gunsundari was not yet successful in her quest.  She could not share her problem with anyone.  At last, she decided to end her life by entering into a burning pyre.  The news soon spread all over the town, but people did not know why the young merchant was after such a terrible thing.


They rushed to the spot to dissuade him from such a ghastly deed.  Even the king came, and the leading businessmen of the city.  The king asked why he was determined to end his life in that terrible way, to which the young man said, “Sir !  I blame no one for this.  But it is my ill-luck, and my ill-luck demands the sacrifice of my life.”


The young merchant moved steadily toward the pyre.  The king shouted, “Is there anyone who has sufficient hold on this young man and who can save him ?  I cannot bear this ghastly thing being committed within my kingdom.”


People from the crowd shouted back:  “Punyasar alone may have the necessary hold.”


Now Punyasar stepped forward and held the hand of the young man.  He said, “Good friend !  Have you gone mad ?  You are a bright young man with a brilliant future.  What you are going to do is hardly befitting you.  I earnestly appeal to you to give up the idea of entering into the blazing pyre.  I hope you will consider my request.  But if you are still adamant, then that will be the saddest thing for us.”


“But, Sir, I do not see anyone to whom I may state my problem,”  Gunsundar replied.


“Can it be so ?  What you say will put the entire humanity to ridicule.  Come, let me know your problem.”


Gunsundar stopped for a moment and searched for something.  Then he took out a piece of paper, and advancing it toward Punyasar, he said, “Sir, did you ever write this ?”


“Why, this is my own composition.  But where did you get this ?  Who are you ?”  surprised Punyasar asked.


Gunsundar recounted the story in brief.  The moment of grief turned out to be a moment of happiness.  All’s well that ends well.


It was now a problem as to what would happen to Ratnasundari.  By a ruling given by the king, she was to be Punyasar’s wife.


The six sisters had meanwhile come from Vallabhipur on completion of the six months.  Thus Punyasar started at once with a large harem.


Once Acharya Jnansagar came to the city.  People went out to pay their homage and obeisance.  Shreshthi Purandar raised a point about his own son.  “Holy sir !  What has been the pious Karma of my son by virtue of which he has acquired such a large harem so soon in his life ?”


Throwing light on this point, the learned Acharya said, “In his previous birth, he was named as Kulaputra, and he lived at Nitipur.  He was initiated into the order of monks by Acharya Sudharma.  Muni Kulaputra was no ordinary person.  He was ever alert in the practice of controls and restraints and in the observance of religious prescriptions.  But he was somewhat lax about the control of his body.  In any case, he earned great merit and was born in heaven.  The same soul is now your son.  As he was vigilant in the observance of seven prescriptions, he has acquired seven wives during one night.  But as he was lax about the control of his body, his eighth wife has come after much difficulty.”


The Acharya concluded by saying, “In observing spiritual prescriptions, one should not allow himself to be a victim of confusion or laxity.”


The words of the Acharya inspired Purandar to renounce the world and join the holy order. Punyasar courted the vows of a devoted follower and lived a worthy life for many years.  In his old age, he too joined the holy order and made great spiritual progress.


