SUMITRA


King Tarapida of the city of Shrichandra had a minister named Sumitra, who was a devoted Shravak and regularly performed the Samayika, Pratikraman, and other religious rites. These were very much disliked by the king, who said one day,  “Sumitra, why have you unnecessarily burdened yourself with these worthless activities ? You are emaciating your body with penance, but what is the outcome of all this ? Give up these oddities and have a pleasant life.”


“Your Majesty ! You should extend your cooperation to my spiritual activities.  But instead of doing that, you are only discouraging me. This is somewhat unbecoming of you. You should know that good deeds alone help men in attaining true well-being.”


“Sumitra !  If you can demonstrate the instantaneous outcome of religion, then I may agree with you, but not otherwise.”


“Sire !  The very fact that you are a king, the master of so much wealth, and responsible for the well-being of so many people, is the greatest proof of the practical utility of religion.  What other proof can be better than this ?”


“Well, take an example. There is a slab of stone.  It is cut into two pieces.  One is used for the construction of a staircase, and the other is carved into an image. Will you say that one-half of the stone had accumulation of sins while the other half was all merit and piety ?  Likewise, you take it from me, someone is a king, someone a minister, and someone a mere attendant.”


“Sire !  There is no comparison between life and a slab of stone.  The slab may be broken into many pieces, but not the soul of a living being. Each soul has a distinctiveness and existence of its own, each one has separate karma, and each one is a separate prey to their outcome.”


“Still, I don’t agree until I am an eyewitness to its practical usefulness.”


This sort of debate often took place between the king and the minister, but neither would yield.


It so happened one day that the minister, having finished his duties at the court, returned to his residence after dusk. That being a Chaturdasi (fourteenth) day of the fortnight, he was on fast.  But as he could not come in time to perform the Paushadha, he imposed on himself by way of atonement the vow of not to move out from his house during the night until sunrise and sat down in Pratikraman.


At night, there came a messenger from the king with an urgent call for the minister, but the minister communicated back his inability to comply with the king’s request until daybreak. The king was aflame at this insubordination on the part of the minister and sent the messenger again with a stricter order for the minister either to turn up at once to attend urgent business of the state or resign his office and surrender the seal thereof.


This was a test for Sumitra. He thought,  “To transgress the vow is a great sin. I am at this moment a minister, and even if the position goes, I may get a similar position again.  A position is insignificant when compared with a vow.  So it is not worthwhile to give up the vow as desired by the king and save the position.”


So thinking, he did not comply with the king’s order. The messenger started going back to apprise the king of the minister s stand.


On the way back, the messenger was thinking,  “If I were the minister...”  and then he did not know when he started saying,  “I am the minister, I am the minister...”


No sooner had these words been uttered than there was an uproar:


“Strike him, kill him !  And in the twinkling of an eye, a few armed men jumped on the messenger and made him lie flat on the ground.  They snatched from him the minister’s resignation and seal of office.


When the news of the messenger’s death reached the king, he started at once with an unsheathed sword in his hand.  He was under the impression that Sumitra had a hand in the murder.  On the highway, he met these armed men surrounding the dead body of the messenger.  The king stopped and said,  “Who are you men ? Why did you kill my man ?”


“We have come from Dharavas, where reigns King Sursen.  Our purpose was to murder the minister, Sumitra, who extorts an exorbitant subsidy from our king.  As we reached here, this man was shouting  I am the minister,  and so our wrath fell on him.  But now we find that he was not the minister, and so our exertion has been in vain.”


The king now chased them all with his naked sword and brought them down dead. He thought,  “It is good that Sumitra did not come.  His vow has saved him.  Otherwise, he would have fallen a victim to the swords of these men. This must be the outcome of religion, and, I feel, it has some practical utility.”


Instead of returning to the palace, the king proceeded straight to the house of the deposed minister, to whom he said,  “Sumitra, today I was an eyewitness to the practical utility of religion.  Had you not been under the vow, you would have been butchered.  And that would have been the greatest tragedy for the kingdom.  I am very sorry that I removed you from office.  But I reinstate you.”


This was a proper occasion for Sumitra to convert the king to the path of religion, and he said many wise things to him.  Once the king met Acharya Purnachandra, when he accepted the vows of a Shravak. This also had its impact on the deliberations at the court, which now changed virtually into a spiritual assembly.  On the advice of the minister Sumitra, the king now did many things for the good of his people.


