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Ask Him for an Obstacle :

Thoughts for Ganesh Chaturthi
A God for Everyone

- Sri Gentela Anand Shankar

Ask any child to draw a god, and there is a good chance they
will draw Ganesha. The round belly. The big ears. A little mouse
standing patiently to one side. No other god looks quite so easy
to love, or quite so easy to draw.

He is also, amazingly, one of the most serious gods there is.
Before any puja begins, whatever the occasion, whoever the main
god being worshipped, Ganesha is worshipped first. This is not
a small custom. It is followed everywhere, every time, without
exception. The Atharva Veda itself carries a hymn to him, the
Ganapati Atharvashirsha, which calls him the Adhipati, the rul-
ing lord, of the Mooladhara, the root from which all our energy
rises. Even the most advanced and secret forms of worship in the
tantric tradition begin with him. Lakshmi Ganapati, where
Ganesha is worshipped together with the goddess of wealth, is
considered one of the most powerful sadhanas a person can un-
dertake. Very few gods stretch this far. From a child's simple
prayer before an exam, all the way to a hymn in the Vedas nam-
ing him the root of everything, somehow, Ganesha fits both ends.

But on Ganesh Chaturthi itself, before any of that grandness,
there is a much smaller beginning. In most Telugu homes, no
puja can start without a tiny Ganesha made of turmeric. Not the
big painted idol that goes up on a stage weeks in advance. A
lump of turmeric paste, pressed into shape by hand, small enough
to sit in your palm. This form even has its own name, Haridra
Ganapati. Without it, the rest of the puja does not properly be-
gin. It sounds almost too humble to matter, a smear of turmeric
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next to a magnificent clay idol dressed in silk. But tradition in-
sists on it. The biggest festival of the year depends, first, on the
smallest and plainest form of the god.

There is a reason for that, and it goes back to how Ganesha
himself came to be. Goddess Parvati made him from the turmeric
paste she used to clean her own skin, and breathed life into him.
He was her creation before he was anyone's god. And yet, being
divine did not spare him from hardship. Soon after he was made,
in a case of mistaken identity, his father, Lord Shiva, struck off
his head. It took the head of an elephant, the first creature they
could find sleeping with its head turned north, to bring him back.
Even a god born from his own mother's hands, even a being this
powerful, still had to go through loss before he could be made
whole again. No one, it turns out, is above karma. Even a god
must go through what he is meant to go through.

When the Pooja changed

This is also why Ganesha has always belonged so naturally to
children. He is playful, a little mischievous, endlessly forgiving,
much like Hanuman in that way. Few gods are this easy to love
without effort. Which is probably why, over time, so much fun
grew up around him: the music, the bright pandals, the long pro-
cessions to the water for visarjan.

None of that fun is the problem. But somewhere along the
way, the celebration began to grow louder than the puja under-
neath it. Families spend far more time choosing decorations and
planning the procession than sitting with the turmeric idol that
started the whole festival in the first place. The noise has become
the main event, and the prayer, the actual reason for the noise,
has quietly moved to the side. We enjoy the entertainment, and
we forget to ask what we came here to celebrate.

Guruji and Nannagaru's Words

Guruji used to point out something about Ganesha that most
people miss. We call him the remover of obstacles, and pray to
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him for exactly that, to clear our path. But Guruji would also ask
us to pray for the opposite. Ask Ganesha to place an obstacle, he
would say, in the path of your own wrongdoing. Let him block
the very thing in you that wants to go astray.

That one shift changes what an obstacle really means. It stops
being something that happens to us. It becomes something we
can ask for, on purpose, and point at ourselves.

Guruji connected this to courage, though not the kind most
people mean by the word. Courage, he said, is not picking a fight,
raising your voice, or standing your ground in an argument. Real
courage is what carries you through your own sadhana. If some-
thing is quietly pulling you away from it, even something as small
as an attachment to one particular food, real courage is being
able to let it go.

Nannagaru added an edge to this that is harder to sit with.
Courage without dharma, he said, is not courage at all. It takes
no real courage to overlook someone doing wrong, even, and
maybe especially, when that someone is your own son or daugh-
ter. Most people stay quiet in these moments, afraid of the dis-
tance it might open up in the relationship. Nannagaru called this
exactly what it is: a lack of courage, dressed up as love.

Put together, this is what Guruji and Nannagaru were really
asking for. Not the courage to fight anyone, but the courage to
pray, honestly, for the obstacles that keep us honest.

After all this, there is a question worth sitting with. Are we
courageous enough to pray to God to remove whatever stands in
the way of our sadhana, even if it costs us money, or costs us
family? Are we truly that courageous? If we are not, it is worth
asking ourselves why not. And are we courageous enough to ask
Ganesha for the opposite too, to place an obstacle in front of any-
thing, anything at all, that pulls us away from our sadhana? This
is not a question with an easy answer. It is one we will have to
think about deeply, and then act on.
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