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Because of Them We Are Here :
Thoughts for Mahalaya Paksha

- Sri Gentela Ananand Shankar
A Fortnight to Say Thank You

Think about the last time you sat down for a good meal. You were in
a safe home. Your family was around you. There was no fear in your

heart. Now ask yourself one simple question. How did I come to have
all this?

For fifteen days every year, our tradition asks us this same question.
These days are called Pitru Paksha, or Mahalaya Paksha, the fortnight of
our ancestors. This year, Mahalaya Amavasya fell on October 10, and
the fortnight has now come to an end.

Pitru Paksha is a special and auspicious time. It is a time of gratitude.
We are here today, and we are the way we are, because of those who
came before us. They did punya. They did good karma and good karya.
Without all that good, we would not be living this life. We did not make
this life from nothing. It was handed to us.

The Upanishads knew this well. In the Taittiriya Upanishad, the
teacher finishes teaching the Veda and gives his student advice for life.
One of his lines is: do not neglect your duty to the gods and to your
ancestors. In the same lines, he asks the student to treat his mother and
father as gods.

The Cycle That Needs Pedaling

Nannagaru always says that gratitude, kritajnata, is very important
for a person. But he also tells us something hard. It is very easy to lose
gratitude. It is very hard to hold on to it forever.

We can see this in ourselves. When life is going well, we slowly for-
get to say thank you.

There is a story about Kanchi Paramacharya that shows this. Once, a
devotee came to see him. The man was happy and comfortable. He said,
"l am fine. I have enough to eat. I have a home. My children are well.
Everything in my life is fine. So why should I do punya? Why should I
do good deeds? For what?
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Many of us carry the same question quietly in our hearts.

Kanchi Paramacharya answered with a picture. Think of your life as
a bicycle, he said. You are riding it today because your ancestors ped-
aled for you. They pedaled so much that your bicycle is still moving
forward. But a bicycle that is not pedaled slowly loses its energy and
stops. Right now, you are riding on the last of that energy. Unless you
pedal, unless you do punya, your children will not have the same good
fortune that you have.

Stop and think about this for a moment. We did not start this bicycle.
We did not pedal it up the hill. We are only rolling on the effort of our
parents, our grandparents and the ones before them. And if we do not
pedal, those who come after us will get a bicycle with nothing left in it.

That is why Pitru Paksha matters. It is not only a time to remember. It
is a time to wake up and see who has been pedaling for us.

Gratitude for Everyone

Nannagaru also says that gratitude always comes back to attitude.
How can we feel grateful if our attitude is wrong? Gratitude is not a
word we say once a year. It is a way of looking at life.

And whom should we thank? Only the people we know? Only those
we have met in this life? Only our own family? No. Mahalaya Paksha is
all about this. It teaches us to be grateful to everyone, because everyone
before us helped to make us what we are.

The Vedas say this too. The Rig Veda has a prayer for the ancestors
who are here and those who are not here, those we know and those we
do not know. The Taittiriya Samhita speaks of three debts we are born
with: to the rishis, to the gods, and to the ancestors.

So we owe thanks to those who fought for our freedom. We owe
thanks to those who held on to dharma, so that we can follow it freely
today. We owe thanks to the rishis, who gave us the purpose of this life.
Most of them we will never meet, and most of their names we will never
know. Still, we are here because of them.

Mahalaya Paksha has come and gone. But it was never meant to be
only for these fifteen days. It is a time to remember, so that we can carry
the same gratitude with us for the rest of the year.

Someone pedaled for us. The question to take with us now is a simple
one: who are we pedaling for?
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