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Introduction and Overview of Vaishnava Dharma 

Vaishnava Dharma, or Vaishnavism, is the darshana (philosophy) within Hinduism which 

considers Shri Vishnu as the Supreme Being or Param Brahma. There are multiple Vaishnava 

darshanas today, with their own disciplic successions and philosophical tenets, known as 

‘sampradaayas’. 

There is even a myth that the Vaishnava philosophy is developed during recent centuries 

and did not exist before the time of Shri Ramanujacharya. However, this is quite baseless. 

All present day Vaishnava sampradaayas follow either the Pancharaatra or Vaikhaanasa 

philosophies. These are two ancient systems of Vaishnavism, with their philsoophical texts 

called ‘Aagamas’, which describe their philsoophical tenets and rituals, including temple 

worship. These philosophies have been in practice since thousands of years and are even 

mentioned several times in the other Shaastras, including the Vedas, Mahaabhaarata and 

Puraanas. 

Vaikhaanasa was founded by Maharshi Vikhaanasa, an amsha of Shri Brahmaa. 

Pancharaatra was founded by Shri Naaraayana Rshi, an avataara of Shri Vishnu Himself. He 

provided the knowledge of Pancharaatra to many Rshis, who transferred its knowledge 

through the Pancharaatra Aagamas. Most of the popular present day Vaishnava 

sampradaayas, such as Shri Vaishnavas, Maadhva Vaishnavas and Gaudiya Vaishnavas, are 

followers of the Pancharaatra darshana and are descendants of these Rshis through their 

disciplic succession. In the 358th Adhyaaya of the Shaanti Parva of the Mahaabhaarata, it is 

explained how during different ages and cycles of destruction and recreation of the various 

realms of the universe, this philosophy was transmitted and propagated differently by Shri 

Vishnu, starting with the Devatas like Brahmaa Deva and the Rshis. 

The Vaikhaanasa Aagamas are mentioned directly in the Vedas. For instance, the Taandya 

Maha-Braahmana of the Saama Veda says: 

वैखानसं भवति । 

वैखानसा वा ऋषय इन्द्रस्य तिया आसँ ॥ 

—Taandya Maha-Braahmana, Praapathaka 14, Khanda 4, Mantras 6-7 

The Vaikhaanasa Aagamas mainly consists of Veda mantras and practices directly linked to 

them. They are linked to the Vaikhaanasa Shaakha (branch) of the Krshna-Yajurveda. 

Currently, only the Paramaatmika Upanishad and the Vaikhaanasa Samhita are extant texts 

of this Shaakha. The Upanishad has been commented upon by the Vaikhaanasa 

philosopher, Shri Shreenivaasa Deekshita. All Vaikhaanasas are Dvijas and their followers 

are hereditary. Only those born to practising Vaikhaanasa parents are eligible to receive 

deeksha (initiation) and become its followers. The ritual of deeksha is also done before 

birth, when the child is still in the mother’s womb. 
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The Pancharaatra philosophy is derived from the Vaidheya Shaakha, or Ekaayana Shaakha of 

the Shukla-Yajurveda (a currently lost branch of the Yajurveda). Therefore, it is also known 

by the name ‘Ekaayana’. Unlike Vaikhaanasa, Pancharaatra is open to all and any bhakta of 

Shri Vishnu, with good conduct and nature, is eligible to become a Pancharaatrika 

Vaishnava through the ritual of Pancharaatrika deeksha, known as ‘Pancha samskaara’ (five 

rituals). Upon deeksha, one can learn the Aagama Shaastras and worship Shri Vishnu with 

their protocols. The Aagamas mention that all Sat-bhaktas, regardless of background, are 

eligible for Panchasamskaara, to become disciples of a Vaishnava Guru and learn the 

Pancharaatra philosophy. The Vishnu Samhita even mentions that those who aren’t bhaktas 

of Vishnu are also eligible to obtain knowledge of the Vaishnava Aagamas. 

अतिकारं स्वकरयं च ितं्त्व चासै्म तनवेदयेि् । 

दद्याच्च वैष्णवं ज्ञानं संसारचे्छदकारणम् ॥ ४६ ॥ 

श्ावयेि् समयांशै्चिांस्तन्त्रोक्तान् देतिकोत्तमीः  । 

अनुग्राह्यास्त्वया तिष्या वैष्णवाीः  िुभचाररणीः  ॥ ४७ ॥ 

ब्राह्मणाीः  क्षतिया वैश्ाीः  िूद्रा योतषि एव वा । 

अन्यदेवरिा ये िु चािुववर्ण्ावच्च ये बत ीः  ॥ ४८ ॥ 

“One’s own people have the authority to obtain knowledge of Shri Vishnu and the Tattvas, 

which make one free from samsaara. An ultimate scholar well versed in the Tantras, out of 

compassion, should accept disciples, who should be Vaishnavas with good conduct – 

Braahmanas, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, Shudras, women or a devotee of other Devatas, or even 

those who are out of the four varnas.” 

—Vishnu Samhita, Patala 11, Shlokas 46-48 

The five samskaaras of the procedure of Panchasamskaara are: 

(1) Tapta: branding one’s left and right shoulders with the heated seal of the Shankha 

and Chakra respectively 

(2) Pundra: Applying marks of Urdhvapundra tilaka with Gopi chandana on the various 

parts of the body 

(3) Naama: Receiving a new name given by the Guru, which is one of Shri Vishnu’s 

names 

(4) Mantra: Receiving upadesha, or instruction, of different mantras to chant regularly, 

which are used to propitiate Shri Vishnu and other Devatas 

(5) Yaaga: performing different kinds of worship of Shri Vishnu, as per the protocols of 

the Aagamas 

The darshana is named ‘Pancharaatra’ due to the following reasons: 

 Shri Vishnu, during the beginning of creation of the material universe, first taught the 

knowledge of the Pancharaatra philosophy to Shri Brahmaa and other Devatas, in 
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five nights. This gives it the name ‘Paancharaatra’ than the popular one 

‘Pancharaatra’. (Refer to the Eeshvara Samhita, Adhyaaya 21, Shlokas 532-533; 

Vihagendra Samhita, Adhyaaya 1, Shlokas 31-34) 

 The Pancharaatra Aagamas provide five-fold types of knowledge, known as ‘raatras’. 

(Refer to the Naarada Pancharaatra Samhita, Adhyaaya 1, Shloka 44) 

 It provides knowledge on the five manifestations of Shri Vishnu – Para, Vyuha, 

Vibhaava, Antaryaami and Archa. (Refer to the Ahirbudhnya Samhita, Adhyaaya 11) 

So, there are many such explanations. The Shatapatha Braahmana also mentions Brahmaa 

Deva performing a Yajna of five nights to obtain this knowledge, with the remembrance of 

Naaraayana as his Antaryaami (indweller), also giving it the name ‘Pancharaatra’. 

पुरुषो   नारायणोऽकामयि अतितिषे्ठयं सवावतण भूिान्य मेवेदं सवं स्यातमति स एिम् पुरुषमेिम् 

पञ्चराा्रम  ् यज्ञक्रिुमपश्त्तमा रते्तनायजि िेनेष्ट्वात्यतिष्ठत्सवावतण भूिानरदं सववमभवदतितिष्ठति सवावतण 

भूिानरदं सववम् भवति य एवम् तवद्वानु्परुषमेिेन यजिे यो वैिदेवम् वेद । 

—Shatapatha Braahmana, Kaanda 13, Adhyaaya 6, Braahmana 1, Mantra 1 
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The Philosophy of Pancharaatra 

The Vaishnava philosophy considers Bhagavaan Naaraayana alone to be Param Brahman. 

He is solely eternal and is the creator, sustainer and annihilator of all the realms and the 

universe. All other entities are jeevas, living entities, who are eternally subordinate to Him 

and dependent on Him for their existence. The highest abode or destination for all living 

entities is Parama Padam, Vaikuntha. Vaishnavism considers Brahman to possess a divine 

and inconceivable form. The Pancharaatra Aagamas describe five levels of manifestations of 

Shri Vishnu: 

1. Para: Literally meaning “the Highest” or “Supreme”, this refers to Para Vaasudeva, 

the highest form of Shri Vishnu. He resides at ‘Paramapadam’ (literally meaning “the 

Highest/Supreme abode”). He is the Mula-Rupa or root form of Vishnu. 

2. Vyuha: They are four forms acquired by Shri Vishnu, which are His manifestations in 

our material universe, known as ‘Vyuhas’. He acquired these forms when He creates 

the universe.  

o Vaasudeva: The first Vyuha form, who resides at the Ksheera-Saagara and is 

visible to the devatas. 

o Sankarshana: The Vyuha form who is the presiding devata of tamas. He is also 

the originator of Shri Aadi Shesha and Shri Shiva. 

o Pradyumna: He is the third Vyuha form, who performs preservation. 

o Aniruddha: He is the form of Shri Vishnu among the Trimurtis (Brahmaa, 

Vishnu and Shiva). Shri Brahmaa originates from a lotus on His navel. 

3. Vibhaava: The various avataaras of Shri Vishnu, who appear from the Aniruddha 

Vyuha form. He descends in our material realms, the Lokas, in various forms. All the 

saakshaat avataaras of Vishnu are the same Personality as Himself and are 

completely equivalent to Him in all aspects. 

4. Antaryaami: The form of Shri Vishnu, being present within the soul of all beings, as 

Paramaatma, the Indweller within all beings. 

5. Archa: The energized deity in a temple, which is used as a means of worshiping Shri 

Vishnu. 

The Pancharaatra Aagamas enable the worship of Bhagavaan Naaraayana through several 

mediums, such as water, fire, in a temple deity or even as one’s own Antaryaami (Indweller 

within the soul). The objective of the Pancharaatra philosophy is to provide moksha to all 

Vaishnavas, regardless of background, varna, sex, race, and all factors. So, the 

Mahaabhaarata says: 
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पञ्चराितवदो मुख्या यथाक्रमपरा नृप । 

एकान्तभावोपगिा वासुदेवं तविन्तन्त िे ॥ 

“Those eminent ones who comprehend the Pancharaatra philosophy and through 

understanding the relative position of the Devas, thereby attain single-minded devotion, 

enter into Vaasudeva (i.e., obtain moksha).” 

—Mahaabhaarata, Shaanti Parva, Adhyaaya 359, Shloka 72 (var. Adhyaaya 337, Shloka 67; 

Quoted by Shri Madhvacharya, in the Mahaabhaarata Taatparya Nirnaya, Adhyaaya 2, 

Shloka 110) 

 

The Shaastras provide the following description of Para Vaasudeva, as quoted by Shri 

Madhvacharya, in the Mahaabhaarata Taatparyya Nirnnaya, Adhyaaya 21. 
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ददिव िद् ोगसुाासनं तवभंु म ानुभावं पुरुषोत्तमोत्तमम् । 

सान्द्रामु्बदाभं सुतपिङ्गवाससं िसन्नवकं्त्र रुतचरायिेक्षणम् ॥ ५४ ॥ 

म ामतणव्राितकररटकुण्डलिभापररतक्षप्तस स्रकुन्तलम् । 

िलम्बचाववष्टभुजं सकौसु्तभं श्रवत्सलकं्ष्म वनमालया वृिम् ॥ ५५ ॥ 

सुनन्दनन्दिमुाै: स्वपाषवदैश्चक्रातदतभमूवतिविरैतनवजायुिै: । 

पुष्ट् या तश्या करत्यवजयान्तालतिवतभतनवषेानंमानं परमेतष्ठनां पतिम् ॥ ५६ ॥ 

“He (Arjuna) saw seated happily on that mighty serpent (Aadi Shesha), the Almighty 

Purushottama. Resembling a dark cloud, He had a beatiful yellow garment, a pleased face, 

with attractive and broad eyes. He had a crown and ear rings with several great bright gems 

and several scattered locks of hair, with eight long beautiful arms, the Kaustubha mani, the 

Shreevatsa mark and embraced by a garland of forest flowers. He was served by Sundanda 

and Nanda prominently, by His associates such as the Sudarshana chakra and the others, 

with His weapons having adorned their true form. The Master of all rulers was being served 

distinctly by Pushti, Shri, Keerti and Ajaa.” 

—Bhaagavata Puraana, Skandha 10, Adhyaaya 86, Shlokas 54-56 

The Vishnu Puraana too provides a similar description of the form of Shri Vishnu, to be 

meditated upon, during dhyaana (focused meditation/worship). 

िसन्नवदनं चारुपद्मपिोपमेक्षणम् । 

सुकपोलं सुतवस्तरणवललाटफकोज्ज्वलम् ॥ ८० ॥ 

समकणावन्ततवन्यस्य चारुकुण्डलभूषणम् । 

कंबुग्ररवं सुवरस्तरणवश्रवत्सातििवक्षसम् ॥ ८१ ॥ 

वतलतिभतङ्गना मग्ननातभना  ्युदरेण च । 

िलम्बाष्टभुजं तवषु्णमथवातप चिुभुवजम् ॥ ८२ ॥ 

समन्तथथिोरुजङ्घञ्च सुन्तथथिाङ््घतिवरामु्बजम् । 

तचन्तयेद्ब्रह्मभूिं िं परितनमवलवाससम् ॥ ८३ ॥ 

तकररट ारकेयूरकटकातदतवभूतषिम् । 

िाङ्गव िङ््घागदााड्गचक्राक्षबलयान्तििम् । 

वरदाभय सं्त च मुतद्र कारत्नभूतषिम् ॥ ८४ ॥ 

“Vishnu with a pleased face, beautiful eyes like the leaves of a lotus, smooth cheeks, a 

broad and brilliant forehead, equally sized ears whose lobes have splendid earrings, a thin 

neck, a broad chest with the Shreevatsa symbol, a belly with three folds and a deep navel, 

eight or four long arms, properly positioned thighs and well-formed lotus-like feet – one 

must meditate upon this form of Brahman, dressed in a pure yellow garment, adorned with 

a splendid crown, necklaces, bracelets, armlets and other ornaments, holding the bow, 
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conchshell, mace, sword, discus, rosary beads, lotus and arrow. His hand shows the mudra 

of varada (bestowing benedictions), decorated with gems.” 

—Vishnu Puraana, Amsha 6, Adhyaaya 7, Shlokas 80-84 
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The Pancharaatra Aagamas are the root of Vaishnavism. They provide a hierarchy of the 

Devatas and explain how worship of Shri Vishnu and Lakshmi Devi is the method to achieve 

moksha, liberation from the cycle of continuous birth and death in this material world. They 

explain the different manifestations and forms of Shri Vishnu and Lakshmi Devi. They state 

that all other Devatas such as Brahmaa, Shiva, Indra, Surya, Yama, etc., are jeevas (living 

entities), who are subordinate to Vishnu. They have an amsha of Vishnu within their hearts 

as their Antaryaami, who is like an additional Aatma and is ultimately worshiped when 

those Devatas are. It is He who enables all beings to even exist and He Himself is causeless. 

The Pancharaatra Aagamas prescribe daily rituals and duties to be done by everyone, at all 

places from one’s home to temples, for members of all varnas and aashramas (stages of life) 
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– Brahmacharya, Grhastha, Vaanaprastha and Sanyaasa. They elaborately explain both the 

Vaishnava philosophy and prescribe the ideal aachaara (conduct) for a Vaishnava. So, the 

Mahaabhaarata says: 

ब्राह्मणैीः  क्षतिकयैवैशै्ीः  िूदै्रश्च कृिलक्षणैीः  । 

सेानंिेऽभ्यर्च्विे चैव तनत्ययुकै्तीः  स्वकमवतभीः क ॥ ३९ ॥ 

द्वापरस्य युगस्याने्त आदौ कतलयुगस्य च । 

सात्विं तवतिमाथथाय गरिीः  संकषवणेन वै ॥ ४० ॥ 

"Braahmanas, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and Shudras, worship Him (Vaasudeva) in their daily 

rituals and activities. They are to worship Him in the Dvaapara and in the beginning of Kali 

Yuga, using the Saattvata rules expounded by Sankarshana (in the Pancharaatra texts)." 

—Mahaabhaarata, Bheeshma Parva, Adhyaaya 66, Shlokas 39-40 (Quoted by Shri 

Ramanujacharya, in his Brahma Sutra bhaashya, Adhyaaya 2, Paada 2, Sutra 43) 
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The Aagamic Texts 

Originally, there have been about one and a half crore Pancharaatra Aagamas, as stated in 

the Maarkandeya Samhita! Among these, barely about 40 survive currently. 108 chief 

Aagamas are listed in the Padma Samhita and Vishvamitra Samhita, though it is likely that 

the number of these would have been about 1,008. Shri Madhvacharya himself quoted 292 

different sources in his works, half of which are Pancharaatra texts. 

The following Aagamas list different numbers of other credible Pancharaatra Aagamas: 

1. Padma-Samhita: 108 

2. Purushottama Samhita: 105 

3. Maarkandeya Samhita: 91 

4. Vishvamitra Samhita: 108 

5. Kapinjala Samhita: 100 

6. Parameshwara Samhita: 18 

7. Bharadvaaja Samhita: 102 

8. Hayashirsha Samhita: 25 
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The Padma Samhita provides the following list of 108 Pancharaatra Aagamas:

1. Agastya 

2. Agneya 

3. Ahirbudhnya 

4. Ambara 

5. Ananta 

6. Aangirasa 

7. Atreya 

8. Aupagaayana 

9. Aupendra 

10. Aushaanasa 

11. Bhaagavata 

12. Bharadvaaja 

13. Bhaargava 

14. Bodhaayana 

15. Brahma-Naarada 

16. Brhaspatya 

17. Daksha 

18. Dattaatreya 

19. Dhanadeeya 

20. Dravina 

21. Eeshvara 

22. Gargya 

23. Gautameeya 

24. Haarita 

25. Hiranyagarbha 

26. Jaabala 

27. Jaimina 

28. Jaamadagnya 

29. Jaya 

30. Jayottara 

31. Janaarnava 

32. Kalki-Raaghava 

33. Kaanva 

34. Kapila 

35. Kashyapa 

36. Kaatyayaaniya 

37. Kaumaara 

38. Krshna 

39. Maha-Sanatkumaara 

40. Mahendra 

41. Mandara 

42. Maniprashna 

43. Maaricha 

44. Maarkandeya 

45. Maaya-Vaibhava 

46. Mula 

47. Nala-Kubara 

48. Naaradeeya 

49. Narasimha 

50. Naaraayana 

51. Padma 

52. Padmodbhava 

53. Paingala 

54. Para-Purusha 

55. Parama 

56. Parameshvara 

57. Paraashareeya 

58. Parishada 

59. Paulastya 

60. Paushkara 

61. Prachetasa 

62. Pradyumna 

63. Prashna 

64. Purushottama 

65. Pushti 

66. Samvarta 

67. Sanaka 

68. Sanatkumaara 

69. Sankarshana 

70. Sarva 

71. Saattvata 

72. Satya 

73. Saumya 

74. Saunakeeya 

75. Saura 

76. Shaakala 

77. Shatatapa 

78. Shreekara 
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79. Tattva-Saagara 

80. Trailokya-Mohana 

81. Trailokya-Vijaya 

82. Uma-Maheshvara 

83. Uttara-Purvaka 

84. Vaageesha 

85. Vaikhaanasa 

86. Vaalmiki 

87. Vaamana 

88. Vaamaneeya 

89. Varaaha-Mihira 

90. Varuna 

91. Vasishtha 

92. Vihagendra 

93. Vishnu (Samhita) 

94. Vishnu-Purvaka 

95. Vishnu-Sadbhaava 

96. Vishnu Tantra 

97. Vishnu Tilaka 

98. Vishnu Vaibhaavika 

99. Vishva 

100. Vishvaksena 

101. Vyaasa 

102. Yaajnavalkya 

103. Yamya 

104. Yoga 

105. Yoga-Hrdaya
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The Purushottama Samhita mentions the following additional Samhitas, excluding the ones 

common to the Padma Samhita:

1. Aindra 

2. Aishvarya 

3. Aananda 

4. Bhrgu 

5. Brahmaanda 

6. Brahmokta 

7. Dashottara 

8. Durvaasa 

9. Gajendra 

10. Gana 

11. Gandharva 

12. Garuda 

13. Hairanya 

14. Hariti 

15. Hayagreeva 

16. Indra 

17. Jaimini (possibly the same as 

Jaimina) 

18. Kapinjala 

19. Kaatyayana 

20. Khadeshi 

21. Kushaala 

22. Lakshmi Tilaka 

23. Madhu Sangraha 

24. Maha Lakshmi 

25. Maha-Tantra 

26. Manu 

27. Matsya 

28. Maudgala 

29. Meru-Ganga 

30. Naarada-Uttara Vijnaana 

31. Paisada 

32. Panchaprashna 

33. Para 

34. Parama-Purusha 

35. Paavaka 

36. Pavana 

37. Prahlaada 

38. Pulaha 

39. Pulastya 

40. Pushkara 

41. Pushti-Tantra 

42. Romasha 

43. Sanandana 

44. Sattva 

45. Satyokta 

46. Shaunaka 

47. Shaandilya 

48. Subodhaka 

49. Vainateya 

50. Vaamadeva 

51. Varaaha 

52. Vaasudeva 

53. Vayaveeya 

54. Veera-Mangalika 

55. Vishnu-Siddhaanta 

56. Vishvamitra
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The Vishvamitra Samhita lists the following, excluding the ones common to the Padma and 

Purushottama Samhitas: 

1. Amrta 

2. Brahma (repeated twice) 

3. Brahma-Siddhaanta 

4. Brhaspatya 

5. Chandramaasa 

6. Gautama 

7. Kalki 

8. Kaarshnya 

9. Mahendra 

10. Mahi-Prashna 

11. Maaya-Vaibhaavika 

12. Nandaakhya 

13. Naarada 

14. Nrkesari 

15. Paarsha 

16. Raaghava 

17. Rudhaakhya 

18. Rudra 

19. Sambara 

20. Shaakalya 

21. Shukla 

22. Skanda 

23. Taijodravina 

24. Tantra-Saagara 

25. Ushaanasa 

26. Vaalmeeki 

27. Vaamana-Tantra 

28. Varaaha-Mihira 

29. Vishnu-Rahasya 

30. Vishvamitriya 

31. Yogi-Hrdaya
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Mentions of Pancharaatra in the Shaastras 

The Shaastras have repeatedly describing and extolled the Pancharaatra darshana 

numerous times, even supporting its tenets and practices. In the Chhaandogya Upanishad, 

Devarshi Naarada mentions it as one of the Shaastras he knows. 

ऋगे्वदं भगवोऽधे्यतम यजुवंदं सामवेदमाथववणं चिुथवतमति ासपुराणं पञ्चमं वेदानां वेदं तपरं्यं  रातिं दैवं 

तनतिं वाकोवाक्य्ेकायनं देवतवद्यां ब्रह्मतवद्यां भूितवद्यां क्षितवद्यां नक्षितवद्यां 

सपवदेवजनतवद्यामेिद्गवोऽधे्यतम ॥ २ ॥ 

—Chhaandogya Upanishad, Prapaathaka 7, Khanda 1, Mantra 2 

This mantra refers to Pancharaatra by the name ‘Ekaayana’. The context of Devarshi 

Naarada learning about the Vaishnava philosophy can be found In the Varaaha Puraana, 

where he performs Tapas to propitiate Bhagavaan Vishnu, after which Varaaha appears and 

says that the Pancharaatra Aagamas have been revealed by Him, and are the highest means 

to reach Him. 

तददं पञ्चरािं मे िासं्त्र परमदुलवभम् । 

िद्वान् वेत्स्यिे सवं मत्प्रसादान्न संियीः  ॥ 

वेदैश्च पञ्चरािैश्च भक्त्या यजै्ञस्तथैव च । 

दृश्ोऽ ं नान्यथा दृश्ो वषवकोतटििैरतप ॥ 

(Shri Varaaha said): “You will know that this Pancharaatra Shaastra belongs to Me, in its 

entirety, which is the highest means and easy to follow, through My grace. There is no 

doubt about this. I am to be seen through the Vedas, the Pancharaatra Aagamas, bhakti and 

yajnas, not by any other means, even in crores of years.” 

—Varaaha Puraana, Adhyaaya 66, Shlokas 17 and 18 (Shloka 18 quoted by Shri 

Madhvacharya, in his Mundaka Upanishad bhaashya, Mundaka 1, Khanda 1, Mantra 5) 

िमं च मत्तो गृह्णरष्व सात्विं नाम नामिीः  । 

िेन सृषं्ट कृियुगं थथापयस्व यथातवति ॥ 

ििो ब्रह्मा नमश्चके्र देवाय  ररमेिसे । 

िमं चागं्र्य स जग्रा  सर सं्य ससंग्र म् ॥ 

आरर्ण्केन सत िं नारायणमुाोद्गिम् । 

उपतदश् ििो िमं ब्रह्मणेऽतमििेजसे ॥ 

िं कािवयुगिमावणं तनरािरीः  कमवसंतज्ञिम् । 

जगाम िमसीः  पारं यिाानंकं्त ानंवन्तथथिम् ॥ 

ििोऽथ वरदो देवो ब्रह्मा लोकतपिाम ीः । 

असृजत्स ििो लोकानृ्कत्स्नान्सथथावरजङ्गमान् ॥ 
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ििीः  िाविवि िदा आदौ कृियुगं िुभम् । 

ििो त  सात्विो िमो ानंाप्य लोकानवन्तथथिीः  ॥ 

िेनैवादे्यन िमंण ब्रह्मा लोकतवसगवकृि् । 

पूजयामास देवेिं  ररं नारायणं िभुम् ॥ 

(Shri Vishnu said): “Also receive this excellent Mata (philosophy) from Me, known as 

Saattvata. Aided by it, create the Krta Yuga (Satya Yuga) and ordain it duly.” Thus addressed, 

Brahmaa bowed his head unto the illustrious Hari and received from Him that foremost of 

all philosophies, with all its mysteries and its abstract of details, together with the 

Aaranyakas, which appeared from the mouth of Naaraayana. Naaraayana then instructed 

Brahmaa of immeasurable energy in that Dharma and addressing him, said, “You are the 

creator of the the respective Yuga Dharmas.” Having said this unto Brahmaa, Naaraayana 

disappeared and proceeded to that spot which is beyond the reach of tamas, where the 

Unmanifest resides, and which is known by the men of acts without desire of fruits. After 

this, the boon-giving Brahmaa, the father of the Lokas, created the different realms, with 

their mobile and immobile creatures. The Yuga that first commenced was highly auspicious 

and came to be called by the name of Krta. In that Yuga, the philosophy of Saattvata 

Dharma existed, pervading the entire universe. With that primeval philosophy of 

righteousness, Brahmaa, the creator of all the worlds, worshipped Devesha, Hari, 

Naaraayana.” 

—Mahaabhaarata, Shaanti Parva (Mokshadharma Parva), Adhyaaya 358, Shlokas 29-35 

This also shows that the Pancharaatra Siddhaanta is eternal, just like the other Shaastras 

and has been in practice even since Satya Yuga. In fact, the same chapter of the 

Mahaabhaarata explicitly refers to it as an eternal philosophy: 

नारदेन सुसंिाप्तीः  सर स्यीः  ससंग्र ीः  । 

एष िमो जगन्नाथात्साक्षान्नारायणानृ्नप ॥ 

एवमेव म ान्धमं आद्यो राजन्सनािनीः  । 

दुतववजे्ञयो दुष्करश्च सात्विैिावयविे सदा ॥ 

“This Dharma was obtained by Rishi Naarada from Him, the Master of the universe, 

Naaraayana Himself, with all its details. So, this great Dharma is ancient, O Raajan, and is 

eternal. Incapable of being comprehended with ease and exceedingly difficult of being 

practised, it is always upheld by the Saattvatas.” 

—Mahaabhaarata, Shaanti Parva (Mokshadharma Parva), Adhyaaya 358, Shlokas 54-55 

पञ्चरािस्य कृत्स्नस्य वक्ता नारायणीः  स्वयम् । 

ज्ञानेषे्विेषु राजेन्द्र सवंषे्वितद्वतिष्यिे ॥ 

(Rshi Vaishampaayana said): “The narrator of the Pancharaatra philosophy, in its entirety, is 

Shri Naaraayana Himself. Among the sources of knowledge, this is superior and the best, O 
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Raajendra.” 

—Mahaabhaarata, Shaanti Parva, Adhyaaya 359, Shloka 68 (var. Adhyaaya 337, Shloka 63) 

This shloka has been quoted by: 

 Shri Madhvacharya, in the Mahaabhaarata Taatparyya Nirnnaya, Adhyaaya 2, Shloka 

108 

 Shri Jaya Teertha, in his Bhagavat Geeta bhaashya, Adhyaaya 2, Shloka 39 

 Shri Ramanujacharya, in his Brahma Sutra bhaashya, Adhyaaya 2, Paada 2, Sutra 43 

ज्ञानेषे्विेषु राजेन्द्र साङ््घख्यपािुपिातदषु । 

यथायोगं यथान्यायं तनष्ठा नारायणीः  परीः  ॥ 

“O King! The other philosophies like Saankhya, Paashupata and the rest are acceptable only 

to the extent, where they accordance (with Pancharaatra) and are interpreted with 

reference to the Supremacy of Shri Naaraayana.” 

—Mahaabhaarata, Shaanti Parva, Adhyaaya 359, Shloka 69 (Quoted by Shri Madhvacharya, 

in the Mahaabhaarata Taatparya Nirnaya, Adhyaaya 2, Shloka 109) 

इदं म ोपतनषदं चिुवंदसमन्तििम् । 

सांख्ययोगकृिं िेन पञ्चरािानुिन्तििम् ॥ 

नारायंणमुाोदरिं नारदोऽश्ावयतु्पनीः  । 

“This great Upanishad takes one close to Brahman, explains the purport of the four Vedas 

harmoniously. It is based on Saankhya (Jnaana) and Yoga (bhakti). It is known as 

Pancharaatra. It appeared from the face of Shri Naaraayana and was explained by Devarshi 

Naarada once again.” 

—Mahaabhaarata, Shaanti Parva, Adhyaaya 348, Shlokas 62–63 (var. Adhyaaya 339, Shloka 

112) 

िैरेकमतितभभूवत्वा यत्प्रोकं्त िास्त्रमुत्तमम् । 

वेदैश्चिुतभवीः  सतमिं कृिं मेरौ म ातगरौ ॥ 

“This lofty Shaastra (the Pancharaatra) has been expounded unanimously (by Shri Vishnu), 

has been declared equal to the four Vedas on the great mountain Meru.” 

—Mahaabhaarata, Shaanti Parva, Adhyaaya 343, Shlokas 28–29 

ररतभीः  स्विमविमुाैयुवक्ता भन्तक्तररयं मुने । 

िमव एकान्तन्तक इति िोक्तो भागविद्र सीः  ॥ 

साक्षाद्गविीः  संगात्तद्क्तानां च वेदृिाम् । 

िमो हे्यकान्तन्तकीः  पुन्तभीः  िाप्यिे नान्यथा क्वतचि् ॥ 
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“This path of bhakti is inclusive of three aspects. This is also known as ‘Ekaantika Dharma’ as 

well as ‘Bhaagavata Dharma’. One will be able to tread this path only by the association of 

the Bhagavaan Himself or by the association of His exclusive bhaktas. There is no other way 

to follow this path of Ekaantika Dharma.” 

—Skanda Puraana, Vaasudeva Mahatamya, Adhyaaya 25, Shlokas 64–66 
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Archaeological Evidences for the Practice of Vaishnava Dharma in 

Ancient Times 

There are numerous archaeological evidences too, which show the prevalence of the 

worship of Shri Vishnu, during ancient times. There is an Indus Valley terracotta figure of 

Shri Vishnu, estimated to about 4,700 years old, by archaeologists! 

 

Along with these, there are more explicit evidences mentioning the practice of the 

Vaishnava philsoophy of Pancharaatra, with artifacts showing symbols such as Vishnu’s 

Vyuhas. The following sculpture is from the 2nd century AD, depicting Vaasudeva and 

Sankarshana. 
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There is an ancient inscription from the 3rd century BC, mentioning the Bhaagavatas, in 

other words, Pancharaatrikas. The short & incomplete inscription reads: 

थे न भा ग व ि न न ट के न का रर 

 

The inscription was found in the old mound of the Madan Mohan temple in Mathura. Hindu 

tradition asserts that this temple was rebuilt many times, with the original temple being 

built by King Vajra, the grandson of Shri Krshna. This inscription found in a medieval temple, 

affirms the Hindu tradition. 

Another inscription was found in a cave locally known as ‘Chudail Chhajja’, situated in Mod. 

Shivpuri, Madhya Pradesh. It dates to around 200 BC. The Inscription is related to the 

Bhaagavata tradition and records the donation of several paintings by devotees named 

Krshnarakshita (literally meaning “protected by Krshna”) and Bhadaka Shatabhatika, the 

former being the son of Kaushiki and Svira. It again provides evidence for the nationwide 

mass-popularity of the Vaishnava traditions. 
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As of now, the currently oldest reference of the word ‘Vaishnava’ (वैष्णव) is found on the 

following coin of Traikutaka King Dharasena who ruled parts of Gujrat & Maharashtra. The 

coin is dated to about 250 AD, i.e., around 1,800 years old. The King and his family are 

referred to as ‘Parama Vaishnava’ (परम वैष्णव). 

 

There are more such evidences, too. Therefore, there should no doubt that Vaishnava 

Dharma is extremely ancient and has been prominent since thousands of years. Thus, ends 

this sketch on the Vaishnava philosophy. 

Thank you for reading. 
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श्र  रये नमीः  । 

श्रकृष्णापवणमसु्त ॥ 


