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Special attention is given to the philosophical grounding of bhakti as both
means and goal, highlighting the view that even without scriptural mastery,
unwavering love for the Lord can lead one toward liberation. The temple,
thus, becomes not merely a site of vigraha (idol) worship, but a dynamic
institution of spiritual elevation. Through this framework, the article asserts
that the success of a temple lies in its ability to guide human beings from the
first vision (darsana) of the Lord to a life rooted in divine realization (divine
living).
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Introduction- In the sacred tradition of the Vedas and Upanisads, the pursuit of moksa—liberation from the
cycle of birth and death—is regarded as the ultimate goal of human life. While the Upanisads describe the
Supreme as nirakara (formless) and sarva-vyapaka (all-pervading), the human mind, bound by form and
emotion, often requires a visible manifestation to commence the path of realization. Temples thus become the
first tangible step where the darsana of the vigraha (idol) of Visnu allows the seeker to initiate his inner

transformation.
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Temples are not merely structures of worship; they are spiritual institutions designed to guide the
aspirant through successive stages of inner refinement—from bhakta (devotee) to Sisya (disciple), and finally
to bhagavata (one who lives in divine consciousness). This inner journey, as supported by the Agamic
scriptures and expounded by the Vidistadvaita tradition, is not accomplished in isolation but through a
harmonious ecosystem within the temple. Each functionary—the yajamana who sponsors and sustains, the
acarya who teaches and initiates, the arcakah who performs the daily worship, and the paricarakah who
assists in ritual service—plays a critical role in nurturing the bhakta’s spiritual progress.

Furthermore, the concept of bhakti as unconditional love towards the Lord stands as both the means
and the culmination of this journey. The Agamas, particularly Vaikhanasa and Paficaratra, present a clear
integration of ritual practice with philosophical insight, rooted in Visistadvaita Vedanta. In these traditions,
bhakti does not require scholastic prowess or dialectical ability; it only requires sincere and unwavering
devotion.

This article examines how the roles defined in the temple tradition contribute to the transformation
of an ordinary visitor into a realized being. Through an exploration of scriptural sources such as the
Vaikhanasa Agama, the Bhagavadarca Prakarana, and key philosophical statements by Acaryas such as Sri
Ramanuja and Srinivasa Diksita, we seek to understand how the temple serves not just as a house of God, but
as a living school of liberation.

Yajamanah: The Patron as the Pillar of Temple Dharma

The term yajamanah traditionally refers to one who performs a yajiia, and is entitled to its fruits. In
Vedic contexts, the yajamana is typically a royal patron undertaking grand rituals such as Asvamedha,
Atiratra, and Paundarika, aspiring for heavenly pleasures and material well-being. However, in the Agamic
context, especially in the Vaikhanasa Sastra, the concept of yajamanah takes on a far deeper and more
spiritually oriented significance.

Sage Kasyapa offers the following definition of the yajamanah in the Vaikhanasa tradition:

AP G ARG GYad Ta SUeHTe ARGl 9 UResd Ufewftie faameds
AEHIRIRARIG fawnfaar e yRese: Ue fqwi: Sgaaaan o m: I

This verse describes a yajamanah as one who, having realized the transitory and unsubstantial nature
of worldly entities such as wife, children, and wealth, aspires for moksa and chooses to construct a temple
(vimana) for Lord Visnu in accordance with the teachings of the Vaikhanasa Sastra.

His motivations are not rooted in svarga (heaven) or material prosperity, but in self-realization and
eternal service. Such a person initiates temple construction not merely as a pious activity, but as a personal
spiritual ascent towards Visnu’s eternal abode.

Further qualities of a true yajamanah are beautifully elaborated in the Visnv-Arca Sara-Sangraha:

GO RIETS TR Hiemiferen: | 4=t Fdaream it Hiddaga: T |
R AT faweTeaaread: | cadd Hagemigary fariwe: |
FurafaHar @ rAeTEETH | ST e fedfme: |
IR Ty fhgy gamR: | dfvresdt o Fafay FHare: 12

! Kasyapajnana khanda 1 adhyaya.
2 Visnv-Arca Sara-Sangraha 1 prasna.
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These verses delineate the essential attributes of a spiritually mature yajamanah:

» Ever inclined toward self-knowledge and moksa-centric thought.

» Wealthy, yet detached from possession; charitable and cheerful in spirit.

> Ensures that the temple bears all auspicious symbols and functions according to $astra.

» Supports not only daily worship and festivals, but also the long-term sustenance of the temple
through prudent financial provision.

» Submits to the instructions of the acarya, cares for the welfare of the arcakas, and maintains respectful
behavior toward all attendants.

> Reveres tirtha, prasada, and nirmalya with devotion.

Such a yajamanah is not a mere sponsor; he is the adhikari (qualified agent) of divine service. His
devotion, discipline, and understanding of temple dharma make him the foundation upon which the sacred
edifice stands.

Acaryah: The Spiritual Preceptor and Scriptural Guide

In the Agamic tradition, the acaryah holds the most revered position as the spiritual authority and
transmitter of sacred knowledge. As per the Manusmrti :

UG  a: Rt dgqeAmdd fgoh: | Shed 9 36 9 qara™ aerd I1°

“One who initiates a worthy disciple and instructs him in the Veda, including its rituals and esoteric
meanings, is known as an acaryah.”

While this definition emphasizes the acaryah as a Vedic instructor, the Agamic understanding goes
beyond scholastic function. The acaryah is the living embodiment of spiritual wisdom, whose personal
character and experiential depth make him the most trusted guide for any aspirant on the path of moksa.

The Vasadhikara section of the Vaikhanasa Agama describes the qualities of an ideal acaryah in great
detail:

RN 94 fagiv, FeRareard daRy | UeIaniiged, quT daifeaiuad |

PTG Ogad, I aeiah e Yaq | Jad Mo, guigsTgagad |

he e awd, eMgad d b e | TRIUHHI, Taade RIdH I

A eI aRINS, JEFATHH Y | SH-aeddrHad, dWrd faspyfaded I

The acaryah must be:

» Well-versed in the Vaikhanasa scriptures.

Engaged in daily svadhyaya (self-study).

Living with sacred domestic conduct (agnihotra, dampatya-dharma).
Possessed of noble character, bodily and mental purity, and yogic discipline.
A recipient of knowledge through proper parampara (lineage).

An expert in mantra and ritual texts.

YV V V V VYV V

Exclusively devoted to Lord Visnu and able to inspire the same in others.

8 Manusmrti, 2.240.
4 Vasadhikara, 3 adhyaya.
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Such an acaryah is the first and foremost guide in all temple-related activities—be it land purification
(bhtipariksa), selection of site and orientation, planning of temple architecture, installation of the vigraha
(idol), determining muhtrta for pratistha, and instructing the arcakah in daily and festival rituals.

Beyond his qualifications, the acaryah must live as a radiant example of the moksa-marga. He must
have not only knowledge of the Upanisads and Agamas but also the maturity to resolve spiritual doubts, guide
temple functionaries, and most importantly, awaken bhakti and jiiana in the minds of seekers.

As stated in Bhagavadarca Prakarana, it is the acaryah who transforms the sincere bhakta into a $isyah,
and prepares him for higher spiritual realization through proper instruction and personal care.
Arcakah: The Embodiment of Daily Worship and Inner Purity

The arcakah (priest) is the heart of temple worship. He is the one who directly offers kaimkarya
(divine service) to the arcamirti—the consecrated form of the Supreme Lord residing in the sanctum. Every
day, at prescribed times, he performs worship on behalf of the entire community, maintaining an unbroken
connection between the vigraha (idol) and the world.

Sage Bhrgu declares: mgﬁ' & TSFU - U=: 115

“There is no doubt that the arcakah is verily Lord Hari Himself in a moving form. This profound
statement implies that the arcakah must not only serve the Lord outwardly, but must inwardly become a
purified vessel of the Divine presence.

The Visnv-Arca Sara-Sangraha offers a detailed description of the arcakah’s qualities:

ISR S ARG GaA-IRTIGR JeTRIMRISdd: 16

An arcakah is one who combines scriptural knowledge with disciplined practice, and is proficient in
performing sacred mantra-nyasa such as antarmatrika and bahirmatrika before worship. He knows the
sanctity of the pGija-sthana and is always prepared for divya-mangala-vigraha worship.

Further, the Vaikhanasa Sitras outline the essential character of the arcakah:

FGFYA AU AT fohaTf-ad: e urRTH) AaRareaadar: |

EREERREHIEEIENIRE R CRIY

This indicates that the arcakah must:

» Be sanctified through niseka and other samskaras.

» Possess inner spiritual virtues.

» Engage in daily svadhyaya and remain truthful in speech.

» Be regular in sacred bathing and trained in yogic awareness.

These qualifications are not merely external. In the Bhagavadarca Prakarana, Sri Nrsimha Vajapeya

Y3ji explains the inner spiritual process required of the arcakah before performing physical worship. Through
mantra-nyasa, the arcakah visualizes the Lord within, identifies the impurities within the subtle body as
papa-purusa, expels them, unites the jivatma with the Paramatma, and only then approaches the vigraha (idol)
with divine consciousness. This manasikarchana is not optional—it is obligatory for one who performs

vigrahariipa Visnv-aradhana. As the scriptures affirm:

5 Prakeerna adhikaraha 33 adhyaya.
® Visnv-Arca Sara-Sangraha 1 prasna.
" Bhagavadharcha prakarana khanda 1.
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“Only one who has become Visnu through inner discipline is fit to worship Visnu.”

The arcakah must perform aradhana six times daily—pratytsa, prabhata, madhyahna, aparahna,
sayamkala, and ardharatri—with unwavering attention to purity, scriptural adherence, and devotional
intensity.

Thus, the arcakah is not a mere ritual technician. He is a yogi, a representative of the Divine, and a
spiritual exemplar. His discipline and devotion breathe life into temple worship, allowing devotees to receive
the Lord’s grace through his hands and presence.

Paricarakah: The Dedicated Temple Attendant

A paricarakah is one who provides essential support to the arcakah in the smooth execution of
bhagavad-kaimkarya (divine service). While the arcakah performs the principal worship, the paricarakah
ensures that all preparatory and auxiliary aspects are carried out with precision and purity.

Among paricarakas, those specifically engaged in preparing food offerings for the deity are known as
pacakas (temple cooks).

Pacaka-Laksanam (Qualities of the Temple Cook)

The pacakah is one who remains within the sacred kitchen (pakasala), knows the principles of
havispaka (ritual cooking), and adheres strictly to cleanliness and discipline. During preparation of food items
meant for naivedya, he must keep his mouth and nose covered and maintain sacred attire.
Paricaraka-Laksanam (Duties of General Attendants)

3rdm e Tgrrd fhgRT: URTAR®T: | SghRGHISd ARG URARET: |

FHTSHHRET TUT WGUAUS: | SR od UERNYdRaE: |

UHIdESAd IS RS: | Yuaiuliadd g T-UYUIOR: |

TadNSagdl add dfaaigd: | TIATCI Bt Gdf~ URaRa®T: (10

The paricarakah performs a range of tasks essential to the sanctity and order of temple functioning:

Sweeping and cleaning (sammarjana).
Smearing floors with auspicious substances (upalepa).
Lighting lamps, cleaning vessels, carrying water.

Gathering flowers, preparing incense and sandal paste.

YV V V V V

Carrying sacred materials and bali offerings.
Each task is a limb of bhagavad-kaimkarya, and the paricarakah must execute it with purity and
devotion.

Scriptural Authority and Qualifications

SAHIRAAAN] IRTARBIUTHATE IUT HRIaierf TargAfaRIaRa®: (11!

8 Bhagavadharcha prakarana khanda 3.
® Visnv-Arca Sara-Sangraha 1 prasna.
10 Visnv-Arca Sara-Sangraha 1 prasna.
11 Bhagavadharcha prakarana khanda 1.
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The paricarakah operates under the guidance of the arcakah, and no action should be done
independently. Proper delegation ensures discipline and the sanctity of worship.
According to Bhagavadarca Prakarana:

WO dREIUT HTedgeiifae: | Uriaresiad Rifseassey: |

TAFRHATEY PRI ag0: | SRaehITg ayS=]g raTe-agu: |

JYFAMY JUIRISTARTRGT | AT USRIThIg FaRUGIGA: (|12

The ideal paricarakas are those initiated in the Vaikhanasa tradition. Only in their absence may others
who bear $ankha-cakra marks and demonstrate devotion be appointed.
Inner Attitude and External Conduct
The paricarakah must:

» Remain skilled and attentive in his duties.

Be ever devoted to Lord Visnu.
Act in harmony with the arcakah and serve with anticipation, not demand.

Be an example of humility, cleanliness, and quiet efficiency.

YV V V V

Show reverence to the sacred objects and offerings he handles.
Though his service may appear simple, the paricarakah is indispensable in preserving the rhythm and
sanctity of temple life. His silent dedication sustains the visible grandeur of temple worship.
Bhaktah, Sisyal_l, and Bhagavatah: The Inner Evolution of the Devotee

The primary objective of temple institutions, as articulated in the Agamas and resonating with the
spirit of the Upanisads, is not merely to host rituals but to guide individuals toward moksa. This
transformation unfolds gradually as a spiritual progression—from a bhakta (devotee) to a $isya (disciple), and
ultimately to a bhagavata (one who lives in constant divine consciousness).
Bhaktah: The Aspiring Seeker

The bhaktah is one who first encounters the Lord in sakara form within the sanctum. Through
darsana of the vigraha (idol), a sense of longing is awakened. Though such a seeker may not yet possess
knowledge of the Vedas or philosophical doctrines, their earnest love toward the Lord becomes the gateway
to spiritual growth. As upheld in the Vidistadvaita tradition, bhakti—defined as intense, selfless love—is
sufficient to initiate one’s journey toward liberation. Sri Ramanuja, in the opening verse of his Sri Bhasya,
glorifies bhakti as the supreme form of spiritual wisdom:

feaYaTerTRmYgIed faafafauydararasmdie

sff R fardiea srrfor SifAar yag 75 oS get yidasar i

“May my realization of the Supreme Being, the luminous Srinivasa, as proclaimed in the Upanisads,
be in the form of bhakti—devotional knowledge.”
This indicates that true knowledge (Semusi) must ripen into bhakti to become fruitful.

Sisyah: The Disciplined Learner

12 Kriyadhikara 1 adhyaya.
13 Sri Bashya.
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The $isyah is a bhaktah who approaches a qualified acarya with humility and submission. Through
initiation (diksa), the disciple receives scriptural knowledge (sastra-jiana) and learns the nature of the
Paramatman, jivatman, karma, and moksa.

The Vasadhikara outlines the following characteristics of a true $isyah:

R Ter0l 98 Yo 9 TUTHHT | SR U AT GfedamTireTod: I
FOTTeh e TAUTH, SHICadTHE: || HHOT AT T 0T YfrT e I
AT Ha!, TIRURIE: |

A sisyah must: Fear worldly bondage and desire moksa.

Be devoid of anger, falsehood, and envy.

Exhibit pure devotion to Visnu alone.

YV V V V

Dedicate body, mind, and speech in service to the acarya.

Through disciplined study of the Agamas—especially the Vaikhanasa Sastra—and by internalizing the
teachings, the $isyah matures into a refined spiritual aspirant who understands the philosophical and ritual
foundations of temple worship.

Bhagavatah: The One Who Lives in Divine Awareness

A bhagavatah is one who no longer merely practices devotion, but lives in a state of divine
remembrance. He recognizes the presence of the Lord in all beings and events, and aligns his life accordingly.
Having internalized the truths taught by the acarya, he:

» Understands the Creator and the creation as inseparably linked.

» Leads a life centered around Visnu-consciousness.

» Abstains from actions that harm other beings or disrupt cosmic harmony.
» Sees all actions, speech, and thought as service to the Lord.

Temples exist to catalyze this inner evolution. The ultimate purpose of the acarya and arcakah is not
simply to maintain rituals, but to transform each visiting bhaktah into a realized bhagavatah through
guidance, teaching, and the environment of sanctity.

Although many may enter a temple, only a few seek instruction, and fewer still absorb it completely.
Yet, the path remains open for all. The journey from external darsana to internal divine living is the sacred
calling that every human soul is invited to accept.

Conclusion

The spiritual journey from bhakta to Sisya to bhagavata reflects the profound depth of the temple
tradition rooted in the Upanisadic vision of moksa. Temples, guided by the principles of the Agamas and
Visistadvaita Vedanta, are not merely spaces of ritual, but sanctuaries of transformation. The devotee who
approaches the vigraha (idol) with faith begins his ascent; the disciple ($isyah) who submits to an acarya and
receives sacred knowledge strengthens his foundation; and the bhagavatah who lives in constant divine
awareness becomes a beacon of dharma and grace in society.

This progression is not automatic—it requires guidance, effort, and divine grace. The roles of the
acarya and arcakah are indispensable in nurturing this inner evolution. Through their $astra-based instruction
and exemplary conduct, they help ordinary devotees transcend worldly entanglements and realize their

eternal relationship with the Lord.
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In a world overwhelmed by distractions and material pursuits, the temple stands as a spiritual
lighthouse. Its greatest success lies not in numbers or rituals performed, but in how many bhaktas it

transforms into true bhagavatas—those who live in the presence, protection, and purpose of the Divine.
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