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Abstract

Indian Bakthi propagates the cosmic power of the Supreme Being through the five elements of Nature namely Space, Air, Fire, Water and Earth which offers divine framework for the apprehension of the universal laws of nature. The indistinguishable way of Indian Bakthi is identified with an Igbo ethnic community in Nigeria since ancient times. Itu-nzu and Vibuthi share similar conception of divine presence. Earth and Ani interweaves the birthplace of spiritual eco-connectivity with God. Brahmamuhurtam and Morning prayer in Igbo tribe expresses the declaration of innocence and helps to imbibe psychological divine comfort in the start of everyone’s action. The paper attempts to focus on three aspects Earth and Ani, Vibuthi/Bhasma and Nzu and Brahmamuhurtam and Itu-nzu. The paper also aims to analyse bhakthi purana literary references with the character Papa Nnukwu, an Igbo traditionalist in the novel Purple Hibiscus written by Chimamanda Ngozie Adichie.
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The essence of Indian Bakthi literature builds the massive environmental bedrock of the ancient Indian tradition. The five elements of nature is the basic structure namely Fire, Water, Air, Land, and Space which has ecological connectivity with the human body and soul. Such reference to the worship and connectivity to the elements of nature are seen in the Nigerian Igbo tradition since its existence. Moreover Indian deities are modeled upon the elements of nature worshipped by Indians. Vedas recognizes five elements of nature or Panchtattva which are earth/prithvi, Water/jal, Fire/Agni, Air/vayu, and space/Akasha as referred in Igbo tradition namely Eke/fire, Orie/ water, Afor/soil, Nkwo/air. Air and space mean the same in nature to represent the power of spiritual communion and the similar mystic beliefs over the elements of nature in both Igbo and Indian Bakthi tradition.

Bidhan Chandra Roy quotes that, the basic elements of nature constitute the cosmic being- the mountains his bones, the Earth his flesh, the sea his blood, the sky his abdomen, the air his breadth and Agni his energy. (Roy 37) the existential structure of human world is inseparable from natural surroundings and earth has the strong bonding with man as the mother with her child. In Vedic period, the people remark nature and the ambience in a holistic manner as in “Do not harm the environment, do not harm the water and the flora, earth is my mother, Aim her son…” (Chaube 40)

The similar natural bond is practiced in Igbo tradition. Igbo people are an ethnic group of Nigeria who lives mainly in south eastern part of Nigeria and some parts of Equatorial Guinea.  It is one of the largest ethnic groups of Africa which comprises 20-30 dialects and Igbo people speak Igbo language. They have unique practice of indigenous beliefs over deities and spiritual connection over ancestors. Igbo tribes has uncontested reverences for Ala or Ana, the earth goddess who protect their living descendents. They acknowledge the concept of creation of God or Supreme Being which means in Igbo culture Chukwu or Chineka. They believe Chukwu create the visible universe ‘uwa’ and it is divided into two phases. They are natural human world ‘uwa’ and the spiritual level of the world which is termed as ‘Anyanwu’, the sun, ‘Igwe’, the sky and, ‘Andala’ the earth. According to Igbo tradition, the life of an Igbo is monitored and protected by the elements of nature.

They believe in Chineke or Chukwu which means ‘God who creates.’(Bear 1) It sounds similar connectivity with Adi Purush or the foremost being who causes Shristi, Sthiti, and Pralaya which means (Creation, Preservation and Destruction)

The ethnic belief in God and eco-spiritual connectivity with the elements of nature could be seen in African American Writer Chimamanda Ngozie Adichie. In her writings especially in the novel Purple Hibiscus, the worship of nature is recorded through the character Papa Nnukwu who draws line on earth by chanting in mild tones and thank god with the flow of Igbo words. The act of good wishes to his family lineage through the touch of earth shows the eco-spiritual bond between the body and earth. The divine thoughts and wishes transcend the nature of the body on earth to the soul of the cosmic being to get blend with the God.

 The prayers of the Igbo community include good things of life, long life, and prosperity. The ethical value of Igbo ethnic group is anointed to 'Nso Ani.' “Nso Ani means what should be avoided in order not to offend the land, the Earth Goddess.” (Ele 10) One should be loyal and truthful to the laws of nature and admits his actions towards the body of nature. As Yajurveda expresses that No person should kill animals, helpful to all. (Y.V. 37) Papa Nnukwu, an Igbo traditionalist surrenders himself “Chineke, I have killed no one, I have taken no one’s hand…” Chineke! I have wished others well. I have helped those who have nothing with the little that my hands can spare. (PH 167)

The sayings of Yajurveda and ethnic musings of an Igbo traditionalist sound similar in tone and nature. In earlier education, the natural elements are base at the root of human evolution and it is why they are harmonious and peaceful in environmental sustainability. The interconnectedness of man and everything in the cosmos as recorded in the Isopanishad,

Ishavasyam idam sarvam, yat kinchat jatyamajat

Tein tyakken bhunjhithaha ma gridhah kasyavidhanam (Isopanishad 1.1)

It means whatever there is in this world; it is covered by Ishwar (God) and belongs to him. Man should consume what is righteously his and not covet what by right belong to others. (Upadhaya 3)

In Indian bakthi tradition, ‘vibhuthi’ plays a distinct role as a mark of identity in shaiva bakthi since ancient times. It is a powdered ash in white tinge which symbolizes Lord Shiva’s cosmic power and authority. The similar mark of identity is seen in Igbo tradition as ‘nzu’. It is a chalk meant to draw on their left eyes and on several parts of the body in the form of lines. It is also used to draw on earth by saying prayers and wishes to invoke the blessings of Nature God in their body. Such practice is termed as ‘itu-nzu’, an Igbo term in other words it is called ‘declaration of innocence.’(PH 166)

Both ‘Vibuthi’, a symbol of shaivam and ‘nzu’ an ethnic belief are the symbolic representation of the interconnectedness of spiritual upliftment and divine protection between God and Man. Though they have distinct difference in the appearance they serve common purpose of spiritual bonding with the God. According to Shiva Purana, thiruneer/bhasma/vibuthi purifies and elevates the soul to the cosmic presence. In Igbo spirituality the ‘nzu’ represents purity and sanctification which is offered to the deities and ancestors as medicine, as a symbol of purity, good fortune and hospitality.

 In Indian bakthi heritage, Brahmamuhurtam means Brahma’s time or the Creator’s time. It is the sacred time in the morning before sunrise and it is the most auspicious time to be practiced in the form of meditation. It also means the time of alteration, transformation and manipulation that helps elevation of one’s mind, body and spirit. The similar way of meditation and prayer is observed in Igbo culture too where nzu is done in the morning to beseech the divine presence and it is called as ‘igo ofo’ offered to the God Chukwu by the head of the household before he speaks to anyone in the morning as in,

        Ndu ka anyi na ario (we are asking for life)

        Ndu nwoke  ndu nwanyi ( life of man, life of woman) (Metuh 6)

Nzu can be used for the divine request from the Gods and it is used to possess spiritual powers. In their belief, nzu is applied on their left eye to associate with the spiritual world and make divination. It has medicinal purposes which prevents skin allergies like measles and chicken pox. In the same way, ‘Vibuthi; or ‘Bhasma’ refers to the supreme power of God or to the supreme presence or manifestation of God. It is also used as a medicine for the sick and protects the body from chillness.

Odinani also known as Odinala is the spiritual science of Igbo people which means “as it is in the Earth/Land” (Web) Both Odinani and Ani, the divine earth Mother reinforces the eco-spiritual voyage Igbo people have with the primeval cosmic forces and the quintessence of life with the elements of nature. Indian Puranas and other texts prove that the earth (bhumi) one of the five elements of nature manifests the spiritual continuity and sustainability of life through the constant interaction with the nature. 

For Igbo people, “the whole nature is a temple and they worship trees, groves, forests and trees as deities” (Henryk 138) the earth is a very important element in Nigerian culture and it is tied to Ani, god of the land. (PH 65) The man-nature relationship could also be felt in Igbo land of nature as Adichie expresses through the narration of Kambili about Papa Nnukwu’s body with the nature.

“His legs have loose soiled-coloured skin” (167) and “His navel has once juttled out, I could tell, But now it looked like a wrinkled eggplant, His few front teeth seemed a deeper yellow in the light, like a fresh corn kernels, his entire body is like the bark of the gnarled gmelina tree in our yard, captured the gold shadows from the lamp frame in its many furrows and ridges… His nipples were like dark raisins” (PH 168-169)

According to Olajubu, “traditional ways of life permeate every culture as shown by attitude towards nature among different people at different times and locations.”(Olajubu 235)  Thomas Berry in his essay ‘World of Wonder’ in Lee Llewellyn Vaughan’s book Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth mentions the emotional and spiritual affinity of nature to man as in,

 There were other rituals whereby human communities validated themselves by seasonal acknowledgement of the various powers of giving ceremony, where the sun, the earth, the winds, the waters, the trees, and the animals each in turn received expressions of personal gratitude for those gifts that made life possible (Vaughan 10)

Earth (Bhumi) plays a distinct role in shaping the spiritual emancipation of man with the God. It keeps man’s life to influence his action with certain boundaries and so he cannot go against laws of nature. As in Brahmavaivartapurana earth has been depicted as Mother Earth who protects and nourishes human kind.

Pradhanaha ahshyarupa cha prakarteshcha va vasundhara

Adharbhutam sarvesham, saru shashyaprasutika.

                                                            (Brahmavaivartapurana 1. 61-68)

The eco spiritual bonding could be seen with Igbo Goddess Ani (Earth). In Igbo tradition, ‘Ani’ deity is associated with land which protects and cares for their well being. “In Igbo world view, Ani the earth goddess has eyes that sees all persons, all things and watches the unfolding of events” (Ele 5) Igbo society shows prime importance on Ani through which Igbo roots are searched and preserved to experience universal cosmic presence in the elements of nature (Ani/Prithvi). In the same way Praja Shristi from Linga purana which means ‘Creation’ facilitates “the impact of good and bad deeds in Kharma Bhumi and it is the birth place of Vedas, Vedangas like Astrology, Astronomy, other branches of Literature, Chatusshaashti Kalas” (Rao 24) 

The sacred proposition of ethereal balance to sustain human consciousness within the spiritual aura is a fundamental element of Indian Bakthi and Igbo cosmology. Prayers play a paramount function to reap the benefit of leading harmonious life and help to be aware of oneself from within. ‘Vibuthi’ and ‘nzu’ are the essential medium which serves as a bridge to connect physical and spiritual selves. Mother Earth (Prithvi) and Goddess (Ani) monitor the human function and transcend from the mundane existence to connect with the divine entity.
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