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C H A P T E R 1 

dadasvannam yudhisthira 

Greatness of Food and the Giving of Food 

dadasvannam dadasvannam dadasvannam yudhisthira 

"Give food! Give food! Give food!" Thus spake Srikrsna to Yudhis­
thira, while advising him on dana, the discipline of giving, in the 
Bhavisyapurana.1 

The Bhavisyapurana is probably recounting the conversation 
that takes place in the Mahabharata between Srikrsna and Yudhis­
thira at the culmination of the asvamedhayajha undertaken by the 
latter after the victory in the war. Before the yajha, Yudhisthira 
along with his brothers, and in the presence of Srikrsna, sits at the 
feet of Bhlsma lying on his bed of arrows, and at his request, the 
grand old man instructs the freshly anointed king of Hastinapura 
on all aspects of dharma. BhTsma's instructions run to about 25,000 
verses, constituting almost a quarter of the epic, and comprising 
two major parvans, the santiparvan and anusasanaparvan of the 
Mahabharata. It is at the end of this great instruction that Bhlsma 
leaves his mortal body, and Krsnadvaipayanavyasa and Srikrsna ad­
vise the grief-stricken Yudhisthira to undertake asvamedha, the 
yajna of the great kings. 

After performing the asvamedha, and being relieved of the great 
effort and activity that such a yajna involves, Yudhisthira wants to 
be instructed by Snkrsna himself on the intricacies of dharma. 
Srlkrsna's instructions run through another 1,300 verses, consti­
tuting the vaisnavadharmaparvan in the southern reading of the 
Mahabharata. 

^havisya 4.169.2, p. 526 
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GREATNESS OF F O O D AND THE GIVING OF FOOD 

Towards the end of this grand discourse on dharma, Yudhisthira 
asks Srlkrsna for the essence of the entire teaching of BhTsma: 
bhismavdkyat sarabhutam vada dharmam suresvara? 

To which Srlkrsna replies: annena dhdryate sarvarh jagadetaccara-
caram... annadah pranado loke pranadah sarvado bhavet. tasmadannam 
visesena datavyam bhutimicchata? "The world, both animate and 
inanimate, is sustained by food... The giver of food is the giver 
of life and indeed of everything else. Therefore, one who is de­
sirous of well-being in this world and beyond should make special 
endeavour to give food." 

This is how Srlkrsna summarizes the monumental teachings of 
BhTsma. It is not for nothing therefore that the Bhavisyapurana 
renders the essence of dharma as conveyed by Srlkrsna in the 
urgendy imperative command: dadasvdnnam dadasvdnnam dadas­
vdnnam yudhisthira. 

Annaddnamdhdtmya: the greatness of the giving of food 

Srikrsna's exposition of the essence of BhTsma's teachings is pre­
sented in just 15 verses. The first ten of these lay down the centrality 
of annadana, the giving of food, in the life of a householder; and 
the next 5 celebrate the greatness of food, its emergence out of 
the vital essences of earth and its intimate connection with all life. 
Most of the vast classical Indian literature on annadana, some of 
which we shall have occasion to recall in the following, seems to be 
in the nature of an elaboration of these 15 verses. 

Teaching the greatness of annadana to Yudhisthira, Srlkrsna 
says:4 

3^n^=# STFT: wsi ̂ nf̂ r w 11 
annena dhdryate sarvarh jagadetaccardcaram 
annat prabhavati pranah pratyaksam nasti samsayah 

2 Maha asvamedhika 92, p. 6355 
3 Maha asvamedhika 92, p. 6355 
4 Maha asvamedhika 92, p. 6355 
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ANNADANAMAHATMYA 

The world, both animate and inanimate, is sustained by 
food. Life arises from food: this is observed all around, and 
there can be no doubt about it. 

kalatram pidayitvd tu dese kale ca saktitah 
ddtavyarh bhiksave cdnnamdtmano bhutimicchata 

Therefore, one who wishes to attain well-being in this world 
and beyond should offer food to all who seek. One should 
give food in accordance with time and place, and should 
keep giving to the limits of one's capacity, even if it were to 
cause inconvenience to one's own family. 

vipramadhvaparisrantam balarh vrddhamathapi vd 
arcayed guruvat prito grhastho grhamdgatam 

Finding an old person, a child, a tired traveller or a venerable 
one at the door, a householder should offer him worshipful 
hospitality, with gladness in his heart, as he would to his own 
teacher. 

3H^kRiRrtffa: <TWf̂ P£c[% II 

krodhamutpatitam hitvd susilo vitamatsarah 
arcayedatithim pritah paratra hitabhutaye 

Desirous of well-being beyond this world, the householder 
should purge himself of all anger, all jealousy, and offer 
worshipful hospitality, with grace and courtesy, to the one 
who appears at the door. 

=T£^Jfl'N<ui =TT#f^T*iW II 

atithim ndvamanyeta ndnrtdm giramirayet 
na prcched gotracaranam nddhitarh vd kaddcana 
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GREATNESS OF F O O D AND THE GIVING OF F O O D 

Never offer slight to a person appearing at your door, never 
let a falsehood escape from your lips in his presence, and 
never ever ask him about his lineage or learning. 

i u ^ 5 n " W # ^ ^ ^ : * # T S l W : I 

candalo va svapako vd kale yah kascidagatah 
annena pujaniyah sydt paratra hitamicchatd 

The one who appears at the door at the proper time, even 
if he were an outcaste or such a one as partakes of the flesh 
of dog, deserves to be worshipped with the offering of food 
by him who seeks well-being beyond this world. 

pidhdya tu grhadvaram bhunkte yo 'nnarh prahrstavan 
svargadvatapidhanam vai krtam tena yudhisthira 

O Yudhisthira, the one who shuts his door on all comers 
and indulges in the enjoyment of food for himself alone is 
certainly ensuring that the doors of heaven shall be shut 
upon him. 

% =TC ^TWT%TFT 3 ^ f W q^[_ 11 

pitfn devdnrsin viprdn atithimsca nirasrayan 
yo narah pnnayatyannaistasya punya phalam mahat 

And his virtue is indeed great who propitiates with food 
the ancestors, the gods, the sages, the venerable ones, the 
destitute and all those who appear at his door. 

sfT^FM f^rVf # # : a j ^ T 11 

krtvd tu pdpam bahuso yo dadyadannamarthine 
brdhmandya visesena sarvapdpaih pramucyate 

The one who gives food to those who seek, and especially to 
the brahmana seekers, is rid of all sins, even if his sins were 
immense. 
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ANNAMAHATMYA 

3Ft̂ : W\$ $fe WKi *T# ^ | 

annadah pranado loke prdnadah sarvado bhavet 
tasmadannam visesena ddtavyam bhutimicchata 

The giver of food is the giver of life, and indeed of everything 
else. Therefore, one who is desirous of well-being in this 
world and beyond should specially endeavour to give food. 

Annamahatmya: the greatness of food 

The ten verses above lay down the basic precepts associated with 
annadana. The next five verses define the pre-eminence of food in 
the creation;and sustenance of all life. Srikrsna says:5 

3R s^d PM l£H 5RTT ¥^i I 

annarh hyamrtamityahurannam prajananam smrtam 
annapranase sidanti safirepanca dhatavah 

Food is indeed the preserver of life and food is the source 
of procreation. When there is no food, the five elements 
constituting the body cease to be. 

•d<WK*i ft^r^Wv^lft ^ II 

balam balavato nasyedannahinasya dehinah 
tasmadannam visesena sraddhayasraddhayapi va 

Without food even a strong man loses all his strength. There­
fore food, whether taken in reverence or otherwise, has a 
special place in life. 

5 Maha asvamedhika 92, pp. 6355-6 
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GREATNESS OF F O O D AND THE GIVING OF FOOD 

3 ^ 5 ^ m ^ T Wti f̂frT < T T ^ I 

ddatte hi rasam sarvamddityah svagabhastibhih 
vdyustasmdt samddaya rasam meghesu dharayet 
tat tu meghagatam bhumau sakro varsati tadrsam 
tena digdhd bhaved devi mahiprita ca bharata 

The sun, through his rays, draws out the vital essences, and 
vayu, the wind god, gathers these and places them in the 
clouds. The vital essences thus collected in the clouds are 
showered back on the earth by indra. Suffused with the show­
ers, the goddess earth, O Bharata, is verily in contentment. 

^ iH^sf^HdHi ^R^%^T^"f|: II 

tasyarh sasydni rohanti yairjivantyakhilah prajah 
mamsamedo 'sthimajjdndm sambhavastebhya eva hi 

Out of the contented earth grow the food-crops, which sus­
tain all life. Flesh, fat, bone and marrow are formed of these 
alone. 

Thus in these fifteen verses Srikrsna says all that needs to be said 
about the importance of food and the giving of food. He defines 
the major precepts associated with annadana: the great and incom­
parable virtue associated with the giving of food, the imperative of 
offering food to others before eating for oneself, the imperative of 
giving food in worshipful humility towards the receiver, the imper­
ative of giving to all those who come without ever enquiring into 
their antecedents, and the great sin that results from eating one's 
fill without first having fed others who may be waiting at the door. 
And Srikrsna goes on to teach about the central place that anna 
occupies in the Indian understanding of the plan of the universe. 
These precepts appear again and again in the Indian classical lit­
erature in different forms and different contexts. In the following 
chapters, we shall explore some of the more vivid expressions of 
these precepts found in Indian literature. 
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KARMAYOGA 

Karmayoga: the discipline of acting in the world 

But, in the SrTmadbhagavadglta, SrTkrsna himself seems to sum 
up these precepts and place them within the larger Indian under­
standing of the universe and the role of man in it. While teaching 
karmayoga, the discipline of acting in the world, to Arjuna in the 
third chapter of the GTta, we find SrTkrsna offering a short, yet in­
tensely meaning-laden, exposition of how sharing of anna is the 
essential yajha — the essential action in accordance with the disci­
pline of creation — in a universe that manifests through a sequence 
of mutual give and take between man and devas, between man and 
all other aspects of creation:6 

^TfTT: MT: ^ " 3 ^ ? ^ MFTTrT: I 

sahayajnah prajah srstva purovdca prajapatih 
anena prasavisyadhvamesa vo 'stvistakdmadhuk 

At the beginning of creation, prajapati —Brahman in the 
aspect of the creator —created the human beings along with 
the yajha, disciplined action, and then blessed them thus: 
Flourish through yajna. Let yajha be your istakamadhuk, let 
it fulfil all your wishes and desires. 

W R ^TFTW: ^\: WFfrWT 11 

devan bhavayatanena te deva bhdvayantu vah 
parasparam bhavayantah s'reyah paramavapsyatha 

Propitiate the devas through yajha, and let the devas propi­
tiate you. Propitiating each other thus, let both of you, the 
devas and the humans, achieve paramasreyas, the best that 
there is. 

' SrTmadbhagavadglta 3.10-16, in Maha bhisma 27.10-16, pp. 2614-16 
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GREATNESS OF F O O D AND THE GIVING OF F O O D 

istan bhogan hi vo deva dasyante yajnabhavitah 
tairdattanapradayaibhyo yo bhunkte stena eva sah 

Propitiated by the yajha the devas enrich man with all desir­
able objects. Therefore, one who enjoys what is given by the 
devas without giving it back to them is indeed a thief. 

^RlSilRlH: ̂ J ^ ^ r + f c ^ : I 

3^^rW<W^Ti||r^K IJ!l<JUI 
yajnasistasinah santo mucyante sarvakilbisaih 
bhunjate te tvagham papa ye pacantyatmakaranat 

Those who partake of the left-overs of yajha — those who eat 
after having offered proper shares to all others and all of 
nature — are the virtuous. They are cleansed of all sins. Those 
who cook for themselves alone are the sinners: in eating 
alone they partake of only sin. 

W^f^'T^Ht^TfR ch4^=l: II 

anndd bhavanti bhutani parjanyadannasambhavah 
yajnadbhavati parjanyo yajnah karmasamudbhavah 

All beings are formed of anna; anna arises from the rains; 
rains arise from yajna; and yajfia arises from karma, action. 

^sl^DvH M£sl*>ll!*K^=IHJ 

^^^Trri^rftrq-^yRifad^ii 
karma brahmodbhavam viddhi brahmaksarasamudbhavam 
tasmat sarvagatam brahma nityarh yajne pratisthitam 

Know that karma arises from Brahman in the aspect of veda, 
the knowledge, and Brahman in this aspect arises from 
aksara, the imperishable first sound. Therefore, know that 
Brahman, though he permeates all, is always resident in 
yajfia. 

^ ^ ^ ^ s F H I ^ ^ r f H ^ : I 

evam pravartitam cakram ndnuvartayatiha yah 
aghayurindriyaramo mogham pdrtha sajwati 
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