The Story of Ganesha

A creative interpretation –

I have no problem with telling the story of Ganesha in my own way. There are endless versions of all the stories about the Hindu deities and each generation, each storyteller will offer a version or interpretation based on what they know and how they understand the story. I do practise a serious spiritual life and I am very fond of Ganesh. I have meditated on this story and this is the way I like to tell it, weaving together elements of different stories I have heard and adding elements from my own imagination and meditation. 
For example I have made the elephant which gave Ganesha its head Ganesh’s  friend, while in some more traditional versions, Shiva, having destroyed the head of Ganesh, just looked around for a suitable head and chose the first one he found.

In this version the I have looked for aspects of the story which teach important concepts such as courage, sacrifice, remorse and cooperation to enrich the meaning for young children and offer many important lessons in life.
Background  (you don’t need to read this – especially if using the story with year 1 and 2 as I did in the workshop.)
In Hinduism God is neither a man or a woman, boy or girl. There is one great God called the Brahman and this God is far beyond anything that human beings can ever understand. Imagine you are looking at a little ant. Can the ant understand what it is like to be a person? That is what it is like for humans trying to think about The Brahman, the Absolute Infinite aspect of God.

But since God is all-pervading (inside everything) and omni-present (found everywhere), This Supreme Absolute God can be found in everywhere and approached in any way. 

Hinduism embraces the ancient stories of gods and goddesses, powerful cosmic beings who inhabit higher worlds than ours – but who act in this world to guide and give blessings to human beings. 
Among the gods and goddesses there is always a balance of male and female, man and woman. The three main gods are Brahma (Creator) Vishnu (Preserver) and Shiva (Transformer or Destroyer.) 
These cosmic gods have goddesses who are their partners. These goddesses are like a wife they all have their own responsibilities and powers so they often have to spend time alone.

Ganesha is the son of Shiva and his partner the goddess Durga, who is sometimes known as Parvati.
In the ancient Indian language of Sanskrit, Durga literally translates into "the one who eliminates sufferings." 

So Hindus who worship Durga ask her to protect them from all the evils of the world. At the same time they feel that she loves them with the infinite affection of a mother and removes all their miseries and sorrows.

Goddess Durga is the mother of the universe, and the active power behind all things. Since time immemorial Durga has been worshipped as the supreme power and she is mentioned in many scriptures – including the Vedas. 
In the story of Rama and Sita, God took human form as Rama. He had to fight against an evil demon but he did not have the capacity to win until he prayed to Durga for her help. This is just one example that shows how important and powerful women are in Hinduism.
The story

The story of Ganesha begins when Shiva and Durga were living on the edge of a forest near a small lake. One day Shiva told Durga that he had to go away for a while. At the top of the Himalaya mountains, on the roof of the world, he would enter into deep meditation and take care of all the affairs of the universe. He would be away for some time. 

Durga was used to this, but as they were both eternal deities (that means that they live for ever) the absence did not worry her. She was busy with her own duties. But after Shiva had left for the mountains, Durga found that she was expecting her first child.
In due course, a lovely son was born. Durga named him Ganesh and he grew up to be a happy and playful child. He would climb trees and swim in the nearby lake. He made friends with all the animals in the forest. Everyone he met loved him and his mother Durga was very proud. She couldn’t wait for Shiva to come home. He would get such a surprise to find he had such a lovely son.

As Ganesh grew older he adored his mother and was always happy to help. One thing he would do, whenever she went to bathe in the lake, was to guard the path so nobody would disturb her. Shiva carries a trident – which is a weapon like a spear but it has three spikes at the top. Durga had made Ganesh a little trident to carry when he was guarding the path. 

One morning Durga asked Ganesh to guard the path, as usual. “I won’t be long,” she said. “But be sure not to let anyone disturb me.” Ganesh took the responsibility very seriously and assured his mother that he would not let anyone come near. He walked up and down the path to the lake, looking all around to see if anyone was coming. Durga smiled as she watched him and then went down to the lake to bathe.  

Meanwhile, up in the mountains, Shiva had finished his work. Everything in the universe was in order so he got up and stretched. He had been sitting in one position for years. He felt hungry – and lonely. He thought of Durga waiting all that time for him, so without any delay he flew by magic down from the mountain to the forest where Durga was living. 

As Shiva hurried along the path towards home he came around a corner and was suddenly confronted by a young child. This boy stood across the path with a little trident in his hand. He pointed this at Shiva and commanded him to stop. 
Shiva was still in quite a meditative mood and not looking closely at the world with his ordinary eyes, so he didn’t notice that this young child had a mixture of his own features and those of his wife. All he knew was that this impudent boy was blocking the path to his wife.
Shiva embodies the infinite force of the universe. He has the power of destruction and transformation. His power is far greater than all the earthquakes and volcanoes in the world. Shiva is not someone to get in the way of and he does not like to be opposed. Nobody would ever dream of threatening Shiva. 
“GET OUT OF THE WAY”  roared Shiva. 
“Sorry,” Ganesha replied, looking up at this towering stranger with a steady, fearless gaze. “My mother has asked me to guard the path. I am not to let anyone past so it doesn’t matter how loud you shout, I will not let you go by.”
Shiva was so angry that he just pushed Ganesha to one side and continued down the path.

Meanwhile, Durga had finished bathing and was just getting dressed again when she heard the commotion coming from the path. She recognised her husbands voice, though she didn’t hear exactly what he was saying, and her heart leapt with joy. With happy, excited steps she hurried up the path from the river.
“Shive!” she called out delightedly as she saw him approaching and they ran to embrace each other. Then Durga called, “Ganesh, Ganesha, where are you? Come and see who’s here.”
Durga and Shiva were walking back up the path, arm in arm as they came around a bend where the path ran close to a thicket of trees. A body was lying sprawled out in the undergrowth at the side of the path. Durga let out a cry and ran over calling, Ganesh, oh my Ganesh! She gathered up the body of her son and found that his head had completely disappeared. Shiva was so powerful that when he had pushed Ganesh out of his way, his hand had completely destroyed Ganesh’s head. His head had turned to dust and ashes and they had blown away on the wind.

Durga was sobbing inconsolably. “Shiva, this is our son, Ganesha. Please bring him back to life, Shiva. I know you can do it. Your power is the power of life and transformation, not just destruction. I know that you can give life as well as take life away.”
“Yes, I can give life,” said Shiva, furrowing his brow in concern, but how can I bring back life to this boy when he has no head? The atoms of his head are scattered on the four winds. I can’t bring them all back together again. Nobody can live without a head.”
Just at that moment there was a rustling noise in the thicket of trees and out from the long undergrowth beside the path stepped a beautiful young elephant. This was a rare white elephant which is sacred in India. The elephant raised its trunk and said, “O honoured parents, Durga and Shiva, I have seen what has happened to your son Ganesh and I wonder if I can help. Ganesh is my dear friend. We play together every day. I can’t imagine life without Ganesh. Everyone loves him. To think of live without my best friend is unbearable. You can’t bring him back to life because he has no head. I was wondering whether I might be able to give him my head instead. Could you take my head to fix to his body and then bring him back to life? 
I would be so happy and proud to sacrifice my own life for my friend. I know that this is not my first life or my last. I can be reborn in a different body, so I am not afraid of dying. I am ready and eager to help Ganesh in this way if you agree. I know that you will look after my soul if I give my life for your son and then I can continue my cosmic journey guided by your wise and compassionate. 
Shiva and Durga meditated on this suggestion. Shiva said that it could be done and Durga agreed that this would be a wonderful solution. The worlds of animals and deities would be united in a special way through the self-giving love of this elephant for his friend. Humans would be able to understand even better how God is present in everything and everyone, in the animals as well as in the cosmic gods and goddesses. So it was decided.

Durga tearfully embraced the elephant and thanked it for its unparalleled generosity and sacrifice. Then Shiva put the elephant into a deep sleep and carefully transferred his head onto the body of their son. When he had restored all the life forces back to Ganesh’s body and it was working perfectly again, he guided Ganesh’s soul back and gently woke his son. 

Ganesh sat up and rubbed his eyes as if he had been asleep. He was shocked to feel the shape of his head. He took hold of his trunk and tusks and cried out in fear, running to his mother and hiding his head in the folds of her dress. He didn’t know what had happened to him. Durga crouched down and embraced Ganesh. She started to cry again. Shiva didn’t know what to do. He had performed such a great miracle to bring his son back to life but nobody was happy. His wife and his son were both sobbing.
Shiva asked Durga what was wrong. Why was she crying. Couldn’t she see that Ganesha was fine? He was alive again. Durga sobbed, “Oh Shiva, how can Ganesh go out and about with the head of an elephant? Everyone will laugh at him. He looks so strange. Oh Ganesha, my poor boy. What shall we do?

Shiva did what he always did when confronted by a problem. He sat by the path and entered into deep meditation. If the answer is not to be found with the mind’s capacity then the only thing is to look at the problem more deeply, with the infinite vision of the inner eye and the vast wisdom of the spiritual heart. 
After a few minutes Shiva opened his eyes again and smiled broadly. In the inner worlds he had called to all the cosmic gods and goddesses. Within moments they started to appear on all sides until the path was crowded and they had flattened the undergrowth beside the path all around. 
Shiva explained about the calamity that had befallen his son Ganesh and how his friend the elephant had saved him. He explained that Durga was worried that people might make fun of Ganesh now he looked so strange and asked the deities for advice. How could they make sure that everyone respected Ganesha and nobody ever made fun of him? He said he had an idea but it would only work if they all agreed. The deities asked Shiva to explain.

“Well, in future, if you all agree, we can ask all the humans who want to offer their worship to us, to first worship Ganesha. Ganesh must be worshipped first. What do you think”
The deities talked with each other for a few moments and then they all agreed that this was an excellent idea. 

Shiva continued, “Ganesha was guarding the path, when I came along. He was so brave that he would not step aside even though it cost him his life. He was so faithful to his mother, so true to his promise to her, that he stood firm even when I shouted at him and pushed him aside. So I think we should give Ganesh some special powers. I think he should have the power to removes all obstacles to the paths of human devotees. What do you think?”
Again the deities discussed this proposal and agreed to it. They also suggested that Ganesh be given the special responsibility for blessing humans whenever they start something new. They all agreed that this would quickly make Ganesha very popular and nobody, human or deity would ever make fun of his elephant head. Indeed they reminded Shiva and Durga that elephants are very wise creatures. With his large ears, Ganesh would be able to hear everything that was going on. He would hear even a little caterpillar eating a leaf on the other side of the world.
Shiva, Durga and the deities happily agreed to all these proposals and Ganesha peeped shyly out from his mother’s skirts. He felt his elephant face and smiled. He lifted his trunk and trumpeted happiness. Then he thanked everyone for their kindness and gave his dad a first, tentative hug. Shiva picked up his son and lifted him high, as any father loves to do and as all the deities took their leave and returned to their heavenly realms, taking with them the body of the faithful white elephant, to give it a funeral fit for a king. 
When they had all gone, Durga and Shiva holding the hands of their son Ganesha and swinging him between them along the path, went back to their home on the edge of the forest.
Ganesh grew up to be very wise and he is indeed one of the best loved deities in the whole of Hinduism.
