Durga Puja Speech by HE Ambassador Ms. Bhaswati Mukherjee

On Monday, 3 October 2011 at Voorschoten

Hon’ble Mayor of Voorschoten, 
Hon’ble Deputy Mayor of the Hague,
Dear Friends and Devotees of Ma Durga,

Celebration sponsor :  Tata Steel who is also launching the Puja Brochure

 
This is a joyous occasion for us all. Ma Durga has returned to Voorschoten, to the same hall where last year, thanks to Kallol, the Indian Bengali Association, we were able to celebrate our first Sarbojonin (Community) Durga Puja in the Netherlands. That spirit remains with us. The presence of Hon’ble Mayor Staatsen and Hon’ble Deputy Mayor Baldewsingh underlines the support of our host country and local Municipalities to support the cultural and civilisational heritage of our Diaspora.
2. 
For those of us who have studied the Indian National Movement, it is well known that Durga, identified with India after 1857, became an icon for the nationalists. After India’s Independence in 1947, Durga Puja became one of the largest  celebrated festivals globally.  It includes the worship of Shiva, who is Durga’s consort, and who is worshipped every Monday, coincidentally today. Mother Nature is also worshipped through nine types of plants representing nine divine forms of the Goddess, in addition to Lakshmi, Saraswati, Ganesh and Karthikeya, her children. Lakshmi resplendent on a sea of Lotus represents purity and virtue regardless of one’s circumstances while Saraswati is the very embodiment of the eternal quest of India for true knowledge. Taken together, they convey a powerful message of Mother India’s commitment to compassion, truth and knowledge through education by developing sustainable life styles and a harmonious co-existence. 
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Durga Puja has different names in different parts of India including Navarathri. Today is Saptami, the 7th day of Navarathri. Together, we will all celebrate its 10th day which culminates in Dusserah or Vijayadashami to Bengalis. 

4. 
A special word about KALLOL.  Netherlands Bengalis have come together as a family to regularly celebrate special occasions and have been active participants in carrying forward the traditionally rich legacy of Bengal – home away from home.  KALLOL typifies the spirit of the ever-resilient and adaptive Bengali community in contributing to the strengthening of common bonds of culture, tradition and way of life among expatriate Indians.  

5.
This community event has been supported by the entire Indian Diaspora for Durga Puja is not limited to the Bengali community but goes beyond the boundaries of State and Society. In fact, in India and in all countries where the Indian Diaspora is present, the Puja celebrations have gone beyond religion. In India, Durga Puja has become the largest outdoor art festival on earth. The art motif extends to elaborate interiors and provides a whole new meaning and dimension to these centuries old traditions. 
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As a happy coincidence, yesterday, Shashti, the 6th day of Navarath, was the birthday of Mahatma Gandhi, the Founder of the Indian Nation and the ever-lasting symbol of India’s abiding message of tolerance, unity in diversity and inclusiveness as well as the strength of non-violence as a powerful tool against the present-day challenges of ignorance, violence and terrorism. In his name, the Gandhi Centre was inaugurated yesterday by Dr. Karan Singh Member of Parliament and President of the Indian Council for Cultural Relations, before a distinguished audience of Ambassadors of the diplomatic community, artists, intellectuals, the Diaspora, media, and in the presence of the Mayor of The Hague, a great friend of India. It represents the commitment of India and the Netherlands to work together to project jointly their rich and diverse cultures. 

7.
Let me conclude by invoking my memories of Mahalaya. Growing up in post-independence India, there was no television. The radio was the most powerful medium of communication. Every year on the first day of Navarathri, i.e., 10 days before Dusserah, my mother would awaken me at 4.00 am to hear the enchanting voice of Late Pankaj Kumar Malik who would be chanting what we did yesterday at the Gandhi Centre, chants from the Vedas. I would thus, chant to you its most memorable lines:
“Yaa Devii Sarva Bhooteshu Shakthirupen Samsthita

Namastasyai Namastasyai Namastasyai Namo Namaha

"Yaa Devii Sarva Bhooteshu Buddhiroopen Samsthita

 Namastasyai Namastasyai Namastasyai Namo Namaha"

Yaa Devii Sarva Bhooteshu Shaanthiroopen Samsthita

Namastasyai Namastasyai Namastasyai Namo Namaha

It merely reiterates that, as the Universal Mother, Ma Durga is the embodiment of Shakti (Strength and Energy); Knowledge and Universal Peace.

Or as the Veda concludes: 

Ayi giri nandini, nandita medini, visva vinodini, nandinute || 
Giri vara vindhya shirodhini vasini vishnuvilaasini jisnunute ||
Bhagavati he shitikanthakutumbini bhoorikutumbini bhoorikrute || 
Jaya jaya he mahishaasuramardhini ramyakapardini shailasute ||||
* * * *
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