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Throughout India, one can see images of Shiva painted by the folk-artists upon the walls of temples, in public buildings, and in private homes. 
Shiva may appear seated alone in meditation, encamped in the high Himalayas with Parvati, or riding in procession on his bull Nandi surrounded by a host of attendants. Yet, such images, while they remind the passersby of the myths and stories associated with Shiva, are not the principal focus of Shiva worship. In the many temples and wayside shrines of cities and villages, it is Shiva in the form of the linga, the rounded vertical shaft of stone implanted in a circular base, or yoni, that his devotees direct their worship to. 

Shiva linga 
The word linga means "phallus", and yoni means "womb". The worship of these sexual symbols horrified many early Western visitors to India. Abbe Dubois, for instance, writing in the early nineteenth century, called the shivalinga an "obscene symbol" and an "insult to decency". To the faithful, however, the linga has no mundane connotation. "Li", the Sanskrit root of the word linga, means "to dissolve", "to rest on", or "to dwell in", and thus indicates that the significance of the linga extends far beyond its immediate sexual symbolism. 
The Shiva linga and yoni represent the principle of material existence. As all life in this world ha sexual origins, so creation is represented by the linga of Shiva (consciousness) and the yoni of material nature.Western abhorrence of such symbolism stems from nothing more than the culture's own social connotations about sexuality. These connotations are not applicable in scientific expositions of the nature of ultimate reality, especially when the symbolism of the linga and yoni is so helpful in illuminating the principle of creation. 

Puranic themes 
The linga cult stems from two Puranic themes. The castration of Shiva is the first theme. The Skanda Purana relates a story that one day Shiva was wandering naked in the Daruvana forest begging alms. The minds of the sages' wives became agitated with the pain of love. Thus they all followed him. Later, the sages cursed Shiva for enticing their womenfolk, and eventually his linga fell off. 
The Padma Purana records an earlier curse of Savitri, wherein she said Shiva would lose his generative organ as a result of the curse of some sages. However, Savitri said that when the sages were appeased, the linga would be worshipped by mankind. 
The second theme is the appearance of the linga as a blazing pillar of cosmic fire, or jyotir-linga. This is one of the most popular sagas of the entire Puranic corpus and is told in different settings with slight modifications in various Puranas. The story begins with Brahma and Vishnu arguing about which of them is supreme. 
On that occasion, a towering effulgent linga, surrounded by expanding flames of fire, split the earth between them and blazed up through the sky. Astounded, the two gods decided to determine the source and extent of the brilliant pillar of light. Vishnu became a boar and burrowed deep into the netherworlds. Brahma took the form of a swan and flew into the air as far as the heavens reach. But even after thousands of years they could not find the bottom or the top of the shaft of light. The attempts of both to discover the reality of the jyotir-linga proved futile, and both began to praise the linga. According to some sources, Shiva later vowed that this unfathomable linga would become small enough that people could have it as an emblem for their worship. 

Is Shiva the supreme God? 
The above narration of the appearance of the jyotir-linga advocates Shiva's supremacy over the other gods, an idea shared by millions of Hindus, who are ready to quote from several other literary sources to support their viewpoint. 
Why then do Gaudiya Vaisnavas differ from their conclusion? Are they not acquainted with the evidence found in the Puranas? Don't they know that even Vishnu worshipped the Shiva linga as the great generative power for obtaining a son? An that Krishna, as we find in the Mahabharata, obained a son for his wife Jambavati by the grace of Shiva? 
To solve this dilemma, we must remember that the Puranas are written for differerent groups of people. Tamasika, rajasika, and sattvika Puranas are substantially different from one another. Since not everyone is ready to hear everything at once, the Puranas explain the ultimate reality in installments, such that all concerned may gradually develop faith in the trascendental reality. How will we know the highest installment of the Vedic literature? 

Krishna is supreme 
In his Tattva-Sandarbha, Sri Jiva Goswami has settled the controversy. Therein, he explains that all the Puranas must be understood in the light of the sattvika Puranas. Sattva-gun, or goodness, is the best of three material modes, for from sattva one gets proper knowledge. 
Ultimately, Sri Jiva shows that the Srimad-Bhagavatam constitutes the most valid way of knowing the truth about the primeval God. This is so because the Bhagavatam is the mature fruit of Vedavyasa's meditation (nigama-kalpa-taror galitam phalam) and shows the congruence of the Vedic literature. In the Bhagavatam, the supreme Deity is conclusively revealed in both one concise phrase and thousands of verses elaborating the same. The phrase "krsnas tu bhagavan svayam" reigns supreme among all the verses of the Vedic literature and crowns the cowherder of Vraja as the supreme object of worship. 

Shiva's position 
What then is the position of Lord Shiva? His status is extaordinary, yet he is not the ultimate shelter. 
Neither avatara nor ordinary jiva, according to Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu he possesses eighty-four percent of the attributes of divinity found in Krishna. The Brahma-samhita describes him as Shambhu, a transformation of Krishna for the special purpose of material transactions. Sri Krishna does not come directly in touch with the material nature, but he does touch his maya-shakti as Shambhu. Krishna indicates this in the Gita wherein He says tasmin garbham dadhamy aham, "I impregnate the womb of material nature (with consciousness)." This Gita reference corresponds with the Aitareya Upanishad's words, sa aikshata tat tejo 'srijata: "He glanced at His potency, thus manifesting the creation." (Ait. Up. 3.11) This glance of Vishnu is Shambhu, or Shiva. 
Thus Shiva holds a very peculiar and exalted position within the Hindu pantheon. His followers, however, are not always aware of his greatness. It is these so-called followers that Krishna labels as alpamedhasam, less intelligent. 
The Bhagavatam says, vaisnavanam yata shambhu: "Shiva is a great Vaisnava." Those who regard Shiva as such have sumedhasah, higher intelligence. 

Shiva becomes a gopi of Vraja 
No one knows this better tha the Gaudiya sadhakas of Vrindavan. They inform us how Shiva came to Vrindavan in a prayerful mood, seeking the grace of Vamsi-dhari, Sri Krishna. 
When Krishna kishora performed rasa-lila in Vamsivata, the desire to participate in that most charming lila awakened in Shiva's mind. But being male, he was denied entrance. He then went to Brahma kunda and prayed to Yoga-maya for the benediction to become a gopi. Advised by Lalita sakhi, he then bathed in Mana-sarovara and acquired a female form. 
Undergoing this unusual process of purification, Shiva acknowledged the superior charm of Krishna lila. Shiva's highest aspiration is revealed here, gopi-bhava. The Lord of maya-shakti aspires for a change of his own internal disposition - from the mentality of a purusha to that of a surrendered gopi. 

Gopishvara Mahadeva 
On returning to the spot of the rasa dance, Lord Shiva was favored by Sri Krishna, who told him to protect the rasa-sthali, prohibiting anyone with the enjoying spirit, or purusha bhava, from entering there. In this way, Lord Shiva gave up his trident and became Gopishvara Mahadeva, the faithful guardian of the marvelous rasa-lila. 
Krishna's grandson, Vajranabha, established the temple of Gopishvara in Vrindavan, where Shiva is both a simple gopi and the dik-pala (protector) of the dhama, the guardian of the rasa-sthali. 
We hould not approach this magnanimous personality to achieve some temporary profit (antavat tu phalam tesam) and increase the depth of our materil bondage. Rather, we should pray to him because of his intimate relation with Sri Krishna in madhurya-rasa in order to gain entrance into the highest reality of Sri Vrindavan Dhama. 
With this approach we shall find Lord Shiva, blissful and auspicious, ready to grant the boon of Vraja bhakti, as only an inhabitant of Vraja can, to those who are sincerely hankering after the real success of life. 


