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A rare inside look at the world’s most venerable and vibrant religion,
revealed in forty-six illustrated journeys into an intriguing realm of
temples, Deities, yoga, philosophy, gurus, tolerance and family life
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CHAPTER 1

Hinduism, the Greatest

A Satguru’s Penetrating Insights on the Earth’s Oldest Living Faith

SANSNNNNNNNNNNNN SONNNNNNNNN R NANNNANN NN
- - ;

L




Religion In the World

BY SATGURU SIVAYA SUBRAMUNIYASWAMI,
FOUNDER OF HINDUISM TODAY
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eligion is man’s association with the Divine, and the ultimate
objective of religion is realization of Truth. Forms which sym-
bolize Truth are only indications; they are not Truth itself, which
transcends all conceptualization. The mind in its efforts to understand
Truth through reasoning must always fail, for Truth transcends the very
mind which seeks to embrace it. Hinduism is unique among the world’s
religions. | boldly proclaim it the g reatest religion in the world. To begin
with, it is mankind's oldest spiritual declaration, the very fountainhead of
faith on the planet. Hinduism’s venerable age has seasoned it to maturity.
It is the only religion, to my knowledge, which is not founded in a single
historic event or prophet, but which itself precedes recorded history. Hin-
duism has been called the “cradle of spirituality” and the “mother of all re-
ligions,” partially because it has influenced virtually every major religion
and partly because it can absorb all other religions, honor and embrace
their scriptures, their saints, their philosophy. This is possible because Hin-
duism looks compassionately on all genuine spiritual effort and knows
unmistakably that all souls are evolving toward union with the Divine,
and all are destined, without exception, to achieve spiritual enlighten-
ment and liberation in this or a future life. 10f course, any religion in the
world is a mind stratum within people, isn't it? It is a group of people who
think consciously, subconsciously and subsuperconsciously alike and who
are guided by their own superconsciousness and the superconsciousness
of their leaders which make up the force field which we call a religion.
It does not exist outside the mind. People of a certain religion have all
been impressed with the same experiences. They have all accepted the
same or similar beliefs and attitudes, and their mutual concurrence cre-
ates the bonds of fellowship and purpose, of doctrine and communion.

e

Rites of Communion: (Photo, left) for eleven days in 1997, one-hundred-twenty-
one priests surrounded 11 fire altars in a huge worship hall at the Sringeri Sadhana
~ Center in Pennsylvania for the grandest of all fire ceremonies. The Ati Rudra
aha Yajna, witnessed by 6,000 devotees and following liturgy set thousands
Z 44. =af" ears ago, was performed for the first time on American soil, a demonstration
of trength and geographical breadth in our modern age.
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THOMAST KELLY

The people who are Hinduism share a mind structure. They can
understand, acknowledge, accept and love the peoples of all reli-
gions, encompass them within their mind as being fine religious
people. The Hindu truly believes that there is a single Eternal Path,
but he does not believe that any one religion is the only valid reli-
gion or the only religion that will lead the soul to salvation. Rather,
the Eternal Path is seen reflected in all religions.

To put it another way, the will of God or the Gods is at work in
all genuine worship and service. It is said in Hindu scripture that

“Truth is one. Paths are many.” The search for Truth, for God, is
called the Sanatana Dharma, or the Eternal Path, because it is in-
herent in the soul itself, where religion begins. This path, this return
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to the Source, is ever existent in man, and is at work whether he is
aware of the processes or not. There is not this mans search and
that man’s search. Where does the impetus come from? It comes
from the inside of man himself. Thus, Hinduism is ever vibrant and
alive, for it depends on this original source of inspiration, this first
impulse of the spirit within, giving it an energy and a vibrancy that

is renewable eternally in the now.

Naturally, the Hindu feels that his faith is the broadest, the most
practical and effective instrument of spiritual unfoldment, but he
includes in his Hindu mind all the religions of the world as expres-
sions of the one Eternal Path and understands each proportionately
in accordance with its doctrines and dogma. He knows that certain
beliefs and inner attitudes are more conducive to spiritual growth
than others, and that all religions are, therefore, not the same. They
differ in important ways. Yet, there is no sense whatsoever in Hin-
duism of an “only path.” A devout Hindu is supportive of all efforts
that lead to a pure and virtuous life and would consider it unthink-
able to dissuade a sincere devotee from his chosen faith. This is the
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Hindu mind, and this is what we teach, what we practice and what

Profundity: (Clockwise) Prof. E. Chamuramoki reviews precious
scriptures at the Oriental Research Institute, Tirupati; the Porram
Festival in Thrissur, Kerala, led by 15 gold-caparisoned elephants;
a woman rings the bell as she enters the Gadhikalika temple in
sacred Ujjain city, signalling her presence to the angelic hosts
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The Joys of Hinduism

onight we want to speak on the joys
1? and happiness found in Hinduism, our

ancient religion which brings forth
the wonderful feelings of a belief in the cos-
mic processes of reincarnation coupled with
knowledge of the laws of karma and the
wisdom of dharma in which everyone has
his rightful place and purpose in life. It brings
the broadmindedness of total acceptance of
all other religions as expressions of the One
God'’s creation, the blessing of a complete
devotional path revolving around powerful
temples, the fulfillment of a profound mysti-
cal teaching founded on yoga and brought
forth by the seers and saints and gurus, and
so much more. Our religion is so strong, so rich
and varied that very few can claim to under-

stand it in its completeness. It is immense, an
immense religion, so immense that we have
difficulty sometimes explaining it to those who
hold to a simpler doctrine, especially if they
have been subjected to erroneous concepts
about our religion promulgated by invaders
and missionaries of a score of alien religions.
It is time that the world knew of the great-
ness of Hinduism, knew it as it is. Of course,
we cannot explain it in an evening. My satguru,
the great Siva Yogaswami of Columbuthurai,
would say, “The time is short and the subject
is vast.” But we can have a look at some of the
aspects of Hinduism that bring such joys and
happiness to over a billion devotees around
the world. Each Hindu'’s belief in reincar-
nation is so strong that it totally eliminates
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We often send people back to their own religion, for Hindu doc-
trine would consider it an unseemly karma to draw someone away
simply because he believed differently. To the Hindu, conduct and
the inner processes of the soul’s maturation are more essential than
the particular religion one may be by the accidents of birth, cul-
ture or geography. The Hindu knows that he might unknowingly
disturb the dharma of the individual if he pulls him away from his
religious roots, and that would cause an unsavory karma for them
both. He knows, too, that it is not necessary that all people believe
exactly the same way or call God by the same name.

A Religion of Experience

Still, Hinduism is also extremely sectarian, altogether adamant in
its beliefs. Its doctrines of karma and reincarnation, its philosophy
of nonviolence and compassion, its certainty of mystical realities
and experience and its universality are held with unshakable con-
viction. Perhaps this is due to the fact that Hinduism is a religion
more of experience than of doctrine. It prefers to say to its fol-
lowers, “This is the nature of Truth, and these are the means by
which that Truth may be realized. Here are the traditions which
have withstood time and proved most effective. Now you may test
them in your own life, prove them to yourself. And we will help as
we can.” Hinduism will never say, “You must do or believe thusly
or be condemned.” In Hinduism it is believed that none is eternally
condemned. That loving acceptance and unremitting faith in the
goodness of life is another reason I boldly say that Hinduism is the
greatest religion in the world.

Within Hinduism, as within every religious system, are the prac-
tical means of attaining the purity, the knowledge and the serenity
of life. Each Hindu is enjoined to attend a puja every day, prefer-
ably at a certain and consistent time. He must observe the laws
of virtue and the codes of ethics. He must serve others, support
religion within his community. He should occasionally pilgrimage
to sacred shrines and temples and partake in the sacraments. If

. ~ : he is more advanced, an older soul, then he is expected, expects
\\\\\\ N of himself, to undertake certain forms of sadhana and tapas, of

the fear and dread of death. No true Hindu  ping off.” 9The Hindu’s knowledge of reincar-  ress toward the perfection that he intuitively
really fears death; nor does he look forward  nation gives him the hope of attaining a future ~ knows is his atman, his soul. He is working in
to it. The word death in the vocabulary of the  birth and in that birth making further prog- this life to gain enough good merit, enough
L R Oy
does not take death to be the end of ; ) &y e |
existence; nor does he look upon life
as a singular opportunity to be fol- |
lowed by eternal heavenly existence
for those souls who do well, and by
unending hell for those who do not.
Death for the Hindu is merely tran-
sition, simultaneously an end and a
new beginning. Over two thousand
years ago, Saint Tiruvalluvar wrote,
“Death is like falling asleep, and birth
is like awakening from that sleep
(Tirukural 339). In one of the ancient
languages of our religion, the physi-
cal body had a name which literally
meant “that which is always drop-
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discipline and asceticism.

Though it is broad and open in the freedom of the mind to in-
quire, Hinduism is narrowly strict in its expectations of devotees—the
more awakened the soul, the higher the demands and responsibilities
placed upon him. And though other systems of belief are fully accept-
able mind structures within the structure of the higher mind, there
is no way out of Hinduism. There is no excommunication. There is
no means of severance. Theres no leaving Hinduism once you have
formally accepted and been accepted. Why is that? That is because
Hinduism contains the whole of religion within itself. There is no

“other religion” which one can adopt by leaving Hinduism, only other
aspects of the one religion which is the sum of them all, the Eternal
Path, the Sanatana Dharma.

I would say that, if it lacked all the qualities of open-mindedness
and compassion and tolerance just mentioned, Hinduism would be
the greatest religion on the basis of its profound mysticism alone. No
other faith boasts such a deep and enduring comprehension of the
mysteries of existence, or possesses so vast a metaphysical system. The
storehouse of religious revelations in Hinduism cannot be reckoned.
I know of its equal nowhere. It contains the entire system of yoga, of
meditation and contemplation and Self Realization. Nowhere else is
there such insightful revelation of the inner bodies of man, the subtle
pranas and the chakras, or psychic centers within the nerve system.
Inner states of superconsciousness are explored and mapped fully in
Hinduism, from the clear white light to the sights and sounds which
flood the awakened inner consciousness of man. In the West it is the
mystically awakened soul who is drawn to Hinduism for understand-
ing of inner states of consciousness, discovering after ardent seeking
that Hinduism possesses answers which do not exist elsewhere and
is capable of guiding awareness into ever-deepening mind strata.

Dedication: (Clockwise) Shaven-headed aspirants await the auspi-
cious moment of brahmachari initiation and entry into an order of
world-renouncing sadhus; pilgrims touch the sculpted stone feet of
Vishnu in Tirumala Temple’s Srivari Padalu shrine; a traditional
Kathak dancer in outrageous, colorful costume
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punya, to deserve welcome into a fine religious
family as a good soul that will not upset the
family but add to its love and harmony and
productivity. That is one aim ever on the
mind of the devout Hindu, to live well that

into existence just before one’s birth. The
Hindu believes that the soul undertakes many
sojourns on the planet. We see the wisdom in

this cycle of birth, death and rebirth.
Karma Is Always Just: We see reincarna-
tion as an explanation for many of the appar-
ent inequalities observed in life. Thus we

e g understand the fairness even in a bad

he may live even more perfectly in a future
life on this planet. That is our aim; and our
other beliefs, our accumulated knowledge
and the many facets of our religion, give
us the strength and the wisdom to believe
in such a far-reaching way, to look beyond
the immediate day-to-day concerns into
our ultimate objective, which is realiza-
tion and liberation, moksha. 9INor is this
belief in the cycles of earthly existence, in
reincarnation, merely a belief. It is a cer-
tain knowledge for those who have had
even a tiny glimpse into their origins to
the point of remembering another life or
just intuiting that the soul did not come
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birth, say a birth as a cripple or a child
who dies in infancy. To the Hindu this is
not an accident, but is a natural event
brought forth by the soul itself through
the karma of unseemly acts and desires
in a previous life. To the Hindu there is
not one force in the universe at work to
make all things good and an opposing
force trying to destroy the soul. No. All
is God’s work. All karma is natural and
worthy of the soul to which it comes.
9The Hindu knows that it is the young-
er souls who lack understanding, who
cannot live in harmony with others and
who shun the higher forms of culture

8 wuAT 1s HINDUISM?
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. o g - In apparent conflict, the scriptures written thousands of years ago
explain how we should live, and saints and rishis and seers through-
out the ages have told us that it is impossible to live that way. So,
Hinduism has a great tolerance for those who strive and a great
forgiveness for those who fail. It looks in awe at those who succeed
in living a life according to its own strict ethics. In Hinduism, we
have many, many saints. You don't have to die to be acknowledged
a saint in our religion, you have to live. The Hindus, perhaps be-
yond all other people on the earth, realize the difficulties of liv-
ing in a human body and look in awe at those who achieve true
spirituality.

The Hindu believes in reincarnation. He believes that he is not
the body in which he lives, but the soul or awareness which takes
on a body for a definite purpose. He believes he is going to get a
better body in a better birth, that the process does not begin and
end in a single life, that the process is continuous, reaching beyond
the limits that one life may impose on inner progress. Of course,
his belief in karma assures him that a better birth, that progress
inwardly will come only if he behaves in a certain way. He knows
that if he does not behave according to the natural laws, to the
Hindu ethics, that he will suffer for his transgressions in a future
life, or future lives, that he may by his own actions earn the neces-
sity of a so-called inferior birth, earn the right to start over where
he left off in the birth in which he failed.

The belief in karma and reincarnation is exclusively Hindu, and
yet many people in the world today, whether they call themselves
religious or not, are coming to the same conclusions, not from being
told to believe but in a natural way, from the inside out. This belief
in more than a single life brings to the Hindu a great sense of peace.
He knows that the maturity of the soul takes many lives, perhaps
hundreds of lives. If he is not perfect right now, then at least he
knows that he is progressing, that there will be many opportunities
for learning and growing. This eliminates anxiety, gives the serene

” : . perception that everything is all right as it is. There is no sense
> ! of a time limit, of an impending end or an ultimate judgment of
S '

his actions and attitudes. This understanding that the soul evolves
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and faith. Rather than inheriting eternal suf- we will have as many opportunities as needed  that we only have a single chance, a one life in
fering for their acts, they earn instead another  to refine and evolve our nature—a thousand  which everything must be accomplished and
opportunity for experience, for learning, for  lives or more if needed. We don’t have to think  all desires must be fulfilled. Therefore, we are
evolving. The ideas of sin and evil not in a hurry. We are patient.
are different in Hinduism from the N \\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\\I|| We exhibit more patience with
concepts held by Abrahamic reli- circumstances than do those
gions. If there is such a thing as sin who believe in a one life, and
to the Hindu, it is the breaking of we are more forgiving of our-
the natural laws, a lapse in the pat- selves when we fall short. Thus
terns of karma and dharma, and it is that Hinduism offers a great
that transgression brings its own joy to its followers—a bless-
punishment in the form of an addi- ing of fearlessness in the face
tional karma created to then be of death, an assurance of the
worked out. Thus the Hindu does continuation of consciousness
not live in fear of sin or under the after physical death, another
notion of original sin. We do not assurance that each soul creates
look upon humanity as inherently its own karma and that such kar-
sinful, but inherently perfect and ma is just and right, even when it
striving to unfold that perfection seems that some people are less
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gives the Hindu remarkable insight into the human condition and
appreciation for all men in all stages of spiritual development.
Hinduism is so broad. Within it there is a place for the insane
and a place for the saint. There is a place for the beggar and for
those who support beggars. There is a place for the intelligent per-
son and plenty of room for the fool. The beauty of Hinduism is that
it does not demand of every soul perfection in this life, a necessary
conclusion for those who believe in a single lifetime during which
human perfection or grace must be achieved. Belief in reincarna-
tion gives the Hindu an acceptance of every level of humanity.
Some souls are simply older souls than others, but all are inherently
the same, inherently immortal and of the nature of the Divine.

Hindu Views of the Divine

In Hinduism it is believed that the Gods are living, thinking, dy-
namic beings who live in a different world, in an inner world in
the microcosm within this world in which there exists a greater
macrocosm than this visible macrocosm. For the Hindu, surrender
to the Divine Will that created and pervades and guides the uni-
verse is essential. The Hindu believes that these beings guide our
experiences on Earth, actually consciously guide the evolutionary
processes. Therefore, he worships these beings as greater beings
than himself, and he maintains a subjective attitude toward them,
wondering if he is attuned with these grand forces of the universe,
if his personal will is in phase with what these great beings would
have him do. This gives birth to a great culture, a great attitude,
a great tolerance and kindness one to another. It gives rise to hu-
mility in the approach to life—not a weak or false humility, but a

Intensity: (Clockwise) Devotees in North York, Ontario, pull

the chariot of Goddess Durga around their temple on July 21,
2004; a sadhu sits in a circle of embers for three hours; part of
a 12-year, daily penance, using fire in summer, standing in cold
water in winter and in the rain during the rainy season; the
elegant face of a Deity icon of Lord Siva Nataraja at Kauai’s
Hindu Monastery, site of the editorial offices of Hinduism Today
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fate has unfairly given all the advantages to a
few. All these things are bestowed on Hindus
simply because they understand the doctrine
of reincarnation. YHinduism is a hopeful and
comforting religion. Hope for a future
life makes this life worthwhile, joyous,
contented and happy, because the
Hindu can live and deal with current
problems, knowing that they are tran-
sitory problems, that they will not last
forever; nor will they affect us forever.
They are problems; we cannot deny
that. But they are problems to be
worked out with a positive attitude
and a high energy and a helping hand
from our Gods.

The World As Our Teacher: The
Hindu also wants to improve condi-
tions in the world, in the physical
world. We do not look upon all that
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happens to us as unreal. That is a misconcep-
tion. It is real. Life is real. It is through life that
we progress. Life is the means provided by
the Primordial God for finding Reality. True,
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it is maya. But it is maya in the form of mind,
in the form of form. Maya, or form, or mind,
is created for a purpose, to help man evolve,
not to bind him in illusion. The Hindu under-
stands this. We want to help humanity,
and simultaneously we know that we
may well return in another physical body.
So we are working not only for ourselves,

in the future as well. We are improving
the world for future generations in which
we will play a part. 9Through our knowl-
edge of reincarnation, we have a great
love and understanding for every human
being, for they have been our mothers,
our fathers, our sons and daughters, our
grandparents and companions in many
past lives, or perhaps will be in a future
incarnation. This expanded knowledge of
the interrelatedness of humanity brings

10 wuAT 1S HINDUISM?
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strong and mature sense of the grand presence and purpose of life
before which the head naturally bows.

There are said to be millions of Gods in the Hindu pantheon,
though only a few major Deities are actually worshiped in the tem-
ples. That God may be worshiped as the Divine Father or a Sainted
Mother or the King of kings is one of the blessings of Hinduism. It
offers to each a personal and significant contact, and each Hindu
will choose that aspect of the Deity which most appeals to his inner
needs and sensibilities. That can be confusing to some, but not to
the Hindu. Within his religion is monism and dualism, monotheism
and polytheism, and a rich array of other theological views.

God in Hinduism is accepted as both transcendent and imma-
nent, both beyond the mind and the very substratum of the mind.
The ideal of the Hindu is to think of God always, every moment,
and to be ever conscious of God’s presence. This does not mean the
transcendent God, the Absolute Lord. That is for the yogi to ponder
in his contemplative discipline. That is for the well-perfected Hindu
who has worshiped faithfully in the temples, studied deeply the
scriptures and found his satguru.

For most Hindus, God means the Gods, one of the many personal
devas and Mahadevas which prevail in our religion. This means a
personal great soul which may never have known physical birth, a
being which pervades the planet, pervades form with His mind
and Being, and which guides evolution. Such a God is capable of
offering protection and direction to the followers of Hinduism. The
Hindu is supposed to think of God every minute of every day, to see
God everywhere. Of course, most of us don't think of God even one
minute a day. That’s the reason that each Hindu is obliged to con-
duct or attend at least one religious service, one puja or ceremony,
every day in his temple or home shrine. This turns his mind inward
to God and the Gods.

Hinduism, Sanatana Dharma, is an Eastern religion, and the
Eastern religions are very different from those of the West. For
one thing, they are more introspective. Hinduism gave birth to
Buddhism, for Buddha was born and died a good Hindu. And it
gave birth to other religions of the East, to Taoism, to Jainism, to
Sikhism and others.

with it a deepened appreciation, helpingusto  as well as punishments. All this we can do our-  that God who has chosen to love, guide and
understand why it is that some people seem  selves with the help of our Gods and our per-  protect us through an incarnation. 9In Hindu-
so close to us though we hardly know them  sonal relationship with our Ishta Devata, the  ism there is no priest standing between the
and others are strangers or even enemies after  individual God that we have chosen, or rather  devotee and God. The priest is a servant of

years of close association. To the Hindu,
everyone younger is his brother or sister.
Everyone older is his mother or father, and
he maintains a deep respect for others.
We have this knowledge by having lived
through many hundreds of lives on this
planet and having been associated with
many thousands of people. We know that
in our current pattern in this life we often
attract those to us whom we have been
with in past lives. So we have a great joy
and happiness in meeting them again and
a deep knowledge of our relationships,
our psychic relationships, with them in
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the God, just as is every other devo-
tee. Even the satguru, the spiritual
teacher, does not stand between the
disciple and God, but seeks instead to
strengthen the devotee’s direct expe-
riential relationship with the Divine.
The Hindu thus finds a great joy in his
relationship with God and the Gods. It
is his relationship, and he alone is able
to perpetuate it. No one can do this
work for him or on his behalf. There is
a great happiness there between the
devotee and the God resident in the
Hindu temple, which is the commu-
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past lives. 1The Hindu believes in the law S i, 4 ._ M. “C = Z nication point with the God, as is the
of karma, the ability to earn one’s rewards R sSssSsSsSSS SSOOOES.Ss sacred home shrine.
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There are three distinct aspects of Hinduism: the temples, the phi-
losophy and the satguru. It is very fortunate that in the last two de-
cades Hindu temples have nearly circumferenced the world. There
are temples in Europe, in North America, in South America, Aus-
tralia, in Africa and throughout Southeast Asia. The Hindu temple
and stone images in it work as a channel for the Deity, for the Gods,
who hover over the stone image and, in their subtle etheric forms,
change peoples lives through changing the nerve currents within
them through their darshana. People come to a sanctified temple
and go away, and in that process they are slowly changed from the
inside out. They have changed because their very life force has
changed, their mind has been changed and their emotions have
undergone a subtle transformation. The temples of Hinduism are
magnificent in their immensity and in their ability to canalize the
three worlds, the First World of physical, outer existence and the
inner Second and Third Worlds.

Hindu temples are not centered around a priest or minister,
though there may be a holy man associated with a temple whose
advice is cautiously and quietly sought. There is no sermon, no
mediator, no director to guide the worship of pilgrims. The temple
is the home of the Deities, and each devotee goes according to his
own timing and for his own particular needs. Some may go to weep
and seek consolation in times of sorrow, while simultaneously oth-
ers will be there to rejoice in their good fortune and to sing God’s
name in thanksgiving. Naturally, the sacraments of name-giving and
marriage and so forth are closely associated with the temple. One
has only to attend a Hindu temple during festival days to capture
the great energy and vitality of this ancient religion.

In its second section, philosophy, Hinduism has influenced the
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Joyousness: (Clockwise) In Jejuri, as the palanquin carrying the

images of Khandoba and Malshabai circumvent the temple, an :

exuberant crowd showers turmeric powder, coloring everyone P f ; - ’ 1 Y 1ﬁ_q
in the yellow kinship of devotion. Modern, well-to-do Hindus on 4 -

pilgrimage in Tirupati; women at the marketplace in Nepal NN AN

The Joy of Pilgrimage: In our religious life, riage, prayers to be entrusted with the raising  take a vacation to “get away from it all.” We
one of the most fulfilling aspects is pilgrimage.  of high-souled children, or help in matters of  don’t lead a life of mental confusions, religious
We have a joy in looking forward to a spiritual ~ yoga, or help in inspiring bhakti and love. The  contradictions and the frustrations that result
journey, and we experience a contentment  Hindu does not have the feeling of having to ~ from modern hurried living. We lead a mod-

While.on our pilg.rimage and later ARTTITEIRIREETIIBITTTOITOOOINNY erate life, a.religious life. In living a
bask in the glowing aftermath of moderate life, we then look at our

the pujas. It is like going to see a
great friend, a devotee’s most loved
friend—the Ishta Devata. We trav-
el to the far-off temple where this
great friend is eminently present. At
that particular temple, this personal
God performs a certain function,
offers a specific type of blessing
to pilgrims who make the pilgrim-
age to that home. In this way, dif-
ferent temples become famous for
answering certain types of prayers,
such as requests for financial help,
or prayers for the right mate in mar-
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pilgrimage as a special moment, a
cherished time of setting ordinary
concerns aside and giving full stage
to our religious longings. It is a time
to take problems and prayers to our
personal God. fUnlike the proud
“free thinkers” who deem themselves
emancipated, above the religious
life, we Hindus feel that receiving
the darshana from the Gods and
the help that comes therein invigo-
rates our being and inspires us to be
even more diligent in our spiritual
life. Unlike the rationalists who feel

12 wuAT 1S HINDUISM?
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confident that within themselves lie all the
resources to meet all needs, and that praying
to Gods for help is a pathetic exercise in futil-
ity, the Hindu wisely submits to the Divine
and thus avoids the abyss of disbelief. JAll
in life that one would want to “get away
from” the Hindu takes with him on a pil-
grimage to the temple, to the feet of his
personal God, to the inner-plane being or
Mahadeva, who needs no physical body
with which to communicate with peo-
ple—to the God who has a nerve system
so sensitive and well developed that as it
hovers over the stone image, which looks
similar to how the Deity would look on
the inner planes, this being of light can
communicate with the pilgrims who :
visit the temple. This being of light, this 2
Mahadeva, can and does absorb all of
the dross the devotees have to offer, and I
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gives back blessings which bring happiness
and release to them. Thus, the pilgrimage is
not travel in the ordinary sense of travel, but
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deep religious thinkers of all cultures through known history. There
is not a single philosophy which can be labeled “Hinduism.” Rather,
it is a network of many philosophies, some seeming to impertinently
contradict the validity of others, yet on deeper reflection are seen as
integral aspects of a single, radiant mind flow. In the area of philosophy
must be included the enormous array of scripture, hymns, mantras, de-
votional bhajana and philosophical texts which are certainly unequaled
in the world.

In the natural order of things, temple worship precedes philosophy.
It all starts with the temple, with this sacred house of the Deities, this
sanctified site where the three worlds communicate, where the inner
and outer mesh and merge. It is there that devotees change. They be-
come more like the perfect beings that live in the temple, become the
voice of the Deity, writing down what is taught them from the inside,
and their writings, if they are faithful to the superconscious message of
the God, become scripture and make up the philosophies of Hinduism.
The philosophies then stand alone as the voice of the religion. They are
taught in the universities, discussed among scholars, meditated upon
by yogis and devout seekers. It is possible to be a good Hindu by only
learning the philosophy and never going to the temple, or by simply
going to the temple and never hearing of the deeper philosophies.

Hinduism has still another section within it, and that is the guru—
the teacher, the illuminator, the spiritual preceptor. The guru is the
remover of darkness. He is one who knows the philosophy, who knows
the inner workings of the temple, and who in himself is the philoso-
pher and the temple. The guru is he who can enliven the spirit within
people. Like the temple and the philosophy, he stands alone, apart from
the institutions of learning, apart from sites of pilgrimage. He is himself
the source of knowledge, and he is himself the pilgrim’s destination.

Should all the temples be destroyed, they would spring up again
from the seeds of philosophy, or from the presence of a realized man.
And if all the scriptures and philosophical treatises were burned, they
would be written again from the same source. So Hinduism cannot be
destroyed. It can never be destroyed. It exists as the spirit of religion
within each being, Its three aspects, the temple, the philosophy and
the satguru, individually proficient, taken together make Hinduism the
most vital and abundant religion in the world.

rather going to see a personal friend, one who
is nearest and dearest, but does not live in a
physical body. 9The Hindu has another great
joy—the certainty of liberation. Even
in difficult times, we are solaced in the
knowledge of our religion which tells us
that no soul that ever existed or ever will
exist in future extrapolations of time and
space will ever fail to attain liberation.
The Hindu knows that all souls will one
day merge into God; and he knows that
God, who created all souls, slowly guides
our maturing into His likeness, brings us
back to Himself, which is not separate
from ourselves. The Hindu, through striv-
ing and personal development in this life
on this planet, knows that liberation into
God is the final goal. This knowing and
this belief release us from any ego, from
any superiority by which one person
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Hinduism’s Fathomless Diversity

Hinduism has a grand diversity among its many sects. That di-
versity is itself a strength, showing how broad and encompassing
Hinduism is. It does not seek to have all devotees believe exactly
alike. In fact, it has no central authority, no single organized institu-
tion which could ever proclaim or enforce such sameness. There
is an immense inner unity, but the real strength and wisdom of
Hinduism is its diversity, its variety. There are so many sects within
Hinduism that you could spend a lifetime studying them and never
begin to assess them all. More is there than any single human being
could assimilate in a single lifetime. Hinduism, therefore, has the
magnetism to draw us back into its immensity life after life. Each
sect may be said to be a full religion in its own right, with all the
increments of faith, with no necessary part missing. Therefore, each
sect works for the individuals within it completely, and each toler-
ates all the other sects. It does not totally divorce itself from the
other sects, denying their beliefs, but simply separates to stress or
expound a limited area of the vast philosophy, apart from all others,
to be understood by the limited faculties of man.

These various sects and divisions within Hinduism all spring
from a one source. Most Hindus believe in the transcendental God
as well as the personal Lord or God, and yet there is within the
boundaries of the faith room for the non-believer, for the atheist or
for the agnostic who is assessing and developing his beliefs. This
brings another unique asset to our religion—the absence of heresy.
There is no such thing as a heretic in Hinduism, for there is no
single right perspective or belief. Doctrine and sadhana are not
considered absolutes, but the means to an absolute end, and they
can be tailored to individual needs and natures. My satguru would
say that different prescriptions are required for different ailments.

Devotion: (Clockwise) Devotees observe evening fire offerings
to the Ganga River at the Kumbha Mela in Haridwar, 1998;
the Kandaswamy Temple in Kuala Lumpur; a boy, representing
Lord Ganesha, is ceremoniously bathed during the Holy
Waters Festival at Toronto’s Varasiththi Vinaayagar Temple

considers himself or herself as especially mer-
iting God’s grace while others are lost. For the
Hindu, there is an assurance that all souls will
eventually enjoy liberation, and that includes
ourselves and all of our friends and
family. We need never fear otherwise.
The Joy of Mystisicm: Then there
is the joy of the mysticism of Hindu-
ism. It is the world’s most magical reli-
gion, offering worlds within worlds of
esoteric discovery and perception. The
inner worlds are what Hindu mystics
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tell of in the greatest richness and =
freedom of expression that exists on <
the planet. Mysticism in Hinduism is E;

. 5%
more out-front than in all the other m¢
religions of the world. As a result, itis & é :
enjoyed by more of the people in our Eé
religion. Mysticism is discussed more 3 s
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broadly and not limited to a few great
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souls or a handful of pandits. The mysticism
of Hinduism is for all the people; yet, too, in
its esoteric aspect it is protected at its core
and kept sacred by being kept secret. How
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grand is the Hindu mystical tradition, with its
sadhanas and yogas, with its wealth of under-
standing of the etheric bodies, of the nadis
and the chakras, of the aura and the pranas,

of the various states of consciousness
and levels of existence, and so much
more. No other religion on the Earth
can ever begin to equal Hinduism's
mystical teachings; all that wealth is
the rightful inheritance of each Hin-
du. 9The Hindu enjoys all the facets
of life as transmuted into a religious
expression in art. The Hindu's art is a
religious art—drawing, painting and
sculpture of the Gods, the devas, and
the saints of our religion. The music
is devotional and depicts the tones of
the higher chakras, echoes the voices
of the Gods; and the dance emulates
the movements of the Gods. We are

14 wuAT 1s HINDUISM?P



\./ 7 \\v\ \., “ Y/‘\ \'/ ”.y/‘.\! /iv‘\ v'/ ‘A\‘

In Hinduism there is no person or spiritual authority who stands
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never far away from sights, sounds and sym-
bols of our religion. A mountaintop represents
Lord Siva; a hill represents Lord Murugan, Kart-
tikeya; and sugar cane fields represent Lord
Ganesha. Everything that one sees on the
planet represents something religious. Art is
not merely for egotistical and existential self-
expression, but for spiritual expression, done
consciously in service to the Divine. That is why
one seldom sees or even knows the name of
the artist of the great Hindu artistic creations.
The artist is not creating in order to become
famous or rich. He is surrendering his talents,
serving his Gods and his religion through his
art, and his art takes on a certain sacredness.
90ne great joy that the Hindu has is the appre-
ciation for all other religions. Hinduism is theo-
centric, that means God-centric, whereas most
other religions are prophet-centric, revolving
around the personality of some living person
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between man and God. In fact, Hinduism teaches just the opposite.
The priests in the temples are the servants of the Deity, the helper,
the keeper of the Gods” house. He prepares and purifies the atmo-
sphere of the temple, but he does not intervene between the devotee
and his God—whichever of the many Gods within our religion that
he may be worshiping. Without a mediator, responsibility is placed
fully upon the individual. There is no one to intercede on his behalf.
He is responsible for his actions, for his thoughts, for his emotions,
for his relationship with his God. He must work out his beliefs from
the inside, without undue dependence upon external influences. Of
course, there is much help, as much as may be needed, from those
who have previously gone through what he is now going through. It
is not enough that he adopts an authorized dogma. He must study
and bring the teachings to life from within himself.

Within the philosophy, each philosopher proclaims that God can
be found within man if man practices the proper precepts of yoga
and delves within himself through his kundalini force. The guru
himself teaches the awakening of that force and how God can be
realized in His transcendental as well as His personal aspect within
the sphere of one’s own personal experience in this very lifetime if
he but pursues the path and is obedient.

Hinduism is unique because God and man, mind and God, instinc-
tive mind, intellectual mind and superconscious mind, can merge as
one, according to the evolution of the individual. Each one, accord-
ing to his own self-created karma, has his own fulfillment. Those
in the first stages of evolution, whose interests and experiences are
basically instinctive, who possess little intellect or mental prowess,
are guided by their emotions and impulses, are generally fearful.
They have a personal experience of the Deity in the temple, but it
is generally a fearful experience. They are afraid of God. Alongside
of them during a puja is a great rishi who has had many hundreds
of lives on this planet. He has his own personal experience of God,
but it is an experience of love, of oneness and of union. There they
are, side by side. Each experience of God is as real to one as to the
other. There is no one in-between, no arbitrator of the experience to
compel the one to see God exactly as the other one does.

or some person who once lived in history and
interpreted religion to his culture in his time.
Hinduism has no founder. It was never found-
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ed. It has neither a beginning nor an end. It is

coexistent with man himself. That is why it is

called the Sanatana Dharma, the Eternal Path.
It is not one man’s teaching or interpretation.
Itis not limited to a single facet of religion, but
consists of the entire spectrum, seen in its var-
ious components as if through a prism. It does
not say that this religion is wrong and this one
right. It sees God everywhere, manifesting all
the great religions. The Hindu can appreciate
Buddha without becoming a Buddhist. He can
understand Jesus without becoming a Chris-
tian. Therefore, the joys of all the religions of
the world become the joys of the Hindu. 1But
as Hindus, we must first think of the joys and
happiness within our own religion. Consider
our blessings. Come closer to the Gods of our
religion. The many Gods are in the Western
world now and have circumferenced the
planet with their shakti of radiant rays that
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Within Hinduism Is a Place for Everyone

Hinduism is as broad as humanity is, as diverse as people are di-
verse. It is for the rich and the poor, for the mystic and the mate-
rialist. It is for the sage and the fool. None is excluded. In a Hindu
temple you can find every variety of humanity. The man of accu-
mulated wealth is there, supporting the institutions that have grown
up around the temple, seeking to spend his abundance wisely and
for its best purpose so that good merit may be earned for his next
life. The pauper is there, begging in hopes that perhaps he will eat
tomorrow and the God will inspire some devotee to give him a coin
or two. So, a Hindu temple is a reflection of life, set in the midst
of the life of the community. It is not making an effort to be better
than the life of the village, only to serve that life and direct it to its
next stage of evolution. The same Hindu mind which can consume
within it all the religions of the world can and does consume within
it all of the peoples of the world who are drawn to the temple by
the shakti, the power, of the temple. Such is the great, embracing
compassion of our religion.

The greatness of Hinduism cannot be compared with other reli-
gions. There is no basis for comparison. Hinduism, the Eternal Way
or Sanatana Dharma, has no beginning, therefore will certainly
have no end. It was never created, and therefore it cannot be de-
stroyed. It is a God-centric religion. The center of it is God. All of
the other religions are prophet-centric. The center of those religions
is a great saint or sage, a prophet, a messenger or messiah, some
God-Realized person who has lived on Earth and died. Perhaps
he was born to create that particular sect, that particular religion,
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People: (Clockwise) Holy men at the Allahabad Kumbha Mela

in 2001 parade to the bathing ghats, carrying elaborate dandas,
symbols of spiritual authority; flower vendors in Kalikut, ready
at dawn with garlands of marigolds, prepared as offerings to the
Gods. During Raksha Bhandan a girl ties a bracelet on her broth-
er’s wrist, betokening her love and prayers for his welfare, and
his commitment to protect her. Pilgrims arrive at Tirupati Temple
wearing yellow as a sign of austerity and sacrifice.
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lated by certain caste-based Hindu lineages
and reinforced by the Christians in their effort
to hinder the growth of our religion, to deprive
it of new life, to hold it down while they in

penetrate with spiritual power, bringing har-
mony and culture, balancing out the dharma
of the planet. Hinduism is such a great reli-
gion. All practicing Hindus are very proud of

religion in the world. We must be proud of this.

Hinduism Cannot Be Destroyed: It is false
to think that one has to be born a Hindu in
order to be a Hindu. That is a concept postu-

their religion. Unfortunately, these days
too many born into the religion are not
all that proud to be Hindus, but this is
slowly changing. Hindus are now wel-
coming into their religion others who are,
of their own volition, adopting or con-
verting into the Sanatana Dharma. They
are proud enough of their faith to want
others to share its wisdom, its mysticism,
its scriptures, its broadmindedness, its
magnificent temples and its final conclu-
sions for all mankind. To all Hindus, who
today are found in every country on the
Earth, | say: Courage! Courage! Cour-
age! Have the courage to know beyond
a doubt that Hinduism is the greatest
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turn try to convert Hindus en masse
to their religion. Swami Vivekananda
(1863-1902), a Hindu monk and mission-
ary who wrote extensively on the Hindu
Dharma, when confronted by this same
issue in the West would explain how Hin-
dus who have been converted by force
should not be denied an opportunity of
returning to their ancestral religion. As
for the case of those not born into Hin-
duism who might be interested to join it,
he simply said, “Why, born aliens have
been converted in the past by crowds,
and the process is still going on.” Dr. S.
Radhakrishnan (1888-1975), the distin-
guished Hindu philosopher who became
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the second president of India, confirms this
view in writing, “In a sense, Hinduism may be
regarded as the first example in the world of a
missionary religion. Only its missionary spirit
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is different from that associated with the
proselytizing creeds. It did not regard as
its mission to convert humanity to one
opinion. For what counts is conduct and
not belief. The ancient practice of vra-
tyastoma, described fully in the Tandya
Brahmana, shows that not only individu-
als but whole tribes were absorbed into
Hinduism.” 1During the era of India’s
domination by alien religions, when Hin-
duism was scheduled to be destroyed,
the attack was to be carried out in three
ways. The first strategy was to convince
the women to abandon their age-old stri
dharma—of maintaining the home, its
purity and ways of worship—thus draw-

HINDUSISM TODAY
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ing them away from the household in order
to receive a so-called “higher education” or to
teach in alien religious schools, thus denying
future generations the mother's religious coun-
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needed by the people of a certain part of the world at a certain time in
history. The Hindus acknowledge this and recognize all of the world’s
religious leaders as great prophets, as great souls, as great incarnations,
perhaps, of the Gods, or as great beings who have through their realiza-
tion and inward practices incarnated themselves into, or transformed
themselves into, eminent religious leaders and attracted devotees to
them to give forth the precepts of life all over again and thus guide a
tribe or a nation or a race into a better way of life.

The Hindu mind can encompass this, appreciate it, for it is firmly
settled in a God-centric religion. The center of Hinduism is the Abso-
lute, the timeless, formless, spaceless God who manifests as Pure Con-
sciousness and as the most perfect form conceivable, the Primal Soul.
He radiates out from that form as a myriad of Gods and Goddesses
who inhabit the temples and bless the people, inspire the scriptures,
inspire the spiritual leaders and uplift humanity in general. It is a one
God in many forms. We recently heard a sannyasini at the Ganesha
Temple in New York describe this in a most wonderful and profound
way, “Siva is the fire. Shakti is the heat of that fire. Ganesha is the red
color of that fire. Murugan is the light of that fire.”

There are nearly a billion Hindus in the world today. That’s roughly
four times the population of the entire United States. Every sixth per-
son on the planet is a Hindu. Hinduism attends to the needs of each
one. It is the only religion that has such breadth and depth. Hinduism
contains the Deities and the sanctified temples, the esoteric knowledge
of inner states of consciousness, yoga and the disciplines of meditation.
It possesses a gentle compassion and a genuine tolerance and appre-
ciation for other religions. It remains undogmatic and open to inquiry.
It believes in a just world in which every soul is guided by karma to
the ultimate goal of Self Realization, leading to moksha, freedom from
rebirth. It rests content in the knowledge of the divine origin of the
soul, its passage through one life and another until maturity has been
reached. It offers guidance to all who take refuge in it, from the nonbe-
liever to the most evolved maharishi. It cherishes the largest storehouse
of scripture and philosophy on the earth, and the oldest. It is endowed
with a tradition of saints and sages, of realized men and women, unri-
valed on the earth. It is the sum of these, and more, which makes me
boldly declare that Hinduism is the greatest religion in the world.

sel and grounding in the dharma. The second
strategy was to overtly break down the various
castes of temple priests by enticing them to
accept other, often higher paying, occupations,
thus leaving the temples unattend-
ed. 9The third strategy was to con-
vince Hindus that they had inher-
ited a crude and outdated religion.
This last attack was accomplished
mainly through ridicule, by ridicul-
ing every aspect of the religion
that could possibly be ridiculed.
For example, those who slandered
Hinduism claimed it has no sacra-
ments. Why, Hinduism has more
sacraments, more sacred rites and
ceremonies for its members, than
perhaps any other religion in the
world. These sacraments include
the namakarana samskara, name-
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Where Hindus Live

While India is home to g4 percent of the worlds
nearly one billion Hindus, nearly 57 mil-
lion are scattered widely across the globe.

This map shows larger communities,
with smaller ones listed to the right,
and world populations below.

WORLD POPULATION 2002
Hindus................ 1 billion
Catholics ............ 1.4 billion
Muslims ............. 1.3 billion
Nonbelievers . ....... 900 million
Protestants . ......... 600 million
Confucian .......... 400 million
Buddhists .......... 360 million
Tribals ............. 100 million
Taoists .............. 50 million
Shintoists ............ 30 million
Jews ...l 18 million
Sikhs ............... 16 million
Jains ....... .. ... L 6 million
Zoroastrians ........... 125,000
Other Faiths ......... 77 million

Total ........... 6.25 billion

giving sacrament; annaprashana, first feeding;

karnavedha, ear-piercing; vidyarambha, com-

mencement of learning; vivaha, marriage; and
many others. 1Though India was politically

dominated for generations by adherents of

alien faiths, and though every attempt
was made to discourage, weaken and
crush the native religion, the carefully
calculated, systematic assault failed to
destroy Hinduism. Hinduism cannot
be destroyed. It is the venerable eter-
nal religion, the Sanatana Dharma. But
it was an effective campaign that has
left in its wake deep samskaric patterns,
deep subconscious impressions, which
still persist in the minds of the Indian
people. It is going to be difficult to
completely eradicate these impressions,
but with the help of all the millions of
Hindus throughout the world, in adher-
ing to and extolling the benefits and
joys of Hinduism and the gifts which it
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United States:
2,000,000

holds for mankind, this is possible and feasible,

within the range of accomplishment, perhaps
within this very generation.

Bringing in Ardent Seekers: Hindus
should freely welcome sincere devotees into

Nigeria: 30,000
Uganda: 20,000

their religion, not those who already have a
firm religion and are content, but those who
are seeking, who believe, as millions in the
West already believe, in the laws of karma
and reincarnation and the existence of the
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ever-present God that permeates this
planet and the universe. Hindus should
freely embrace those who believe in
the Gods and all we have been speak-
ing about earlier, for whom other reli-
gious avenues have proved empty and
fruitless. There are certain matured
souls for whom the Sanatana Dharma
can be the only true religion, who have
no other religion and who will seek
and seek until they come upon its pro-
found truths, perhaps in an old scrip-
Youth: (Left) Hindu school girls in Ban-
galore; right, boys attending Ramesh-
bhai Oza’s Hindu school at Sandipani
Vidyaniketan near Porbandar, Gujarat
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Switzerland: 60,000
Serbia & Montenegro: 8,000
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ture, or in a temple sanctum during puja or in
the eyes of an awakened siddha yogi. These
souls we must help. We must teach them of
our religion and allow them to fully accept or
reject it, to accept it because they know it, or
to reject it because they know it and
are not ready to meet Maha Ganapati
and humbly sit at the feet of this most
profound Lord. There are many lost
souls on the planet today who die in
the physical world—Ilose their physical
body—wander on the astral plane a
short time and are caught up imme-
diately in another womb. They have
no knowledge of other states of exis-
tence or of the workings of reincarna-
tion. They have no time for the bliss of
these in-between, astral states. They
have no time for assessing their last
life and preparing for the next, which
they could then enter with new knowl-
edge, no time for inner attunement
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Australia:

with the Gods in the inner worlds between
death and birth. Instead, they are caught in a
constant cycle of flesh, making flesh and liv-
ing in flesh, with the soul being immersed in
ignorance and the darkness of the conscious-

Cameroon........... 60 Laos.....ccccooneee. 600
C. African Rep. 20 Libya......ccooeceo.. 500
Czech Republic Mexico........c...u... 50
and Slovakia.... 150 Morocco............. 60
Mozambique ..600
Panama............. 600
Poland............... 100
Qatar-................. 500
Senegal.............. 100

Seychelles ....... 600
Sierra Leone ..500

100
Yemen, North..100
Zaire (Congo) .500

ness of flesh. Hinduism eradicates this cycle by
offering knowledge of the states between life
and death and then life again. It creates deep
impressions within the mind of these individ-
uals, which then bring them out of this syn-
drome so that they can enjoy months,
years, in fact, of education and knowl-
edge in the inner planes of conscious-
ness between births, so that they can
come back into a physical body a
more awakened soul than when they
left their last physical sheath at death.
IWe must not be reluctant to wel-
come these sincere Hindu souls and
to assist them in finding the answers
they seek and do not find elsewhere.
It is our dharma to help them. Hindu-
ism has always welcomed adoptives
and converts. Bring in new people to
the religion. Teach them. Help them.
Counsel them. Proceed with confi-
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NN NN N \K\\\\e dence. Have courage, courage, courage.
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CHAPTER 2
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Hinduism Is
A Splendrous
Lotus with

Saivism
Saivite Hindus worship the
Supreme God as Siva, the S .

Compassionate One. Saivites hakt] SN

esteem self discipline and phi-

losophy and follow a satguru. Shaktas worship the Supreme as v : h .
They worship ifi the temple the Divine Mother, Shakti or Devi. arsinmmavisnig &
and practice Joga, striving to She has many forms. Some are 2 ,.- ¢
be one with S)gvg Githin g gentle, some are fierce. Shaktas use Vaishnavites worship the Supreme
3 chants, real magic, holy diagrams, as Lord Vishnu and His incarnations,
yoga and rituals to call forth cos- especially Krishna and Rama. Vaish-
n.ﬁc/forces and awaken the great navites are m.ainly dual.istic.. T'hey.are
" kundalini power within the spine. deeply devotional. Their religion is
A rich in saints, temples and scriptures.
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Smartism

Smartas worship the Suprenie.in

one of six forms: Ganesha, Siva,>

Sakti, Vishnu, Surya and Skanda.
Because they accept all the major N
Hindu Gods, they are known as

liberal or nonsectarian. They follow

a philosophical, meditative path,
emphasizing man’s oneness with

God through understanding.

3 or over 200 years, Western scholars have struggled
> ol !

E to understand Hinduism, a faith whose followers
> seemed (to outsiders) to arbitrarily worship any one

of a dozen Gods as the Supreme, a religion vastly diverse
in its beliefs, practices and ways of worship. Some Indolo-
gists labeled the Hinduism they encountered polytheistic;
others even coined new terms, like henotheism, to describe
this baffling array of spiritual traditions. Few, however, have
realized, and fewer still have written, that India’s Sanatana
Dharma, or “eternal faith,” known today as Hinduism and
comprising nearly a billion followers, is a family of reli-
gions with four principal denominations—Saivism, Shak-
tism, Vaishnavism and Smartism. This single perception is
essential for understanding Hinduisim and explaining it
accurately to others. Contrary to prevailing misconceptions,
Hindus all worship a one Supreme Being, though by differ-
ent names. For Vaishnavites, Lord Vishnu is God. For Saivites,
God is Siva. For Shaktas, Goddess Shakti is supreme. For
Smartas, liberal Hindus, the choice of Deity is left to the dev-
otee. Each has a multitude of guru lineages, religious lead-
ers, priesthoods, sacred literature, monastic communities,
schools, pilgrimage centers and tens of thousands of tem-
ples. They possess a wealth of art and architecture, philoso-
phy and scholarship. These four sects hold such divergent
beliefs that each is a complete and independent religion.
Yet, they share a vast heritage of culture and belief—karma,
dharma, reincarnation, all-pervasive Divinity, temple wor-
ship, sacraments, manifold Deities, the guru-disciple tradi-
tion and the Vedas as scriptural authority. In this eight-page
Insight, drawn from Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami’s
Dancing with Siva, we offer a synopsis of these four
denominations, followed by a point-by-point comparison.

Each of Hinduism'’s philosophies, schools and lineages shares
a common purpose: to further the soul’s unfoldment to its
divine destiny. Nowhere is this process better represented
than in the growth of the renowned lotus, which, seek-
ing the sun, arises from the mud to become a magnificent
flower. Its blossom is a promise of purity and perfection.

CHAPTER 2: HINDUISM'S FOUR DENOMINATIONS 21
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What Is the
Deeply Mystical
Saiva Sect!

Saivism is the world’s oldest reli-
gion. Worshiping God Siva, the
compassionate One, it stresses
potent disciplines, high philosophy,
the guru’s centrality and bhakti-
raja-siddha yoga leading to one-
ness with Siva within. Aum.

‘ AIVISM IS ANCIENT, TRULY AGELESS, FOR

it has no beginning. It is the precursor of
I;the many-faceted religion now termed Hin-
duism. Scholars trace the roots of Siva worship back
more than 8,000 years to the advanced Indus Valley

civilization. But sacred writings tell us there never
was a time when Saivism did not exist. Modern

history records six main schools: Saiva Siddhanta,
Pashupatism, Kashmir Saivism, Vira Saivism, Sid-
dha Siddhanta and Siva Advaita. Saivism’s grandeur
and beauty are found in a practical culture, an en-
lightened view of man’s place in the universe and

22 WHAT IS HINDUISM P

ART BY S. RAJAM

Seated on Nandi, his bull mount, the perfect devotee, Lord
Siva holds japa beads and the trident, symbol of love-wis-
dom-action, and offers blessings of protection and fearless-
ness. Mount Kailas, His sacred Himalayan abode, represents
the pinnacle of consciousness.

a profound system of temple mysticism and siddha
yoga. It provides knowledge of man’s evolution from
God and back to God, of the soul’s unfoldment and
awakening guided by enlightened sages. Like all
the sects, its majority are devout families, headed
by hundreds of orders of swamis and sadhus who
follow the fiery, world-renouncing path to moksha.
The Vedas state, “By knowing Siva, the Auspicious
One who is hidden in all things, exceedingly fine,
like film arising from clarified butter, the One
embracer of the universe—by realizing God, one
is released from all fetters.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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What Is the
Magic and Power
Of Shaktism!

Shaktism reveres the Supreme as
the Divine Mother, Shakti or Devi,
in Her many forms, both gentle and
fierce. Shaktas use mantra, tantra,
yantra, yoga and puja to invoke
cosmic forces and awaken the
kundalini power. Aum.

HILE WORSHIP OF THE DIVINE MOTHER

extends beyond the pale of history,

Shakta Hinduism arose as an organized

sect in India around the fifth century. Today it has
four expressions—devotional, folk-shamanic, yo-
- gic and universalist—all invoking the fierce power
of Kali or Durga, or the benign grace of Parvati

or Ambika. Shakta devotionalists use puja rites,
especially to the Shri Chakra yantra, to establish
intimacy with the Goddess. Shamanic Shaktism
employs magic, trance mediumship, firewalking
and animal sacrifice for healing, fertility, prophecy

Shakti, depicted in Her green form, radiates beauty, energy,
compassion and protection for followers. Wearing the
tilaka of the Shakta sect on Her forehead, She blesses
devotees, who shower rosewater, hold an umbrella and
prostrate at Her feet.

and power. Shakta yogis seek to awaken the sleep-
ing Goddess Kundalini and unite her with Siva in
the sahasrara chakra. Shakta universalists follow
the reformed Vedantic tradition exemplified by Sri
Ramakrishna. “Left-hand” tantric rites transcend
traditional ethical codes. Shaktism is chiefly advaitic,
defining the soul’s destiny as complete identity with
the Unmanifest, Siva. Central scriptures are the Ve-
das, Shakta Agamas and Puranas. The Devi Gita
extols, “We bow down to the universal soul of all.
Above and below and in all four directions, Mother
of the universe, we bow.” Aum Chandikayai Namah.
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What s the

Devotional
Vaishnava Sect!

Vaishnavism is an ancient Hindu
sect centering on the worship

of Lord Vishnu and His incarna-
tions, especially Krishna and Rama.
Largely dualistic, profoundly
devotional, it is rich in saints, tem-
ples and scriptures. Aum.

HE WORSHIP OF VISHNU, MEANING “PER-
1E vader,” dates back to Vedic times. The Pan-

charatra and Bhagavata sects were popular
prior to 300 bce. Today’s five Vaishnava schools
emerged in the middle ages, founded by Ramanuja,
Madhva, Nimbarka, Vallabha and Chaitanya. Vaish-
navism stresses prapatti, single-pointed surrender

to Vishnu, or His ten or more incarnations, called
avataras. Japa is a key devotional sannyasin, as is
ecstatic chanting and dancing, called kirtana. Tem-
ple worship and festivals are elaborately observed.
Philosophically, Vaishnavism ranges from Madh-
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Vishnu is the infinite ocean from which the world emerges.
He stands on waves, surrounded by the many-headed Ses-
hanaga, who represents agelessness and is regarded as an

extension of divine energy and an incarnation of Balarama,
Lord Krishna's brother.

va’s pure dualism to Ramanuja’s qualified nondual-
ism to Vallabha’s nearly monistic vision. God and
soul are everlastingly distinct. The soul’s destiny,
through God’s grace, is to eternally worship and
enjoy Him. While generally nonascetic, advocat-
ing bhakti as the highest path, Vaishnavism has
a strong monastic community. Central scriptures
are the Vedas, Vaishnava Agamas, Itihasas and
Puranas. The Bhagavad Gita states, “On those who
meditate on Me and worship with undivided heart,
I confer attainment of what they have not, and pre-
serve what they have.” Aum Namo Narayanaya.
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What ls the

Universalistic
Smarta Sect!

Smartism is an ancient brah-
minical tradition reformed by
Shankara in the ninth century.
Worshiping six forms of God,
this liberal Hindu path is monis-
tic, nonsectarian, meditative
and philosophical. Aum.

' MARTA MEANS A FOLLOWER OF CLASSICAL

smriti, particularly the Dharma Shastras,
Ig Puranas and Itihasas. Smartas revere the
Vedas and honor the Agamas. Today this faith is
synonymous with the teachings of Adi Shankara,
the monk-philosopher known as Shanmata Sthap-
anacharya, “founder of the six-sect system.” He cam-

paigned India-wide to consolidate the Hindu faiths
of his time under the banner of Advaita Vedanta.

To unify the worship, he popularized the ancient
Smarta five-Deity altar—Ganapati, Surya, Vishnu,
Siva and Shakti—and added Kumara. From these,

Adi Shankara lived from 788 to 820 g, a mere 32 years, yet
he gave Hinduism a new liberal denomination—Smartism.
Here, wearing sacred marks, he holds his writings and is
flanked by the six Deities of the Smarta altar: Surya the Sun,
Siva, Shakti, Vishnu, Kumaran and Ganesha.

devotees may choose their “preferred Deity,” or Ish-
ta Devata. Each God is but a reflection of the one
Saguna Brahman. Shankara organized hundreds
of monasteries into a ten-order, dashanami system,
which now has five pontifical centers. He wrote
profuse commentaries on the Upanishads, Brahma
Sutras and Bhagavad Gita. Shankara proclaimed,
“Tt is the one Reality which appears to our ignorance
as a manifold universe of names and forms and
changes. Like the gold of which many ornaments
are made, it remains in itself unchanged. Such is
Brahman, and That art Thou.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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g Bl Ty ] Four Major Denominations

S JUST SEEN, THE SPECTRUM

of Hindu religiousness is

found within four major
sects or denominations: Saivism,
Shaktism, Vaishnavism and Smartism.
Among these four streams, there are
certainly more similarities than differ-
ences. All four believe in karma and
reincarnation and in a Supreme Being
who both is form and pervades form,
who creates, sustains and destroys
the universe only to create it again
in unending cycles. They strongly
declare the validity and importance
of temple worship, the three worlds
of existence and the myriad Gods and
devas residing in them. They concur
that there is no intrinsic evil, that the
cosmos is created out of God and is
permeated by Him. They each believe
in maya (though their definitions dif-
fer somewhat), and in the liberation of
the soul from rebirth, called moksha,
as the goal of human existence. They
believe in dharma and in ahimsa, non-
injury, and in the need for a satguru to
lead the soul toward Self Realization.
They wear the sacred marks, tilaka,
on their foreheads as sacred symbols,
though each wears a distinct mark.
Finally, they prefer cremation of the
body upon death, believing that the
soul will inhabit another body in the
next life. While Hinduism has many
sacred scriptures, all sects ascribe the
highest authority to the Vedas and
Agamas, though their Agamas differ
somewhat. Here, now, is a brief com-
parison of these four denominations.

26 WHAT IS HINDUISM P

On the Personal God/Goddess
SAIVISM: Personal God and temple Deity
is Siva, neither male nor female. Lords
Ganesha and Karttikeya are also
worshiped.

SHAKTISM: Personal Goddess and temple
Deity is Shri Devi or Shakti, female, wor-
shiped as Rajarajeshvari, Parvati, Lak-
shmi, Sarasvati, Kali, Amman, etc. —the
Divine Mother.

VAISHNAVISM: Personal God and temple
Deity is Vishnu, male. His incarnations as
Rama and Krishna are also worshiped, as
well as His divine consort, Radharani.
SMARTISM: Personal God and temple De-
ity is Ishvara, male or female, worshiped
as Vishnu, Siva, Shakti, Ganesha and Surya
or another Deity of devotee’s choice, e.g.,
Kumara or Krishna.

S. RAJAM

On the Nature of Shakti

SAIVISM: Shakti is God Siva's inseparable
power and manifest will, energy or mind.
SHAKTISM: Shakti is an active, immanent
Being, separate from a quiescent and
remote Siva.

VAISHNAVISM: No special importance

is given to Shakti. However, there are
parallels wherein the divine consorts
are conceived as the inseparable pow-
ers of Vishnu and His incarnations: e.g.,
Krishna's Radharani and Rama’s Sita.
SMARTISM: Shakti is a divine form of Ish-
vara. It is God’s manifesting power.

On the Nature of Personal God
SAIVISM: God Siva is pure love and com-
passion, immanent and transcendent,
pleased by our purity and sadhana.



SHAKTISM: The Goddess Shakti is both
compassionate and terrifying, pleasing
and wrathful, assuaged by sacrifice and
submission.

VAISHNAVISM: God Vishnu is loving and
beautiful, the object of man’s devotion,
pleased by our service and surrender.
SMARTISM: Ishvara appears as a human-like
Deity according to devotees’loving wor-
ship, which is sometimes considered a
rudimentary, self-purifying practice.

On the Doctrine of Avatara
SAIVISM: There are no divine earthly
incarnations of the Supreme Being.
SHAKTISM: The Divine Mother does
incarnate in this world.
VAISHNAVISM: Vishnu has ten or more
incarnations.

SMARTISM: All Deities may assume
earthly incarnations.

On the Soul and God
SAIVISM: God Siva is one with the soul. The
soul must realize this advaitic (monistic)

Paths of Attainment

Truth by God Siva'’s grace.

SHAKTISM: The Divine Mother, Shakti, is
mediatrix, bestowing advaitic moksha on
those who worship Her.

VAISHNAVISM: God and soul are eternally
distinct. Through Lord Vishnu's grace, the
soul’s destiny is to worship and enjoy God.
SMARTISM: Ishvara and man are in reality
Absolute Brahman. Within maya, the soul
and Ishvara appear as two. Jnana (wisdom)
dispels theillusion.

Spiritual Practice

SAIVISM: With bhakti as a base, emphasis
is placed on tapas (austerity) and yoga.
Ascetic.

SHAKTISM: Emphasis is on bhakti and
tantra, sometimes occult, practices.
Ascetic-occult.

VAISHNAVISM: Emphasis is on supreme
bhakti or surrender, called prapatti. Gener-
ally devotional and nonascetic.
SMARTISM: Preparatory sadhanas are
bhakti, karma, raja yoga. The highest path
is through knowledge, leading to jnana.

T

Major Scriptures

SAIVISM: Vedas, Saiva Agamas and Saiva
Puranas.

SHAKTISM: Vedas, Shakta Agamas (Tantras)
and Puranas.

VAISHNAVISM: Vedas, Vaishnava Agamas,
Puranas and the Itihasas (Ramayana and
Mahabharata, especially the Bhagavad
Gita).

SMARTISM: Vedas, Agamas and classical
smriti—Puranas, Itihasas, especially the
Bhagavad Gita, etc.

Regions of Influence

SAIVISM: Strongest in South and North In-
dia, Nepal and Sri Lanka.

SHAKTISM: Most prominent in Northeast
India, especially Bengal and Assam.
VAISHNAVISM: Strong throughout India,
North and South.

SMARTISM: Most prominent in North and
South India.

..

T

VAISHNAVISM: Most Vaishnavites believe that religion is the
performance of bhakti sadhanas, devotional disciplines, and
that man can communicate with and receive the grace of the
Gods and Goddesses through the darshan (sight) of their icons.
The paths of karma yoga and jnana yoga lead to bhakti yoga.
Among the foremost practices of Vaishnavites is chanting the
holy names of the Avataras, Vishnu’s incarnations, especially
Rama and Krishna. Through total self-surrender, prapatti, to
Vishnu, to Krishna or to His beloved consort Radharani, libera-
tion from samsara (the cycle of reincarnation) is attained.

SAIVISM: The path for Saivites is divided into four pro-
gressive stages of belief and practice called charya, kriya,
yoga and jnana. The soul evolves through karma and

reincarnation from the instinctive-intellectual sphere

into virtuous and moral living, then into temple wor-
ship and devotion, followed by internalized worship,
or yoga, and its meditative disciplines. Union with God

Siva comes through the grace of the satguru and culmi-
nates in the soul’s maturity in the state of jnana, or wis-
dom. Saivism values both bhakti and yoga, devotional

and contemplative sadhanas, or disciplines.

SMARTISM: Smartas, the most eclectic of Hindus, believe that

moksha is achieved through jnana yoga alone—defined as an

intellectual and meditative but non-kundalini-yoga path. Jnana

yoga’s progressive stages are scriptural study (shravana), reflec-
tion (manana) and sustained meditation (dhyana). Guided by

a realized guru and avowed to the unreality of the world, the

initiate meditates on himself as Brahman, Absolute Reality, to

break through the illusion of maya. Devotees may also choose

from three other non-successive paths to cultivate devotion, ac-
crue good karma and purify the mind. These are bhakti yoga,
karma yoga and raja yoga, which certain Smartas teach can

also bring enlightenment.

SHAKTISM: The spiritual practices in Shaktism are similar
to those in Saivism, though there is more emphasis in Sak-
tism on God’s Power as opposed to Being, on mantras and
yantras, and on embracing apparent opposites: male-fe-
male, absolute-relative, pleasure-pain, cause-effect, mind-
body. Certain sects within Shaktism undertake “left-hand”
tantric rites, consciously using the world of form to trans-
mute and eventually transcend that world. The “left-hand”
approach is somewhat occult in nature; it is considered a
path for the few, not the many. The “right-hand” path is
more conservative in nature.

S

Artwork: The Divine is reflected in four pots, repre-

senting Hinduism’s four main denominations, their
common source being the radiant Aum, the sacred
mystic syllable and symbol of Sanatana Dharma.
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our body, mind, emotions and personal identity to persist in life, just as he depends on
his space suit and its supply of oxygen to enable him to exist in space. Take away our
body, remove our emotions, erase our identity and what is left? Do we cease to exist? What

|E n a very real sense, we are like the spaceman in the photo above, totally dependent on

are we really? Rishis assure us that we are immortal souls on a journey of spiritual evolution.

We will take on many bodies, many lives, many different identities through the repetitive
cycle of birth, death and rebirth. Each advent into a new birth is like an astronaut’s voyage
into the great unknown. The soul’s underlying joy throughout this adventure is to commune
with and realize God, learning of its true nature in the great classroom of experience, known
as the world, or maya. The three realities of existence, God, soul and world, constitute the
fundamentals of Hindu theology, known as tattva-trayi in Sanskrit, describing a view in which
Divinity, self and cosmos are a profound, integrated unity. Each and every soul is on the same
journey, spanning many lifetimes. The path has been made clear by those who have gone
before. The answers to life’s ultimate questions have been given time and time again, but still
must be asked and answered by each soul in its own time: “Who am 1?”“Where did | come
from?”“Where am | going?”

Subtlest of the subtle, greatest of the great, the atman is hidden in the
cave of the heart of all beings. He who, free from all urges, beholds Him
overcomes sorrow, seeing by grace of the Creator, the Lord and His glory.

Krishna Yajur Veda, Shvetashvatara Upanishad 3.20
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ever have there been so many people living on the planet wondering, “What is the real
goal, the final purpose, of life?” However, man is blinded by his ignorance and his concern
with the externalities of the world. He is caught, enthralled, bound by karma. The ultimate
realizations available are beyond his understanding and remain to him obscure, even intellectually.
Man’s ultimate quest, the final evolutionary frontier, is within man himself. It is the Truth spoken
by Vedic rishis as the Self within man, attainable through devotion, purification and control of the
mind. On the following pages, we explore the nature of the soul, God and the world. Offered here
is a broad perspective that Hindus of most lineages would find agreement with, though in such
matters there naturally arise myriad differences of perspective. To highlight the most important of
these we offer a comparison of Hinduism's four major denominations. Next we explore the views
of these four denominations on liberation from the cycle of birth, death and rebirth. Finally, we
present a chart of Hindu cosmology that seeks to connect the microcosm and the macrocosm and
is a lifetime meditation in itself.
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ishis proclaim that we are not our body, mind or

emotions. We are divine souls on a wondrous

journey. We came from God, live in God and
are evolving into oneness with God. We are, in truth, the
Truth we seek. 1We are immortal souls living and grow-
ing in the great school of earthly experience in which we
have lived many lives. Vedic rishis have given us cour-
age by uttering the simple truth, “God is the Life of our
life” A great sage carried it further by saying there is one
thing God cannot do: God cannot separate Himself from
us. This is because God is our life. God is the life in the
birds. God is the life in the fish. God is the life in the ani-
mals. Becoming aware of this Life energy in all that lives
is becoming aware of God'’s loving presence within us.
We are the undying consciousness and energy flowing
through all things. Deep inside we are perfect this very
moment, and we have only to discover and live up to this
perfection to be whole. Our energy and God'’s energy are
the same, ever coming out of the void. We are all beauti-
ful children of God. Each day we should try to see the life
energy in trees, birds, animals and people. When we do,
we are seeing God in action. The Vedas affirm, “He who i
knows God as'the Life of Iif?, the Eyt? of the eye, the Ear of Above: Sete d by alotus pond,
the ear, the Mind of the mind—he indeed comprehends symbol of his quieted mind, a seeker

fully the Cause of all causes.”’ performs japa and contemplates his
destiny, which blooms as naturally as the
flower he holds. Behind are depicted the
past lives that brought him to his maturity.

Different Views of God, Soul & World...

As explained in Chapter Two, there is a wide spectrum of religious belief within Hinduism’s four
major sects or denominations: Saivism, Shaktism, Vaishnavism and Smartism. While they share
far more similarities than differences, they naturally hold unique perspectives on God, soul and
the world. In Saivism, the personal God and primary temple Deity is Siva. He is pure love and
compassion, both immanent and transcendent, pleased by devotees’ purity and striving. Philo-
sophically, God Siva is one with the soul, a mystic truth that is ultimately realized through His
grace. 1In Saktism the personal Goddess is Shri Devi or Shakti, the Divine Mother, worshiped
as Kali, Durga, Rajarajeshvari and Her other aspects. Both compassionate and terrifying, pleas-
ing and wrathful, She is assuaged by sacrifice and submission. Emphasis is on bhakti and tantra
to achieve advaitic union. 9For Vaishnavism the personal God and temple Deity is Vishnu, or
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Where Am | Going! What Is My Path!

e are all growing toward God, and experience
is the path. Through experience we mature
out of fear into fearlessness, out of anger into
love, out of conflict into peace, out of darkness into light
and union in God. 1We have taken birth in a physical
body to grow and evolve into our divine potential. We
are inwardly already one with God. Our religion contains
the knowledge of how to realize this oneness and not
create unwanted experiences along the way. The peer-
less path is following the way of our spiritual forefathers,
discovering the mystical meaning of the scriptures. The
peerless path is commitment, study, discipline, practice
and the maturing of yoga into wisdom. In the beginning
stages, we suffer until we learn. Learning leads us to
service; and selfless service is the beginning of spiritual
striving. Service leads us to understanding. Understand-
ing leads us to meditate deeply and without distractions.
Finally, meditation leads us to surrender in God. This is
the straight and certain path, the San Marga, leading to
Self Realization—the inmost purpose of life—and sub-
sequently to moksha, freedom from rebirth. The Vedas
wisely affirm, “By austerity, goodness is obtained. From
- . £ goodness, understanding is reached. From understand-
ity Rt gimoshe Hoact ing, the Self is obtained, and he who obtains the Self is
peak of all, the summit of consciousness.
Though the higher reaches of this path freed from the cycle of birth and death.”

are arduous, solitary, even severe, he
remains undaunted, impervious to
distraction, his eyes fixed firmly on
the goal—Self Realization.

RAJAM

from Hinduism’s Four Denominations

Venkateshwara, a loving and beautiful Lord pleased by service and surrender, and His incarnations,
especially Rama and Krishna. Among the foremost means of communion is chanting His holy names.
In most schools of Vaishnavism, God and soul are eternally distinct, with the soul’s destiny being
to revel in God’s loving presence. 1In Smartism, the Deity is Ishvara. Devotees choose their Deity
from among six Gods, yet worship the other five as well: Vishnu, Siva, Shakti, Ganesha, Surya and
Skanda. Ishvara appears as a human-like Deity according to devotees’ loving worship. Both God
and man are, in reality, the Absolute, Brahman; though under the spell of maya, they appear as two.
Jnana, enlightened wisdom, dispels the illusion. 1In this Insight, along the lower section of the next
four pages, you will find verses from the writings of seers of these four denominations that offer a
glimpse of their perspectives on the nature of things ultimate.
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‘ odis all and in all, One without a second, the Supreme Being and only

What |s the Nature of God!

Absolute Reality. God, the great Lord hailed in the Upanishads and

adored by all denominations of Hinduism, is a one being, worshiped
in many forms and understood in three perfections, with each denomination
having its unique perspectives: Absolute Reality, Pure Consciousness and Pri-
mal Soul. As Absolute Reality, God is unmanifest, unchanging and transcen-
dent, the Self God, timeless, formless and spaceless. As Pure Consciousness,
God is the manifest primal substance, pure love and light flowing through
all form, existing everywhere in time and space as infinite intelligence and
power. As Primal Soul, God is our personal Lord, source of all three worlds.
Extolling God’s first Perfection, the Vedas explain, “Self-resplendent, form-
less, unoriginated and pure, that all-pervading being is both within and without. He transcends
even the transcendent, unmanifest, causal state of the universe” (Manduka Upanishad 2.1.2).
Describing the second Perfection, the Vedas reveal, “He is God, hidden in all beings, their
inmost soul who is in all. He watches the works of creation, lives in all things, watches all
things. He is pure consciousness, beyond the three conditions of nature” (Shvetashvatara
Upanishad 6.11). Praising the third Perfection, the Vedas recount, “He is the one God, the
Creator. He enters into all wombs. The One Absolute, impersonal Existence, together
with His inscrutable maya, appears as the Divine Lord, endowed with manifold glories.
With His Divine Power He holds dominion over all the worlds” (Shvetashvatara Upani-
shad 3.1). In summary, we know God in His three perfections, two of form and one form-
less. We worship His manifest form as Pure Love and Consciousness. We worship Him
as our Personal Lord, the Primal Soul who tenderly loves and cares for His devotees—a
being whose resplendent body may be seen in mystic vision. And we worship and ulti-
mately realize Him as the formless Absolute, which is beyond qualities and description.

HINDUISM TODAY

Verses from Sages of Diverse Traditions

I bow to Govinda, whose nature is bliss supreme, who is the satguru, who can be known only from the import of all

Vedanta, and who is beyond the reach of speech and mind. fLet people quote the scriptures and sacrifice to the Gods,
let them perform rituals and worship the Deities, but there is no liberation without the realization of one’s identity with

the atman; no, not even in the lifetime of a hundred Brahmas put together. 1t is verily through the touch of ignorance

that thou who art the Supreme Self findest thyself under the bondage of the non-Self, whence alone proceeds the round

of births and deaths. The fire of knowledge, kindled by the discrimination between these two, burns up the effects of
ignorance together with their root. 1As a treasure hidden underground requires [for its extraction] competent instruction,
excavation, the removal of stones and other such things lying above it and [finally] grasping, but never comes out by
being [merely] called out by name, so the transparent Truth of the Self, which is hidden by maya and its effects, is to

be attained through the instructions of a knower of Brahman, followed by reflection, meditation and so forth, but not
through perverted arguments.

Adi Shankaracharya, Vivekachudamani, verses 1.1, 6, 47 & 65, translated by Swami Madhavananda

Smarta Hinduism
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How Do We Worship the Supreme Being!

s a family of faiths, Hinduism upholds a wide array of per-
spectives on the Divine, yet all worship the one Supreme
Being, adoring that Divinity as our Father-Mother God
who protects, nurtures and guides us. We beseech God's grace
in our lives while also knowing that He/She is the essence of our
soul, the life of our life, closer to us than our breath, nearer than
hands and feet. We commune with the Divine through silent prayer,
meditation, exaltation through singing and chanting, traditional
music and dance. We invoke blessings and grace through puja—
ritual offering of lights, water and flowers to a sacred image of the
Lord—and through homa, or fire ceremony. At least once a year we
make a pilgrimage to a distant temple or holy site, devoting
heart and mind fully to God. Annual festivals are joyous
observances. 9The four major denominations worship
God in their own way. To the Saivite, God is Siva. To
the Shakta, Devi, the Goddess, is the Supreme One.
The Vaishnava Hindu adores God as Vishnu and His
incarnations, and the Smarta worships his chosen
Deity as the Supreme. Each denomination also venerates its own pantheon of Divinities,
Mahadevas, or “great angels,” who were created by the Supreme Lord and who serve and
adore Him. The elephant-faced Lord Ganesha, worshiped by Hindus of all denominations,
is the most popular Mahadeva. Other Deities include Gods and Goddesses of strength,
yogda, learning, art, music, wealth and culture.

MARC HALEVI

Left, the face of Lord Siva, worshiped as the Supreme God by millions of Hindus
around the world. Right, a priest offers ghee into the sacred fire during a homa ritual
prescribed in the Vedas that has been performed for thousands of years.

The intrinsic form of the individual soul consists of intuitive knowledge; it is dependent on God, capable of union
with and separation from the body; it is subtle and infinitesimal; it is different and distinct in each body. There
are various types of individual souls, such as liberated, devoted and bound. The intrinsic form of the individual
self is covered by the mirific power of Krishna. This covering can only be removed by Krishna'’s grace. 1Krishna
is the Absolute, the Brahman, whose nature excludes all imperfection and is one mass of all noble qualities. He
embodies the Theophanies and is identical with Vishnu himself. Radha, Krishna's consort, is all radiant with joy, and
is endowed with a loveliness that reflects His nature. She is always surrounded by thousands of attendant maids,
symbolizing finite souls. She also grants every desire. Krishna is to be worshiped by all who seek salvation, so that
the influx of the darkness of ignorance may cease. This is the teachings of the Four Youths to Narada, witness to
all truth.

Sri Nimbarka, Dashashloki, 2, 4, 5, 8, translated by Geeta Khurana, Ph.D.

Vaishnava Hinduism
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es, the world is divine. God created the world and all
things in it. He creates and sustains from moment t6
moment every atom of the seen physical and unseen
spiritual universe. Everything is within Him. He is within every-
thing. God created us. He created the Earth and all things upon
it, animate and inanimate. He created time and gravity, the
vast spaces and the uncounted stars. He created night and day,
joy and sorrow, love and hate, birth and death. He created the
gross and the sg.btle, this world and the other worlds. There
are three worlds of existence: the physical, subtle and causal,
termed Bhuloka, Antarloka and Brahmaloka. The Creator of all,
God Himself, is uncreated. He wills into manifestation all souls
and all form, issuing them from Himself like light from a fire or
waves from an ocean. Rishis describe this perpetual process
a®the unfoldment of thirty-six tattvas, stages of manifesta-
tior‘rom the Siva tattva—Parashakti an'd nada—to the five
elements. Creation is not the making of a separate thing, but
an emanation of Himself. God creates, constantly sustains the
form of His creations and absorbs them back into Himself. The

THOMAS KELLY

Vedas elucidate, “As a spide(spins and withdrgws its web, as : ’
erbs grow on the earth, as hair grows on the head and body ¢
of a person, so also from the Imperishable arises this universe."
. L
.
.

Right, the sleek towers of Singapore’s famous Raffles Place
exemplify our contemporary high-tech world. Above, an ancient
stone carving of Lord Ganesha in Tirupati, is worshiped each
day by hundreds of devotees for help and guidance.

©000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000000

Siva, having freely taken limitations of body upon Himself; is the soul. As He frees Himself from these, He is Paramasiva
(supreme consciousness). Self realization is the aim of human life. Through the realization of unity of guru, mantra,
Goddess, the Self and powers of kundalini, inwardly manifested as faculties of consciousness and outwardly as women,
the knowledge of the subjective Self is acquired. Bliss is the form of the absolute consciousness manifested in body. The
five makaras reveal that Bliss. By the power of bhavana [intention, resolve] everything is achieved.

Parashurama-kalpasutra, Prathama-khanda, 5-6, 11-13

The real nature is realized by dwelling in the great spontaneity. A firm stay in the universal consciousness is brought
about by the absorption of duality. The great union arises from the unification of male and female [principles], and the
perceiver with the perceived. Upon the enjoyment of the triple bliss, the unfettered supreme consciousness involuntarily
and suddenly [reveals itself]. With the immersion into the great wisdom comes freedom from merit and demerit.

Shakta Hinduism

Vatulanatha-sutra, 1, 4, 5, 8, 12
Translations by Arjuna Taranandanatha Kaulavadhuta
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: Should Wor[c[[y. Involvement Be Avoided?

he world is the bountiful creation of ateenevolent God, who means fog us to live posi-
~ ' tively in it, facing karma and fulfilling dharma. We must not despise or fear the world.
Life is meant to be lived joyously. The world is the place where our destiny is shaped,
our desires fulfilled and our soul matured. In the world, we grow from ignorance into wisdom,
from darkness into light and from a consciousness of death to immgrtality. The whole world
is an ashrama in which all are doing sannyasin. We r‘rﬁjst love the world, which is God’s cre-
ation. Those who despise, hate and fear the world do not understand the intrinsic goodness
of all. The world is a glorious place, not to be feared. It is a gracious gift from God Himself, a
playground for His children in which to interre-
late young souls with the old—the young expe-
fiencing their karma while the old hold firmly to
their dharma. The young grow; the old know. Not
fearing the world does not give us permission to*
become immersed in worldliness. To the contrary,
it means remaining affectionately detached, like
a drop of water on a lotus leaf, being in the world
but not of it, walking in the rain without detting
wet. The Vedas warn, “Behold the universe in the
glory of God: and all that lives and moves on Earth.
Leaving the transient, find joy in the Eternal. Set
not your heart on another’s possession.” =

. .
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The Lord created the world, the dwelling place of man. How shall | sing His majesty? He is as mighty as Mount
Meru, whence He holds sway over the three worlds; and He is the four paths of Saivam here below. 1Those who
tread the path of Shuddha Saivam stand aloft, their hearts intent on Eternal Para, transcending worlds of pure
and impure maya, where pure intelligence consorts not with base ignorance and the lines that divide Real, unreal
and real-unreal are sharply discerned.

Tirumantiram 1419 & 1420

This Lord of Maya-world that has its rise in the mind, He knows all our thoughts, but we do not think of Him. Some
be who groan, “God is not favorable to me,” but surely God seeks those who seek, their souls to save. 1“How is it
they received God Siva’s grace?” you ask. In the battle of life, their bewildered thoughts wandered. They trained
their course and, freed of darkness, sought the Lord and adored His precious, holy feet.

Saivite Hinduism

Tirumantiram 22 & 599
Translations by Dr. B. Natarajan
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What s Liberation!

aving lived many lives, each soul eventually seeks release from mortality, expe-
riences the Divine directly through Self Realization and ultimately attains lib-
eration from the round of births and deaths. All Hindus know this to be their

eventual goal, but the means of attainment and understanding of the ultimate state vary
greatly. The point in evolution at which the individual earns release and exactly what
happens afterwards is described differently in each of the Hindu denominations. Within
each sect there are also distinct schools of thought. These are the subtle, profound and *

compelling perspectives we explore below.

he dawn of freedom from the cycle of reincarnation is called
moksha (liberation), and one who has attained the state of
liberation is called a jivanmukta (liberated soul). While some
schools of Hinduism teach that liberation comes only upon death,
most recognize the condition of jivanmukti, a state of liberation
in which the spiritually advanced being continues to unfold its in-
herent perfection while in the embodied state. It is said of such
a great one that “he died before he died,” indicating the totally
real, not merely symbolic, demise of the ego, or limited self-sense.
Some schools hold the view that liberated beings may voluntarily
return to the physical universe in order to help those who are as
yet unliberated.

The Sanskrit word moksha derives from the root muk, which
has many connotations: to loosen, to free, release, let loose, let go
and thus also to spare, to let live, to allow to depart, to dispatch, to
dismiss and even to relax, to spend, bestow, give away and to open.
Philosophically, moksha means “release from worldly existence or
transmigration; final or eternal emancipation.” But moksha is not
a state of extinction of the conscious being. Nor is it mere uncon-
sciousness. Rather it is perfect freedom, an indescribable state of
nondifferentiation, a proximity to, or a oneness with, the Divine.
Moksha marks an end to the earthly sojourn, but it may also be
understood as a beginning, not unlike graduation from university.
Apavarga and kaivalya are other apt terms for this ineffable condi-
tion of perfect detachment, freedom and oneness.

Hinduism is a pluralistic tradition. On any given subject it offers a
variety of views that reflect different human temperaments and dif-
ferent levels of emotional, intellectual, moral and spiritual develop-
ment. So, too, on the subject of liberation, various learned opinions
exist. Since liberation involves transcending time and space, and yet
is a state that can be achieved while in a body; it defies precise defi-
nition. For this reason, some have argued that different views of lib-
eration simply reflect the built-in limitations of language and reason.

Many Paths

The Vedas themselves present a number of approaches to libera-
tion. Some of these are agnostic; others involve various monistic
and theistic views. The main classical text on Self Realization
within the Vedanta tradition, the Brahma Sutra of Badarayana,
mentions a number of then current views: that upon liberation
the soul (jiva) attains nondifference from Brahman (1V.4.4); that it
gains the attributes of Brahman (1v.4.5); that it exists only as pure
consciousness (IV.4.6); that even though it is pure consciousness
from the relative standpoint, it can still gain the attributes of Brah-
man (IV.4.7); that through pure will alone it can gain whatever it
wishes (IV.4.8); that it transcends any body or mind (1V.4.10); that
it possesses a divine body and mind (IV.4.11); and that it attains
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all powers except creatorship, which belongs to Ish-
vara alone (IV.4.17). Generally, the view that the soul
attains the Absolute only is more represented by the
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, while the Chandogya
Upanishad mentions liberation along with the attain-
ment of lordly powers. Most later ideas of moksha are
variations on these same Vedic views.

At one end of this metaphysical spectrum are the
jnanis who follow the yoga of knowledge and who as-
cribe to the view that the Ultimate Reality is formless
and unqualified (nirguna). At the other end are the
bhaktas who follow the yoga of devotion and com-
monly believe that the individual being (jiva) remains
in communion with its beloved (Bhagavan). Thus,
devotees believe that they will come to inhabit the di-
vine realm, or loka, of their chosen Deity, Siva, Vishnu,
Kali, etc. Each metaphysical view has given rise to a
distinct practical approach to reaching Oneness and
Liberation.

Later Advaita Vedantins, such as Shankaracharya,
spoke of two types of liberation. The first is complete
or direct liberation, which they regarded as the high-
est state. The second is a gradual liberation that occurs
wherein the individual being goes, after death, first to
the heaven of Brahma and then gains liberation from
there without having to return to the physical world.

Ramana Maharshi, the great sage of South India, ob-
served that three types of liberation are mentioned in
Hinduism: without form, with form, and both with
and without form. He considered true liberation as
transcending all such concepts (Saddarshana 42).

The Natha Saivite perspective is as follows. To at-
tain liberation while living, the realization of the Self
has to be brought through into every aspect of life,
every atom of ones body. This occurs after many ex-
periences of nirvikalpa samadhi. Through harnessing
the power of sannyasin and tapas, the adept advances his or her
evolution. Only great tapasvins achieve jivanmukti, for one must
be proficient in brahmacharya, yoga, pranayama and the varied
sadhanas. 1t is a grace made possible by guidance of a living sat-
guru and attained by single-minded and strong-willed discipline,
worship, detachment and purification.

Thus, it is possible to realize the Self—as in nirvikalpa samadhi—
and still not reach the emancipated state. If this happens, the being
reincarnates in the physical world after death and in his new body
has the opportunity to build upon past virtues and realizations
until finally becoming a jivanmukta in that or a future birth.
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What distinguishes the mukta from the nonliberated individual
is his total freedom from all selfishness and attachments, his per-
manent abidance in the all-pervading Divine Presence, his lucid,
witnessing consciousness and his wisdom (jnana), revealed in
spontaneous utterances.

Even after attaining perfect liberation, a being may, after passing
into the inner worlds, consciously choose to be reborn to help oth-
ers on the path. Such a one is called an upadeshi—exemplified by
the benevolent satguru—as distinguished from a nirvani, or silent
ascetic who abides at the pinnacle of consciousness, whether in
this world or the next, shunning all worldly involvement.

Bliss: Left, in a mountain cave, a worshiper of&od as
the Absolute Reality (Sivalinga) transcends the mind
and completely realizes his oneness with all of cre-
ation. His samadhi is so deep thaghis outer identitydis-
solves, shown by the starry sky pervading his bogd

L
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® Havﬂg realized the Self, the rishis, perfected

souls, satisfied with their Rnowledge, passion-free,
tranquil—those wise beings, having attained the
Ominipresent on all sides—enter into the All itself.

v Atharva Veda, Mundaka Upanishad 3.2.5"

Summary

All schools are agreed that liberation is the ultimate fulfilment of
human life, whose purpose is spiritual growth, not mere worldly
enjoyment (bhoga). Having lived many lives and having learned
many lessons, each conscious being seeks release from mortality,
which then leads to glimpses of our divine origin and finally Self
Realization. This consists in discovering our true nature, beyond
body and mind, our identity in the incomprehensibly vast ulti-
mate Being, Upon this discovery, we are released from the round
of births and deaths and realize eternal freedom, untold bliss and
supreme consciousness.

Views on the Nature of Soul and God

The concept of moksha for every Hindu school of thought is in-
formed and modified by its understanding of the individual and
its relationship to God. Most Hindus believe that after release from
birth and death the innermost being will exist in the higher regions
of the subtle worlds, where the Deities and spiritually mature be-
ings abide. Some schools contend that the soul continues to evolve
in these realms until it attains perfect union and merger with God.
Others teach that the highest end is to abide eternally and sepa-
rately in Gods glorious presence. Four distinct views, reflected in
the primary Hindu denominations, are explored below.

Smarta Hinduism: All is Brahman

Smartism (the teaching following smriti, or tradition) is an ancient
brahmanical tradition reformed by Adi Shankara in the ninth cen-
tury. This liberal Hindu path, which revolves around the worship
of six fundamental forms of the Divine, is monistic, nonsectarian,
meditative and philosophical. Ishvara and the human being are
in reality the singular absolute Brahman. Within maya, the soul
and Ishvara appear as two. Jnana, spiritual wisdom, dispels that
illusion.

Most Smartas believe that moksha is achieved through jnana yoga
alone. This approach is defined as an intellectual and meditative
but non-kundalini yoga path. Yet, many Advaitins also recognize
the kundalini as the power of consciousness. Ramana Maharshi
and Swami Shivananda of Rishikesh did, and Shankara wrote on
tantra and kundalini as in the Saundarya-Lahiri. Guided by a re-
alized guru and avowed to the unreality of the world, the initiate
meditates on himself as Brahman to break through the illusion of
maya. The ultimate goal of Smartas is to realize oneself as Brah-
man, the Absolute and only Reality. For this, one must conquer
the state of avidya, ignorance, which causes the world to appear
as real.

For the realized being, jivanmukta, all illusion has vanished,
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even as he lives out life in the physical body. If the sun were cold
or the moon hot or fire burned downward, he would show no won-
der. The jivanmukta teaches, blesses and sets an example for the
welfare of the world. At death, his inner and outer bodies are extin-
guished. Brahman alone exists and he is That forever, all in All

For Smartism, liberation depends on spiritual insight (jnana).
It does not come from recitation of hymns, sacrificial worship
or a hundred fasts. The human being is liberated not by effort,
not by yogic practices, not by any self-transformation, but only
by the knowledge gained from scripture and self-reflection that
at its core the being is in fact Brahman. However, all such prac-
tices do help purify the body and mind and create the aptitude
(adhikara) without which jnana remains mere theory or fantasy.
Jnana yoga’s progressive stages are scriptural study (shravana),
reflection (manana) and sustained meditation (nididhyasana or
dhyana). Practitioners may also choose from three other nonsuc-
cessive paths in order to cultivate devotion, accrue good karma,
and purify the mind. These are bhakti yoga, karma yoga and raja
yoga, which some believe can also bring enlightenment, as they
lead to jnana.

Scripture teaches that “for the great-souled, the surest way to lib-
eration is the conviction that T am Brahman'” (Shukla Yajur Veda,
Paingala Upanishad 4.19). Sri Jayendra Saraswati of Kanchi Peed-
am, Tamil Nadu, India, affirms, “That state where one transcends
all feelings is liberation. Nothing affects this state of being. You may
call it transcendental bliss, purified intuition that enables one to
see the Supreme as ones own Self. One attains to Brahman, utterly
liberated.”

Vaishnava Hinduism: Forever at God’s Feet

The primary goal of Vaishnavites is videhamukti, disembodied lib-
eration, attainable only after death when the “small self” realizes
union with God Vishnus infinite body as a part of Him, yet main-
tains its pure individual personality. God’s transcendental Being is
a celestial form residing in the city of Vaikuntha, the home of all
eternal values and perfection, where the inner being joins Him
when liberated. Beings, however, do not share in Gods all-perva-
siveness or power to create.

Most Vaishnavites believe that dharma is the performance of
various devotional disciplines (bhakti sannyasins), and that the hu-
man being can communicate with and receive the grace of Lord
Vishnu, who manifests through the temple Deity, or icon. The
paths of karma yoga and jnana yoga are thought to lead to bhakti
yoga. Through total self-surrender, called prapatti, to Lord Vishnu,
one attains liberation from the world of change (samsara). Vaish-
navites consider the moksha of the Advaita philosophies a lesser
attainment, extolling instead the bliss of eternal devotion. There
are differing categories of souls that attain to four different lev-
els of permanent release: salokya, or “sharing the world” of God;
samipya, or “nearness” to God; sarupya, or “likeness” to God; and
sayujya, or “union” with God. Jivanmukti exists only in the case
of great souls who leave their place in the divine abode to take a
human birth for the benefit of others and return to God as soon as
their task is done.

There is one school of Vaishnavism, founded by Vallabhacharya,
which takes an entirely different view of moksha. It teaches that
upon liberation the soul, through its insight into truth revealed by
virtue of perfect devotion, recovers divine qualities suppressed
previously and becomes one with God, in identical essence, though
the soul remains a part, and God the whole. This relationship is de-
scribed by the analogy of sparks issuing from a fire.

Swami Prakashanand Saraswati of the International Society of
Divine Love, Texas, offers a Vaishnava view, “Liberation from
maya and the karmas is only possible after the divine vision of
God. Thus, sincere longing for His vision is the only way to receive
His grace and liberation.”
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Shakta Hinduism: Refuge in the Mother

Shaktas believe that the soul is one with the Divine.
Emphasis is given to the feminine aspect of the ul-
timate reality—Shakti. The Divine Mother or God-
dess Power, Shakti, is the mediatrix bestowing this
advaitic moksha on those who worship Her. Moksha
is complete identification with the transcendental
Divine, which is achieved when the kundalini shak-
ti—the individuated form of the divine power—is
raised through the sushumna current of the spine to
the top of the head where it merges with Siva.

The spiritual practices in Shaktism, which is also
known as tantra or tantrism, are similar to those in
Saivism, though there is more emphasis in Shaktism
on God’s power as opposed to mere Being or Con-
sciousness. Shakta practices include visualization
and rituals involving mantras, hand gestures (mu-
dras), and geometric designs (yantras). The body is
viewed as a temple of the Divine, and thus there are
also numerous prescribed techniques for purifying
and transforming the body. Philosophically, Shak-
tism’s yogic world view embraces all opposites: male-
female, absolute-relative, pleasure-pain, cause-effect,
mind-body. Shamanistic Shaktism employs magic,
trance mediumship, firewalking and animal sacrifice
for healing, fertility, prophecy and power. In “left-
hand” tantric circles an antinomianism is evident,
which seeks to transcend traditional moral codes.

The state of jivanmukti in Shaktism is called ku-
lachara or “the divine way of life,” which is attained
through sadhana and grace. The liberated soul is
known as a kaula-siddha, to whom wood and gold, life
and death are the same. The kaula-siddha can move
about in the world at will, even returning to earthly
duties such as kingship, yet remaining liberated
from rebirth, as his actions can no longer bind him.

The Goddess, Devi, gives both mukti and bhuk-
ti—liberation and worldly enjoyment. Dr. Sarvepalli
Radhakrishnan explained, “The jiva under the influ-
ence of maya looks upon itself as an independent
agent and enjoyer until release is gained. Knowledge
of Shakti is the road to salvation, which is dissolu-
tion in the bliss effulgence of the Supreme.” Shri
Shri Shivaratnapuri Swami of Kailas Ashram, Ban-
galore, India, declares, “My message to mankind is
right thought, right living and unremitting devotion
to the Divine Mother. Faith is the most important
thing that you should cultivate. By faith does one
obtain knowledge.”

gt

Saiva Hinduism: Soul and Siva Are One

The path for Saivites is divided into four progres-
sive stages of belief and practice called charya,
kriya, yoga and jnana. The soul evolves through
karma and reincarnation from the instinctive-intellectual sphere
into virtuous and moral living, then into temple worship and devo-
tion, followed by internalized worship or yoga and its meditative
disciplines. Union with God, Siva, comes through the grace of the
satguru and culminates in the souls maturity into jnana, wisdom.
Saivism values both bhakti and yoga, devotional and contemplative
sadhanas.

Moksha is defined differently in Saivism’ six schools. 1) Pashupa-
ta Saivism emphasizes Siva as supreme cause and personal ruler
of the soul and world. It teaches that the liberated soul retains its
individuality in a state of complete union with Siva. 2) Vira Saiv-
ism holds that after liberation the soul experiences a true union

A. MANIVEL
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and identity of Siva and soul, called Linga and anga. The soul ul-
timately merges in a state of Shunya, or Nothingness, which is not
an empty void. 3) Kashmir Shaivism teaches that liberation comes
through a sustained recognition, called pratyabhijna, of one’s true
Self as nothing but Siva. After liberation, the soul has no merger in
God, as God and soul are eternally nondifferent. 4) In Gorakhnath
Saivism, or Siddha Siddhanta, moksha leads to a complete same-
ness of Siva and soul, described as “bubbles arising and returning
to water.” 5) In Siva Advaita, liberation leads to the “akasha within
the heart.” Upon death, the soul goes to Siva along the path of the
Gods, continuing to exist on the spiritual plane, enjoying the bliss
of knowing all as Siva, and attaining all powers except creation.

Union: Every soul’s ultimate goal, in this life or another, is to real-
ize its oneness with God. That union is depicted here as Lord Siva
and a mature soul merging in oneness. Siva sits beneath a banyan
tree, bestowing His Grace by touching the third eye of the seeker,
who reaches up to embrace Divinity.

This is a similar view to the Upanishads like the Chandogya and

the Brahma Sutras.

The sixth, Saiva Siddhanta, has two subsects. Meykandar’s
pluralistic realism teaches that God, soul and world are eter-
nally coexistent. Liberation leads to a state of oneness with Siva
in which the soul retains its individuality, as salt added to water.

Tirumular’s monistic theism, or Advaita Ishvaravada, the older of
the two schools, holds that evolution continues after earthly births
until jiva becomes Siva; the soul merges in perfect oneness with
God, like a drop of water returning to the sea. Scriptures teach,

“Having realized the Self, the rishis, perfected souls, satisfied with
their knowledge, passion-free, tranquil—those wise beings, hav-
ing attained the Omnipresent on all sides—enter into the All it-
self” (Mundaka Upanishad 3.2.5). The primary goal of this form of
monistic Saiva Siddhanta is realizing ones identity with God Siva,
in perfect union and nondifferentiation. This is termed nirvikalpa
samadhi, Self Realization, and may be attained in this life, granting
moksha, permanent liberation from the cycles of birth and death.
A secondary goal is savikalpa samadhi, the realization of Satchi-
dananda, a unitive experience within superconsciousness in which
perfect Truth, Consciousness and Bliss are known.

A Monistic Natha Saivite Conclusion
According to the Saiva Siddhanta philosophy of South India, to
reach emancipation, beyond all pleasure and pain, all difference
and decay, the being must successively remove the three fetters:
karma, “the power of cause and effect, action and reaction;” maya,
“the power of manifestation;” and anava, “the power of egoity or veil
of duality.” Once freed by God’s grace from these bonds (which do
not cease to exist altogether, but no longer have the power to bind),
the being is in the permanent state of sahagja samadhi, or “natu-
ral, spontaneous ecstasy,” the living illumination called jivanmukti.
This is the realization of the timeless, spaceless and formless Real-
ity beyond all change or diversity. Simultaneously it is the realiza-
tion that all forms, whether internal or external, are also aspects of
this Ultimate Reality.

Moksha does not mean death, as some misunderstand it. It
means freedom from rebirth, before or at the point of death, after
which souls continue evolving in the inner worlds, the Antarloka
and Sivaloka, and finally merge with Lord Siva as does river wa-
ter when returning to the ocean. Moksha comes when all earthly
karmas have been fully resolved. Finally, at the end of each soul’s
evolution comes vishvagrasa, total absorption in Siva. The Vedas
promise, “If here one is able to realize Him before the death of the
body, he will be liberated from the bondage of the world.”

All embodied souls—whatever be their faith or convictions, Hin-
du or not—are destined to achieve moksha, but not necessarily in
this life. Hindus know this and do not delude themselves that this
life is the last. Old souls renounce worldly ambitions and take up
sannyasa, renunciation, in quest of Self Realization even at a young
age. Younger souls desire to seek lessons from the experiences of
worldly life, which is rewarded by many, many births on Earth. In
between, souls seek to fulfil their dharma while resolving karma
and accruing merit through good deeds. After moksha has been
attained—and it is an attainment resulting from much sadhana,
self-reflection and realization—subtle karmas are made and swiftly
resolved, like writing on water. “The Self cannot be attained by the
weak, nor by the careless, nor through aimless disciplines. But if
one who knows strives by right means, his soul enters the abode of
God” (Mundaka Upanishad 3.2.4).
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his chart assembles and cor-
1 relates four essential elements
of Hindu cosmology: the planes
of existence and consciousness;
the tattvas; the chakras; and the
bodies of man. It is organized
with the highest consciousness, or
subtlest level of manifestation, at
the top, and the lowest, or gross-
est, at the bottom. In studying the
chart, it is important to remember
that each level includes within
itself all the levels above it. Thus,
the element earth, the grossest or
outermost aspect of manifestation,
contains all the tattvas above it on
the chart. They are its inner struc-
ture. Similarly, the soul encased
in a physical body also has all the
sheaths named above—pranic,
instinctive-intellectual, cognitive
and causal.

The three columns on the left
side of the chart depict the inner
and outer universe. Column one
shows the three worlds: the causal,
superconscious realm of the Gods;
the astral realm of dreams, abode
of non-embodied souls; and the
physical world of the five senses.

Column two gives a more
detailed division in 14 planes and
correlates these to the chakras,
the force centers of consciousness
resident within each soul. It shows
three levels in the third world,
corresponding to the sahasrara,
ajna and vishuddha chakras; and
three levels of the second world,
or astral plane, corresponding to
the anahata, manipura and svad-
hishthana chakras. Note that the
grossest of these planes, the Bhu-
varloka or Pitriloka, has a second-
ary realm, called the Pretakoka,
where abide earth-bound astral
entities. The first world, or Bhuloka,
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the Inner and Outer Universe  esponds o the muladhara chakra,

Below it is depicted the part of the
astral plane called the Narakaloka—
the realm of lower consciousness,

Parasiva (atattva, “beyond existence”) 3 TR @ Eﬁﬂ fear, anger, jealousy, etc. Looking

3& A= 36 EVOLUTES (TATTVA) 3 BODIES 5 SHEATHS back to column one, the dotted path
(SARIRA) (KOSA) indicates that regions two, three and

$UDDHA MAYA: PURE SPIRITUAL ENERGY four of the Antarloka are the domain

visvagrasa: final merger of .
8 8 from which souls are reborn. Column

1) Siva tattva: Parasakti-nada, the golden anandamaya kosa A " ) S
%atchidﬁnanda, pure consciousness (svarnasarira) in Paramesvara t rfee [HERT eS. a view of the qas,
2) Sakti tattva: Paramesvara-bindu, Personal God which emphasize the states of mind
or levels of consciousness associated
3) §ftda’s’iva tattva: power of revealment i KARANA SARIRA, “causal body” or with these strata.
4) I$vara tattva: power of concealment g ANANDAMAYA KOS$A, “sheath of Column four of the chart lists the 36
5) Suddhavidya tattva: dharma, pure knowing, 4 bliss"—the body of the soul, tattvas. Tattvas (literally “that-ness”)
the powers of dlSSOl‘UUOH, PreserVa'ﬂO_n and S also called the actinic causal body are the primary principles, elements,
creation—Rudra, Vishnu and Brahma states or categories of existence, the
SUDDHASUDDHA MAYA VIINANAMAYA building blocks of the universe. God
o « constantly creates, sustains the form
SPIRITUAL/MAGNETIC ENERGY = KOiA of and absorbs back into Himself His
6) maya tattva: mirific energy = the “sheath of . o . .
5) kala tattva: time = cognition, creations. Rishis describe this emana-
. U > |
8) niyati tattva: karma > the mental or tional process as the unfoldment of
9) kala tattva: creativity, aptitude _ =| actinodic causal tattvas, stages or evolutes of mani-
10) vidya tattva: knowledge SUKSHMA E sheath festation, descending from subtle to
11) raga tattva: attachment, desire “SA:IIRA the Z gross. This column of the chart sub-
12) purusha tattva: shrouded soul 1S)u dt ¢ | S divides the tattvas into three levels of
ody,” also . )
- — callzd the as. - maya, manifest creation, as follows:
ASUDDHA MAYA: MAGNETIC/GROSS ENERGY tral body MANOMAYAKOSA shuddha maya (correlating to the
the intellectual

Third World in column one); shud-
e dhashuddha maya (corresponding to
and. instinctive the Maharloka); and ashuddha maya
(odic-astral) . .
sheath (corresponding to the mid-astral,
lower astral and physical planes).
Column five lists the three bodies of
the soul: causal, subtle and physical
PRANAMAYA KOSA (which correspond directly to the
the “sheath of vitality” three worlds); and the five sheaths
which enlivens the (anandamaya, vijnanamaya, mano-
physical body maya, pranamaya and annamaya).
Note the correlation of these and the
worlds by reading across the chart to
the left to the two columns named
“3 worlds” and “14 planes.” For more
details on the subjects and terms in
the chart, you can search for defini-
tions at: www.himalayanacademy.
com/resources/lexicon/

13) prakriti tattva: primal nature (odic-causal)
14-16) antahkarana: mental faculties

17-21) jaanendriyas: organs of perception

adod TVILSV SSOUD

22-26) karmendriyas: organs of action

27-31) tanmatras: elements of perception

32-36) akasa tattva (ether), vayu tattva (air),

tejas tattva (fire), apas tattva (water), STHULA SARIRA, “gross body;” or

ANNAMAYA KOSA, “food-made sheath”

prithivi tattva (earth) —the physical body or odic body
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CHAPTER 4

A Hindu Primer

A Code of Practices, Beliefs and Attitudes Common to All Hindus

OVING HINDU PARENTS WORLDWIDE, OF VARIOUS LINEAGES, HAVE CALLED FOR A

common religious code to teach their sons and daughters. They have asked, “What is the mini-

mum I must do to dispatch my duty to my religion and my children?” In response, and to convey
the basics of Hinduism for devotees and seekers of all ages, we assembled this chapter. It contains 1) an
overview of Hinduism; 2) nine basic beliefs; 3) four facts; five essential precepts; 4) five corresponding
observances; 5) Hinduism from A to Z. The modern Hindu child raised up with these principles and
practices will be a fully functioning human being, one who is tolerant, devotional, fair, fearless, obedi-
ent, secure, happy, selfless, pure and traditional. We apologize that, in our brevity, we have inevitably
blurred over subtleties in the rainbow of Hindu views.

A Bird’s-Eye View of a Family of Faiths

INDUISM, ALSO KNOWN AS THE SANATANA DHARMA,
or “Eternal Way,” is our planet’s original and oldest liv-
ing religion, with no single founder. For as long as man
has lived and roamed across Earths land and water masses,
breathed its air and worshiped in awe its fire, it has been a
guide of righteous life for evolving souls. Today Hinduism has
four main denominations: Saivism, Shaktism, Vaishnavism and
Smartism, each with hundreds of lineages. They represent a
broad range of beliefs, sadhanas and mystic goals.

While Hindus believe many diverse and exotic things,
there are several bedrock concepts on which virtually all
concur. All Hindus worship one Supreme Reality, though
they call it by many names, and teach that all souls will
ultimately realize the truth of the Vedas and Agamas. Hin-
dus believe that there is no eternal hell, no damnation. They
concur that there is no intrinsic evil. All is good. All is God.
In contrast, Western faiths postulate a living evil force,
embodied in Satan, that directly opposes the will of God.

Hindus believe that the universe was created out of God
and is permeated by Him—a Supreme Being who both is
form and pervades form, who creates; sustains and destroys
the universe only to recreate it again in unending cycles.
Hindus accept all genuine spiritual paths. Each soul is free
to find his own way, whether by devotion, austerity, medita-
tion, yoga or selfless service (seva). Hinduism three pillars
are temple worship, scripture and the guru-disciple tradi-
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tion. Hinduism strongly declares the validity of the three
worlds of existence—physical, astral and spiritual—and the
myriad Gods and devas residing within them. Festivals,
pilgrimage, chanting of holy hymns and home worship are
dynamic practices. Family life is strong and precious. Love,
nonviolence, good conduct and the law of dharma define
the Hindu path. Hindus are generously tolerant of other
faiths. Hinduism explains that the soul reincarnates until all
karmas are resolved and God Realization is attained.

Hindus wear the sectarian marks, called tilaka, on their
foreheads as sacred symbols, distinctive insignia of their
heritage. This is a mystical religion, leading devotees to
personally experience its eternal truths within themselves,
finally reaching the pinnacle of consciousness where man
and God are forever one. They prefer cremation of the body
upon death, rather than burial, believing that the soul lives
on and will inhabit a new body on Earth.

While we have many sacred scriptures, all sects ascribe
the highest authority to the Vedas and Agamas, though
their Agamas differ somewhat. Hinduism’s nearly one bil-
lion adherents have tens of thousands of sacred temples and
shrines, mostly in India, but now located around the world.
Its spiritual core is its millions of holy men and women who
have dedicated their lives to full-time service, devotion and
God Realization, and to proclaiming the eternal truths of
the Sanatana Dharma.



Children perform puja at

an outdoor shrine as the
Gods Ganesha and Murugan
look on in approval

Nine Beliefs of Hinduism

Hindus believe in the divinity of the Vedas, the
world’s most ancient scripture, and venerate the
Agamas as equally revealed. These primordial hymns
are God’s word and the bedrock of Sanatana Dharma,
the eternal religion which hasneither beginning nor end.

Hindus believe in a one, all-pervasive Supreme
Being who is both immanent and transcendent,
both Creator and Unmanifest Reality.

Hindus believe that the universe undergoes end-
less cycles of creation, preservation and dissolution.

Hindus believe in karma, the law of cause and
effect by which each individual creates his own
destiny by his thoughts, words and deeds.

Hindus believe that the soul reincarnates, evolv-
ing through many births until all karmas have
been resolved, and moksha, spiritual knowledge and

liberation from the cycle of rebirth, is attained. Not a
single soul will be eternally deprived of this destiny.

Hindus believe that divine beings exist in unseen

worlds and that temple worship, rituals, sacra-
ments as well as personal devotionals create a com-
munion with these devas and Gods.

Hindus believe that a spiritually awakened master,
or satguru, is essential to know the Transcendent
Absolute, as are personal discipline, good conduct,
purification, pilgrimage, self-inquiry and meditation.
Hindus believe that all life is sacred, to be loved and
revered,and therefore practice ahimsa, “noninjury.”

Hindus believe that no particular religion teaches
the only way to salvation above all others, but that
all genuine religious paths are facets of God’s Pure Love
and Light, deserving tolerance and understanding.
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Four Facts of Hinduism: Karma, Reincarnation,
All-Pervasive Divinity, and Dharma

1. Karma

Karma literally means “deed” or “act” and more broadly names the uni-
versal principle of cause and effect, action and reaction which governs
all life. Karma is a natural law of the mind, just as gravity is a law
of matter. Karma is not fate, for man acts with free will, creating
his own destiny. The Vedas tell us, if we sow goodness, we will
reap goodness; if we sow evil, we will reap evil. Karma refers
to the totality of our actions and their concomitant reactions
in this and previous lives, all of which determines our fu-
ture. It is the interplay between our experience and how we
respond to it that makes karma devastating or helpfully in-
vigorating. The conquest of karma lies in intelligent action and
dispassionate reaction. Not all karmas rebound immediately.
Some accumulate and return unexpectedly in this or other births.

According as one acts, so does he become. One becomes
virtuous by virtuous action, bad by bad action.
YAJUR VEDA, BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD 4.4.5

A devotee prays to a small image of Ganesha,
who hovers nearby in His subtle body,
blessing her life and guiding her karmas.

2. Reincarnation

Reincarnation, punarjanma, is the natural process of birth, death and
rebirth. At death we drop off the physical body and continue evolving
in the inner worlds in our subtle bodies, until we again enter into
birth. Through the ages, reincarnation has been the great consoling
element within Hinduism, eliminating the fear of death. We are
not the body in which we live but the immortal soul which in-
habits many bodies in its evolutionary journey through samsara.
After death, we continue to exist in unseen worlds, enjoying or
suffering the harvest of earthly deeds until it comes time for
yet another physical birth. The actions set in motion in previous
lives form the tendencies and conditions of the next. Reincarna-
tion ceases when karma is resolved, God is realized and moksha,
liberation, is attained.

After death, the soul goes to the next world, bearing

in mind the subtle impressions of its deeds, and after

reaping their harvest returns again to this world of action.

Thus, he who has desires continues subject to rebirth.
YAJUR VEDA, BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD 4.4.6

In the center, we see a yogi. Behind him are
depictions of how he looked and dressed in

four earlier incarnations.
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3. All-pervasive Divinity

As a family of faiths, Hinduism upholds a wide array of perspectives on the
Divine, yet all worship the one, all-pervasive Supreme Being hailed in the
Upanishads. As Absolute Reality, God is unmanifest, unchanging and
transcendent, the Self God, timeless, formless and spaceless. As Pure
Consciousness, God is the manifest primal substance, pure love and
light flowing through all form, existing everywhere in time and space
as infinite intelligence and power. As Primal Soul, God is our per-
sonal Lord, source of all three worlds, our Father-Mother God who
protects, nurtures and guides us. We beseech God’s grace in our
lives while also knowing that He/She is the essence of our soul, the
life of our life. Each denomination also venerates its own pantheon
of Divinities, Mahadevas, or “great angels,” who were created by the
Supreme Lord and who serve and adore Him.

He is the God of forms infinite in whose glory all things are—
smaller than the smallest atom, and yet the Creator of all, ever
living in the mystery of His creation. In the vision of this God
of love there is everlasting peace. He is the Lord of all who, portayed here. Siva is seated against a backdrop
hidden in the heart of things, watches over the world of time. of swirling shakti. His body is made up of the

KRISHNA YAJUR VEDA, SHVETASHVATARA UPANISHAD 4.14-15. elements, galaxies, mountains, rivers, animals and
manifestations of all kinds, thus depicting Him as
inherent in His creation.

God’s all-pervasive, immanent nature is

4. Dharma

When God created the universe, He endowed it with order, with the laws
to govern creation. Dharma is God’s divine law prevailing on every level
of existence, from the sustaining cosmic order to religious and moral
laws which bind us in harmony with that order. Related to the soul,
dharma is the mode of conduct most conducive to spiritual advance- . 1%3
ment, the right and righteous path. It is piety and ethical practice, h
duty and obligation. When we follow dharma, we are in conformity ty, :
with the Truth that inheres and instructs the universe, and we natu- \¥ 7
rally abide in closeness to God. Adharma is opposition to divine law.
Dharma is to the individual what its normal development is to a seed—
the orderly fulfillment of an inherent nature and destiny.

Dharma yields Heaven’s honor and Earth’s wealth.
What is there then that is more fruitful for a man?
There is nothing more rewarding than dharma,

thi A sham it lect Dharma embraces one’s duties and obligations,
el UL e AU 0 LR R 2 and changes according to life’s four natural stages
of life: student, householder, elder advisor and

religious solitaire, as show in this illustration.

TIRUKURAL 31-32
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Five Precepts

THE MINIMAL HINDU BELIEFS. BY TEACHING THESE TO
SONS AND DAUGHTERS, PARENTS WORLDWIDE PASS ON
THE SANATANA DHARMA TO THEIR CHILDREN

ART BY A. MANIVEL

Mandira

Samsara,

Moksha
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1. God Is All in all

The dear children are taught of one Supreme Being, all-per-
vasive, transcendent, creator, preserver, destroyer, mani-
festing in various forms, worshiped in all religions by many
names, the immortal Self in all. They learn to be tolerant,
knowing the soul’s Divinity and the unity of all mankind.

2. Holy Temples
The dear children are taught that God, other divine beings
and highly evolved souls exist in unseen worlds. They
learn to be devoted, knowing that temple worship, fire
ceremonies, sacraments and devotionals open channels
for loving blessings, help and guidance from these beings.

3. Cosmic Justice

The dear children are taught of karma, the divine law of
cause and effect by which every thought, word and deed
justly returns to them in this or a future life. They learn to be
compassionate, knowing that each experience, good or bad,
is the self-created reward of prior expressions of free will.

4. Liberation
The dear children are taught that souls experience right-
eousness, wealth and pleasure in many births, while
maturing spiritually. They learn to be fearless, knowing
that all souls, without exception, will ultimately attain Self
Realization, liberation from rebirth and union with God.

5. Scripture and Preceptor

The dear children are taught that God revealed the Vedas
and Agamas, which contain the eternal truths. They learn
to be obedient, following the precepts of these sacred scrip-
tures and awakened satgurus, whose guidance. is abso-
lutely essential for spiritual progress and enlightenment.
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Five Practices

THE MINIMAL PRACTICES (ALSO KNOWN AS PANCHA NITYA
KARMAS) TO NURTURE FUTURE CITIZENS WHO ARE STRONG,

Utsava

RESPONSIBLE, TOLERANT AND TRADITIONAL

1. Worship

The dear children are taught daily worship in the family
shrine room—rituals, disciplines, chants, yogas and religious
study. They learn to be secure through devotion in home
and temple, wearing traditional dress, bringing forth love of
the Divine and preparing the mind for serene meditation.

2. Holy Days
The dear children are taught to participate in Hindu fes-
tivals and holy days in the home and temple. They learn
to be happy through sweet communion with God at such
auspicious celebrations. Utsava includes fasting and attend-
ing the temple on Monday or Friday and other holy days.

3. Virtuous Living

The dear children are taught to live a life of duty and good
conduct. They learn to be selfless by thinking of others
first, being respectful of parents, elders and swamis, follow-
ing divine law, especially ahimsa, mental, emotional and
physical noninjury to all beings. Thus they resolve karmas.

4. Pilgrimage
The dear children are taught the value of pilgrimage and
are taken at least once a year for darshan of holy persons,
temples and places, near or far. They learn to be detached
by setting aside worldly affairs and making God, Gods and
gurus lifes singular focus during these journeys.

s. Rites of Passage

The dear children are taught to observe the many sacra-
ments which mark and sanctify their passages through
life. They learn to be traditional by celebrating the rites of
birth, name-giving, head-shaving, first feeding, ear-pierc-
ing, first learning, coming of age, marriage and death.
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Five Parenting Guidelines

BEHAVIORAL PRINCIPLES TO LIVE BY TO NURTURE CHILDREN AND TEACH
THEM, VERBALLY AND BY EXAMPLE, TO FOLLOW THE PATH OF DHARMA

Dharma

50 WHAT IS HINDUISM?

1. Good Conduct

Loving fathers and mothers, knowing they are the greatest
influence in a childs life, behave the way their dear chil-
dren should when adults. They never anger or argue before
young ones. Father in a dhoti, mother in a sari at home, all
sing to God, Gods and guru.

2. Home Worship

Loving fathers and mothers establish a separate shrine
room in the home for God, Gods and guardian devas of
the family. Ideally it should be large enough for all the dear
children. It is a sacred place for scriptural study, a refuge
from the karmic storms of life.

3. Talking about Religion

Loving fathers and mothers speak Vedic precepts while
driving, eating and playing. This helps dear children
understand experiences in right perspective. Parents know
many worldly voices are blaring, and their dharmic voice
must be stronger.

4. Continuing Self-Study
Loving fathers and mothers keep informed by studying
the Vedas, Agamas and sacred literature, listening to swa-
mis and pandits. Youth face a world they will one day own,
thus parents prepare their dear children to guide their
own future progeny.

s. Following a Spiritual Preceptor

Loving fathers and mothers choose a preceptor, a tradi-
tional satguru, and lineage to follow. They support their
lineage with all their heart, energy and service. He in turn
provides them clear guidance for a successful life, material
and religious.

Pancha Kutumba
Sadhana
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Hinduism A to Z

A FUN, ILLUSTRATED ALPHABET DESIGNED AS TWENTY-SIX

MINI-LESSONS ON HINDU THOUGHT AND CULTURE

A is for Aum, the
three-syllabled
mantra that repre-
sents the Sacred
Mystery in sound
and vibration.

B is for bhakti,
deep devotion and
love for the Divine
which softens even

hearts of stone.

Cis for Earth, our
lovely blue planet,
which we treat as
sacred, protect-
ing all its wonder-
ful creatures.

Dharma

Varnamala

THAOTHTCAT

D is for dharma,
which is righteous-
ness, cosmic order
and duty, leading us
on the right path.

Cis for culture, the
beauty of Hindu
music, fine arts,
drama, dance, litera-

ture and architecture.

Fis for family, the
precious corner-
stone of Hindu life,
culture, service
and tradition.
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ﬂis for hatha
yoga, healthful
physical science for
vitality, energy-
balancing and
meditation.

T is for japa,
repetitive, prayerful
mantras which
quiet emotion

and empower

the mind.

52 WHAT IS HINDUISM P

g is for guru,

our enlight-

ened master who,
knowing Truth
himself, can
guide us there.

L is for lotus,
the heart’s inner
shrine, where
God dwells, ever
serene, ever

perfect.

T s for India,
Bharata, Mother-
land to one-sixth
of humanity, holy
land for Hindus
everywhere.

ﬂ/[ is for mauna,

not talking, the inner
silence known when
words, thoughts and
actions are

stilled.

‘N is for non-
attachment, the
art of living the
simple life, without
too many needs
or desires.

Kis for karma,

the law of cause
and effect by which
we determine our
experience

and destiny.

O s for open-
mindedness, the
Hindu’s tolerant

freedom of thought,
inquiry and

belief.

Pis for puja,
mystic worship
of the Divine in
our home shrine
and holy temples

and places.




R is for

reincarnation, our
immortal soul’s
journey from birth
to rebirth. We do

not fear death.

Tis for tilaka,

forehead marks
worn in honor
of our unique
and varied

lineages.

Qis for quest,

seeking to know,

“Who am I? Where

did I come from?

Where am [

going?”

Sis for samskaras,

sacraments sanc-
tiftying life’s pas-
sages: name-giving,
marriage, death
and more.

I is for wealth

(artha), one of
life’s four goals,
along with love,

dharma and
enlightenment

Uis for utsava,

our many home
and temple festi-

vals, full of bhakti,

fun, feasting and
family sharing.

Yis for yoga,
union of the soul

with God which

brings release

from worldly
bondage.

Vis for Vedas, our

oldest and holiest
book, the word
of God recorded
in 100,000 San-
skrit verses.

Xis for

xerophily, the
ability of certain
plants and animals
to thrive in India’s
hot, arid plains.

Z is for zeal, the

fervor with which
we perform service,
go on pilgrimage
and greet our holy
religious leaders.
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Who Is a Hindu?

Insights from Saints and Scholars on What Makes One a Hindu

EW PEOPLE TODAY PONDER THE SIGNIFI-
cance of belief. Nevertheless, convictions
constitute the foundation for every action.
Webster’s defines belief as a “confidence in the
truth or existence of something not immediately
susceptible to rigorous proof.” But ask a Hindu what
his all-important beliefs are, and the answer may
well elude him. He is not accustomed to thinking of
his religion as a clearly defined system, distinct and
different from others, for it encompasses all of life.

VAVAV ViV,

Hinduism is so vast, so generously tolerant of conflicting concepts
that to condense a brief list of basic beliefs might seem a vain en-
terprise. Some would assert that Hinduism could never be limited
by such an ideological inventory—and they would be right. Still,
an answer is required. Inside India, a clear answer prevents the
erosion of “Hindu” into a mere geographical concept no different
from “Indian;” elsewhere, it provides the necessary demarcation
from other faiths in a pluralistic setting. The need for a precise
list arises with the cognition that beliefs forge our attitudes, which
determine our overall state of mind and the feelings we are pre-
disposed to, and that these, in turn, directly determine our actions.
Strong religious beliefs induce actions that weave uplifting patterns
of daily conduct, furthering our unfoldment. In India, the defini-

M.D. SHARMA (LEFT)

=
T
[}
o
-
4
o
e}
~
oo}
~
o]
=

tion of who is a Hindu is critical in legal deliberations, and belief is
the keystone of such determinations. Therefore, it is meaningful to
catalog the convictions that all Hindus hold in common.

In 1926, Dr. S. Radhakrishnan eloquently elaborated the na-
ture of Hindu belief in a series of lectures in Oxford, later pub-
lished as The Hindu View of Life. “Hinduism is more a way of life
than a form of thought. While it gives absolute liberty in the world
of thought, it enjoins a strict code of practice. While fixed intel-
lectual beliefs mark off one religion from another, Hinduism sets
itself no such limits. Intellect is subordinated to intuition, dogma
to experience, outer expression to inward realization. Religion is
not the acceptance of academic abstractions or the celebration
of ceremonies, but a kind of life or experience of reality.” By em-
phasizing conduct, Radhakrishnan did not deny belief. In fact, he
provided one of the best extensive lists. His emphasis is on the
absolute freedom of belief allowed within Hinduism—where the
questioning mind is known as the seeking mind, rather than the
errant mind.

The following definitions of Hinduism’s shared central beliefs
were garnered from prominent Hindu organizations and individu-
als of the 20th century—evidence that the imperative to formalize
conviction is a recent phenomenon. Overall, the lists and descrip-
tions are surprisingly similar, echoing certain key concepts—gener-
ally, that it is conduct, based upon belief in dharma, karma and
reincarnation, which makes one a Hindu. Some of the beliefs listed
are not shared by all Hindus—most prominently the concept of ava-
tar, divine incarnation, which is a distinctive Vaishnava belief. We
shall now cite what has been collected from distinguished scholars
and saints.
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Bal Ghangadhar Tilak, scholar, mathematician, philosopher and
Indian nationalist, named “the father of the Indian Revolution” by
Jawaharlal Nehru, summarized Hindu beliefs in his Gitarahasya:

“Acceptance of the Vedas with reverence; recognition of the fact
that the means or ways to salvation are diverse; and realization of
the truth that the number of Gods to be worshiped is large, that
indeed is the distinguishing feature of the Hindu religion.”
This oft-quoted statement, so compelling concise, is con-
sidered authoritative by Bharat’s courts of law.

Sri K. Navaratnam, esteemed Sri Lankan reli-
gious scholar, enumerated a more extensive set
of basic beliefs in his book, Studies in Hindu-
ism, reflecting the Southern Saiva Agamic
tradition. 1) A belief in the existence of
God. 2) A belief in the existence of a soul
separate from the body. 3) A belief in the
existence of the finitizing principle known
as avidya or mala. 4) A belief in the principle
of matter—prakriti or maya. 5) A belief in the theory of
karma and reincarnation. 6) A belief in the indispensable
guidance of a guru to guide the spiritual aspirant to-
wards God Realization. 7) A belief in moksha, or libera-
tion, as the goal of human existence. 8) A belief in the
indispensable necessity of temple worship in religious
life. 9) A belief in graded forms of religious practices,
both internal and external, until one realizes God.
10) A belief in ahimsa as the greatest dharma or
virtue. 11) A belief in mental and physical purity
as indispensable factors for spiritual progress.

Mahatma Mohandas K. Gandhi: “I call myself a
Sanatani Hindu because I believe in the Vedas,
the Upanishads, the Puranas and all that g
goes by the name of Hindu scriptures, and
therefore in avatars and rebirth. Above all, I call myself a Sanatani
Hindu, so long as the Hindu society in general accepts me as such.
In a concrete manner he is a Hindu who believes in God, immortal-
ity of the soul, transmigration, the law of karma and moksha, and
who tries to practice truth and ahimsa in daily life, and therefore
practices cow protection in its widest sense and understands and
tries to act according to the law of varnashrama.”

Sri Pramukh Swami Maharaj of the Bochasanwasi Shri Akshar
Purushottam Sanstha (Swaminarayan Faith) propounds: 1) Para-
brahman, one supreme all-powerful God: He is the Creator, has

L

LINDSAY HEBB

‘\ “ ‘\ ‘\ “ | |

a divine form, is immanent, transcendent and the giver of mok-
sha. 2) Avatarvad, manifestation of God on Earth: God Himself
incarnates on Earth in various forms to revive dharma and grant
liberation. 3) Karmavad, law of action: the soul reaps fruits, good
or bad, according to its past and present actions, which are expe-
rienced either in this life or future lives. 4) Punarjanma, reincar-
nation: the mortal soul is continuously born and reborn in
one of the 8,400,000 species until it attains liberation.
5) Moksha, ultimate liberation: the goal of human life.
It is the liberation of the soul from the cycle of births
and deaths to remain eternally in the service of God.

\ 6) Guru-shishya sambandh, master-disciple relation-
{'\4 ship: guidance and grace of a spiritually perfect mas-
at+ .Y ter, revered as the embodiment of God, is essential for

\ an aspirant seeking liberation. 7) Dharma, that which
sustains the universe: an all-encompassing term repre-
senting divine law, law of being, path of righteousness,
religion, duty, responsibility, virtue, justice, goodness

and truth. 8) Ved pramana, scriptural authority of the
Vedas: all Hindu faiths are based on the teachings
of the Vedas. 9) Murti-puja, sacred image worship:

consecrated images represent the presence of God
which is worshiped. The sacred image is a medium
to help devotees offer their devotion to God.

Sri Swami Vivekananda, speaking in America,

said: “All Vedantists believe in God. Vedantists
also believe the Vedas to be the revealed word of
God—an expression of the knowledge of God—
and as God is eternal, so are the Vedas eternal.
Another common ground of belief is that of
Y creation in cycles, that the whole of creation
appears and disappears. They postulate
the existence of a material, which they
call akasha, which is something like the ether of the scientists,
and a power which they call prana.”

Sri Jayendra Saraswati: 6gth Shankaracharya of the Kama-
koti Peetham, Kanchipuram, defines in his writings the basic fea-
tures of Hinduism as follows. 1) The concept of idol worship and
the worship of God in His nirguna as well as saguna form. 2) The
Left to right: Honoring ancestors on the Ganga; students of Vishva-
bharati University celebrate Holi; Vaishnava Sadhu immersed in
japa yoga; puja at the Siddhi Vinayagar temple in Malaysia

z
<
o
=
<
z
<
>
@
~
<
>
a
z

‘ |

Z0N N BN DN AN RN g O




| i | | (i
N g SN SN 5N N

wearing of sacred marks on the forehead. 3) Belief in the theory
of past and future births in accordance with the theory of karma.
4) Cremation of ordinary men and burial of great men.

Dr. S. Radhakrishnan, renowned philosopher and president of
India from 1962 to 1967, states in The Hindu View of Life: “The
Hindu recognizes one Supreme Spirit, though different names
are given to it. God is in the world, though not as the world. He
does not merely intervene to create life or consciousness, but is
working continuously. There is no dualism of the natural and the
supernatural. Evil, error and ugliness are not ultimate. No view
is so utterly erroneous, no man is so absolutely evil as to deserve
complete castigation. There is no Hell, for that means there is a
place where God is not, and there are sins which exceed His love.
The law of karma tells us that the individual life is not a term, but
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a series. Heaven and Hell are higher and lower stages in one con-
tinuous movement. Every type has its own nature which should be

followed. We should do our duty in that state of life to which we

happen to be called. Hinduism affirms that the theological expres-
sions of religious experience are bound to be varied, accepts all

forms of belief and guides each along his path to the common goal.
These are some of the central principles of Hinduism. If Hinduism

lives today, it is due to them.”

The Vishva Hindu Parishad declared its definition in a 1966
Memorandum of Association, Rules and Regulations: “Hindu
means a person believing in, following or respecting the eter-
nal values of life, ethical and spiritual, which have sprung up in
Bharatkhand [India] and includes any person calling himself a
Hindu.”
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The Indian Supreme CGourt, in 1966, formalized a judicial defini-
tion of Hindu beliefs to legally distinguish Hindu denominations
from other religions in India. This list was affirmed by the Court
as recently as 1995 in judging cases regarding religious identity.
1) Acceptance of the Vedas with reverence as the highest authority
in religious and philosophic matters and acceptance with rever-
ence of Vedas by Hindu thinkers and philosophers as the sole foun-
dation of Hindu philosophy. 2) Spirit of tolerance and willingness
to understand and appreciate the opponent’s point of view based
on the realization that truth is many-sided. 3) Acceptance of great
world rhythm—vast periods of creation, maintenance and dissolu-
tion follow each other in endless succession—by all six systems of
Hindu philosophy. 4) Acceptance by all systems of Hindu philoso-
phy of the belief in rebirth and pre-existence. 5) Recognition of
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the fact that the means or ways to salvation are many. 6) Realiza-
tion of the truth that numbers of Gods to be worshiped may be
large, yet there being Hindus who do not believe in the worship-
ing of idols. 7) Unlike other religions, or religious creeds, Hindu
religion’s not being tied down to any definite set of philosophic
concepts, as such.

The historic intermingling of myriad races, cultures and reli-
gions has exposed us to a kaleidoscopic array of beliefs and prac-
tices; yet threads of sameness and agreement bind them together.
Taken as a whole, the definitions above, emphasizing the Vedas,
dharma, karma and rebirth, can help us gain clarity and insight
into our inmost convictions, offering the opportunity to freely and
ably choose the same as our progenitors—or not. That “or not” may
be the greatest freedom a seeker ever had or could ever hope for.
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Devout followers bring
abundant gifts, prayers

| and petitions in loving
. worship of Lord Siva
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A Sacred Creed of

One of Hinduism’s Four
Primary Denominations

other, an authoritative formulation of its beliefs. His-

torically, creeds have developed whenever religions
migrate from their homelands. Until then, the beliefs are
fully contained in the culture and taught to children as a
natural part of growing up. A creed is the distillation of
volumes of knowledge into a series of easy-to-remember be-
liefs. A creed is meant to summarize the explicit teachings
or articles of faith, to imbed and thus protect and transmit
the beliefs. Creeds give strength to individuals seeking to
understand life and religion. Creeds also enable members
of one faith to express, in elementary and consistent terms,
their traditions to members of another.

Though the vast array of doctrines within Hinduism has
not always been articulated in summary form, from ancient
times unto today we have the well-known creedal maha-
vakya, “great sayings,” of the Vedic Upanishads. Now, in
this technological age in which village integrity is being re-
placed by worldwide mobility, the importance of a creed
becomes apparent if religious identity is to be preserved.
We need two kinds of strength—that which is found in di-
versity and individual freedom to inquire and that which
derives from a union of minds in upholding the universal
and shared principles of our faith.

Saivism is truly ageless, for it has no beginning. It is the
precursor of the many-faceted religion now termed Hindu-
ism. Scholars trace the roots of Siva worship back more than
8,000 years to the advanced Indus Valley civilization. But
sacred writings tell us there never was a time when Saivism
did not exist. Modern history records six main schools: Saiva
Siddhanta, Pashupatism, Kashmir Saivism, Vira Saivism,
Siddha Siddhanta and Siva Advaita. Saivism’s grandeur and
beauty are found in a practical culture, an enlightened view
of man’s place in the universe and a profound system of tem-
ple mysticism and yoga. It provides knowledge of man’s ev-
olution from God and back to God, of the soul’s unfoldment
and awakening guided by enlightened sages. Like all the
Hindu sects, its majority are families, headed by hundreds
of orders of swamis and sadhus who follow the fiery, world-
renouncing path to moksha. The Vedas state, “By knowing
Siva, who is hidden in all things, exceedingly fine, like film
arising from clarified butter, the One embracer of the uni-
verse—by realizing God, one is released from all fetters.”

The twelve beliefs on the following pages embody the cen-
turies-old central convictions of Saivism, especially as pos-
tulated in Saiva Siddhanta, one of the six schools of Saivism.
They cover the basic beliefs about God, soul and world, evil
and love and more. On the last page is a glossary of words
used in the twelve beliefs.

‘EVERY RELIGION HAS A CREED OF ONE FORM OR AN-
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Belief One

REGARDING GOD’S UNMANIFEST REALITY

Siva’s followers all believe that Lord

Siva is God, whose Absolute Being,
Parasiva, transcends time, form and
space. The yogi silently exclaims, “It
is not this. It is not that.” Yea, such an
inscrutable God is God Siva. Aum.

Belief Two

REGARDING GOD’S MANIFEST
NATURE OF ALL-PERVADING LOVE

Siva’s followers all believe that Lord
Siva is God, whose immanent nature
of love, Parashakti, is the substratum,

primal substance or pure consciousness
flowing through all form as energy,
existence, knowledge and bliss. Aum.

Belief T hree

REGARDING GOD AS PERSONAL
LORD AND CREATOR OF ALL

Siva’s followers all believe that Lord
Siva is God, whose immanent nature
is the Primal Soul, Supreme Maha-
deva, Paramesvara, author of Vedas
and Agamas, the creator, preserver
and destroyer of all that exists. Aum.
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Belief Four

REGARDING THE ELEPHANT-FACED DEITY
Siva’s followers all believe in the
Mahadeva Lord Ganesha, son of
Siva-Shakti, to whom they must
first supplicate before beginning
any worship or task. His rule

is compassionate. His law is

just. Justice is His mind. Aum.

Belief Five
REGARDING THE DEITY KARTTIKEYA
Siva’s followers all believe in the
Mahadeva Karttikeya, son of Siva-
Shakti, whose vel of grace dissolves
the bondages of ignorance. The yogi,
locked in lotus, venerates Murugan. Thus
restrained, his mind becomes calm. Aum.

Belief Six

REGARDING THE SOUL’S
CREATION AND IDENTITY WITH GOD

Siva’s followers all believe that each
soul is created by Lord Siva and is
identical to Him, and that this identity
will be fully realized by all souls when
the bondage of anava, karma and
maya is removed by His grace. Aum.

CHAPTER 6: TWELVE BELIEFS OF SAIVISM 61



ALL ART BY S RAJAM

Belief Seven

THE GROSS, SUBTLE AND
CAUSAL PLANES OF EXISTENCE

Siva’s followers all believe in three
worlds: the gross plane, where souls
take on physical bodies; the subtle
plane, where souls take on astral bodies;
and the causal plane, where souls exist

in their self-effulgent form. Aum.

Belief Eight

REGARDING KARMA, SAMSARA
AND LIBERATION FROM REBIRTH

Siva’s followers all believe in the law of
karma—that one must reap the effects
of all actions he has caused—and that
each soul continues to reincarnate
until all karmas are resolved and
moksha, liberation, is attained. Aum.

Belief Nine

REGARDING THE FOUR MARGAS,
OR STAGES OF INNER PROGRESS

Siva’s followers all believe that the
performance of charya, virtuous living,
kriya, temple worship, and yoga, leading
to Parasiva through the grace of the
living satguru, is absolutely necessary
to bring forth jnana, wisdom. Aum.
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Belief Ten

REGARDING THE GOODNESS OF ALL

Siva’s followers all believe there
is no intrinsic evil. Evil has no
source, unless the source of evil’s
seeming be ignorance itself. They
are truly compassionate, knowing
that ultimately there is no good

or bad. All is Siva’s will. Aum.

Belief Eleven

REGARDING THE ESOTERIC
PURPOSE OF TEMPLE WORSHIP

Siva’s followers all believe that religion

is the harmonious working together

of the three worlds and that this
harmony can be created through temple
worship, wherein the beings of all
three worlds can communicate. Aum.

Belief Twelve

REGARDING THE FIVE LETTERS

Siva’s followers all believe in the
Panchakshara Mantra, the five sacred
syllables “Namasivaya,” as Saivism’s
foremost and essential mantra. The
secret of Namasivaya is to hear it from

the right lips at the right time. Aum.
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Veda study: A father and his sons chant Vedic mantras together
outside their adobe dwelling during their daily practice sessions

The Path to Enlightenment

he path of enlightenment is divided naturally into four stages
1? or padas: charya, virtue and selfless service; kriya, worship-
ful sadhanas; yoga, meditation under a gurus guidance; and
jnana, the state of enlightened wisdom reached toward the path’s
end as a result of Self Realization through the Gurus grace. These
four padas are quite similar to the four yogas of Vedanta: karma
yoga, bhakti yoga, raja yoga and jnana yoga. However, there is one
key difference. Whereas in Vedanta you can choose to follow just
one of the yogas, in the Saiva Siddhanta school of Saivism we need
to pass through all four stages, or padas.

Let’s say the path of life is rocks across a shallow stream. Vedanta
gives us four separate rock paths to choose from, one for each of
the four yogas, all of which lead across the river. Saiva Siddhanta
gives us one path for crossing the river which consists of four stones:
charya, kriya, yoga and jnana.

The four stages are not alternative ways, but progressive, cum-
ulative phases of a one path, much like the natural development of a
butterfly from egg to caterpillar, from caterpillar to pupa, and then
the final metamorphosis to butterfly. The four stages are what each
human soul must pass through in many births to attain its final goal
of moksha, freedom from rebirth. In the beginning stages, we suffer
until we learn. Learning leads us to service; and selfless service is
the beginning of spiritual striving. Service leads us to understand-
ing. Understanding leads us to meditate deeply and without distrac-
tions. Finally meditation leads us to surrender in God. This is the
straight and certain path, the San Marga, leading to Self Realization,
the inmost purpose of life.

Charya Pada

Charya, literally “conduct,” is the first stage of religiousness and the
foundation for the next three stages. It is also called the dasa marga,
meaning “path of servitude,” for here the soul relates to God as ser-
vant to master. The disciplines of charya include humble service, at-
tending the temple, performing ones duty to community and family,
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honoring holy men, respecting elders, atoning for
misdeeds and fulfilling the ten classical restraints
called yamas, which are: noninjury, truthfulness,
nonstealing, divine conduct, patience, steadfastness,
compassion, honesty, moderate appetite and purity.
It is the stage of overcoming basic instinctive pat-
terns such as the tendencies to become angry and
hurtful. Right behavior and self-sacrificing service
are never outgrown. The keynote of charya, or
karma yoga, is seva, religious service given without
the least thought of reward, which has the magical
effect of softening the ego and bringing forth the
soul’s innate devotion.

Kriya Pada

Saivism demands deep devotion through bhakti
yoga in the kriya pada, the softening of the intel-
lect and unfolding love. In kriya, the second stage
of religiousness, our sadhana, or regular spiritual
discipline, which was mostly external in charya, is
now also internal. Kriya, literally “action or rite,”
is a stirring of the soul in awareness of the Divine,
overcoming the instinctive-intellectual mind. We
now look upon the Deity image not just as carved
stone, but as the living presence of the God. We
perform ritual and puja not because we have to but
because we want to. We are drawn to the temple
to satisfy our longing. We sing joyfully. We absorb
and intuit the wisdom of the Vedas and Agamas.
We perform pilgrimage and fulfill the sacraments. We practice
diligently the ten classical observances called niyamas which are:
remorse, contentment, giving, faith, worship of the Lord, scriptural
listening, cognition, sacred vows, recitation and austerity. Our rela-
tionship with God in kriya is as a son to his parents.

Yoga Pada

Yoga, “union,” is the process of uniting with God within oneself, a
stage arrived at through perfecting charya and kriya. God is now
like a friend to us. This system of inner discovery begins with asa-
na—sitting quietly in yogic posture—and pranayama, breath con-
trol. Pratyahara, sense withdrawal, brings awareness into dharana,
concentration, then into dhyana, meditation. Over the years, under
ideal conditions, the kundalini fire of consciousness ascends to the
higher chakras, burning the dross of ignorance and past karmas.
Dhyana finally leads to enstasy—the contemplative experience of
Satchidananda, God as energy-bliss, and ultimately to nirvikalpa sa-
madhi, the experience of God as Parasiva, timeless, formless, space-
less. Truly a living satguru is needed as a steady guide to traverse
this path. When yoga is practiced by one perfected in kriya, the
Gods receive the yogi into their midst through his awakened, fiery
kundalini, or cosmic energy within every individual.

Jnana Pada

Jnana is divine wisdom emanating from an enlightened being, a
soul in its maturity, immersed in Sivaness, the blessed realization of
God, while living out earthly karma. Jnana is the fruition of yoga
and tapas, or intense spiritual discipline. Through yoga one bursts
into the superconscious mind, experiencing bliss, all-knowingness
and perfect silence. It is when the yogi’s intellect is shattered that
he soars into Parasiva and comes out a jnani, a knower. Each time
he enters that unspeakable nirvikalpa samadhi, he returns to con-
sciousness more and more the knower. He is the liberated one, the
jivanmukta, the epitome of kaivalya—perfect freedom—far-seeing,
filled with light, filled with love. One does not become a jnani sim-
ply by reading and understanding philosophy. The state of jnana lies
in the realm of intuition, beyond the intellect.
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CHAPTER 7

Hindu Scriptures

Ancient Holy Texts Revealed by God and Man

The Word, verily, is greater than name. The Word, in fact, makes
known the Rig Veda, the Yajur Veda, the Sama Veda, the Atharva
Veda as the fourth, and the ancient lore as the fifth: the Veda

of Vedas, the ritual for ancestors, calculus, the augural sciences,
the knowledge of the signs of the times, ethics, political science,
sacred knowledge, theology, knowledge of the spirits, military
science, astrology, the science of snakes and of celestial beings.

Sama Veda, Chandogya Upanishad 7.2.1.
The Vedic Experience, Panikkar, p. 111
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Than whom there is naught else higher,
than whom there is naught smaller,
naught greater, the One stands like

a tree established in heaven. By Him,
the Person, is this whole universe filled.

Krishna Yajur Veda, Shvetashvatara
Upanishad 3.9, The Principal
Upanishads, Radhakrishnan, p. 727
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The man who rejects the words of the scriptures
and follows the impulse of desire attains neither
his perfection, nor joy, nor the Path Supreme. Let
the scriptures be, therefore, thy authority as to
what is right and what is not right.

Bhagavad Gita 16.23-24, Mascaro, p. 111

DINODIA

Presenting a mountaintop view
of the vast library of wisdom that
molds and influences Hindu life

rich collection of scripture. The holiest and
most revered are the Vedas and Agamas,
two massive compendia of shruti (that which is

|Hinduism proudly embraces an incredibly

“heard”), both revealed by God to illumined sages

centuries and millennia ago. The array of works
known as smriti (that which is “remembered”)
is equally vast, the most prominent and widely
celebrated of which are the Itihasas (epic dramas
and history)—the Ramayana and Mahabharata—
and the Puranas (mythology). The Vedic arts and
sciences, including ayurveda, astrology, music,
dance, architecture, statecraft, domestic duty and
law, are reflected in an assembly of texts known
as Vedangas and Upavedas. Moreover, through the
ages God-realized souls, sharing their experience,
have poured forth volume upon volume that reveal
the wonders of yoga and offer passionate hymns of
devotion. The creation of Hindu scripture continues
to this day, as contemporary masters reiterate the
timeless truths to guide souls on the path to Divinity.
In this Educational Insight, we offer a simple
overview of Hindu scripture and an anthology
of verses from this luminous library of dharma.

The stack of books at left holds one bound volume
from each of the four Vedas in the Sanskrit language.
For centuries they have been the basis of philosophi-
cal discussion, study and commentary. The Vedas are
also the subject of deep study and meditation, to
realize the wisdom of the ancients within oneself.
Their mantras are chanted and used in rites of wor-
ship, prayer and japa.
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What Are -
Hindu Revealed |

Scriptures!

The Vedas and Agamas, revealed

by God, are Hinduism’s sovereign ;f
scriptures, called shruti, “that a8
which is heard.” Their timeless ’-f
truths are expressed in the mos
extraordinarily profound mystical
poetry known to man. Aum.

DINODIA

EDA, FROM VID, “TO KNOW,” MEANS “SUPREME

wisdom or science.” Similarly, Agama, which

names the sacred sectarian revelations, means
“descent of knowledge.” The Vedas and Agamas are
eternal truths transmitted by God through great clai-
raudient and clairvoyant rishis. They are Hinduism’s
primary and most authoritative scriptures, expound-
ing life’s sacredness and man’s purpose on the planet.
These psalms of wisdom were disclosed over many
centuries, memorized and orally conveyed from gen-
eration to generation within priestly families, then fi-
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Above, God holds the holiest of scriptures, the Vedas and
Agamas. Around these are an array of other scriptures,
enscribed on stone, wood, pillars and scrolls. At left, we
see a copy of the Rig Veda Samhita. In the dimmed back-
ground, lamps are offered, as prescribed in the Agamas,
by priests at Nallur Kandaswamy Temple in Sri Lanka.

nally written down in Sanskrit in the last few millennia.
The subtly symbolic language of shruti, the cherished
word of God, is lyrical and lofty. In imparting religious
practice, rules and doctrine, the Vedas are general and
the Agamas specific. The Vedas extol and invoke a mul-
tiplicity of Gods through elaborate fire rituals called
yajna. The Agamas center around a single Deity and
His worship with water, flowers and lights in sanctified
temples and shrines. The Tirumantiram lauds, “Two
are the scriptures that Lord Siva revealed—the primal

Vedas and the perfect Agamas.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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What ls the
Nature of the
Veda Texts!

The holy Vedas, man’s oldest
scripture, dating back 6,000 to
8,000 years, are a collection of four
books: the Rig, Sama, Yajur and
Atharva. Each has four sections:
hymns, rites, interpretation and
philosophical instruction. Aum.

THOMAS KELLY

HE OLDEST AND CORE PORTIONS OF THE VEDAS

1 ? are the four Samhitas, “hymn collections.” They
consist of invocations to the One Divine and the
Divinities of nature—such as the Sun, the Rain, the

Wind, the Fire and the Dawn—as well as prayers for
matrimony, progeny, prosperity, concord, domestic rites,

formulas for magic, and more. They are composed in
beautiful metrical verses, generally of three or four
lines. The heart of the entire Veda is the 10,552-verse
Rig Samhita. The Sama and Yajur Samhitas, each with
about 2,000 verses, are mainly liturgical selections

BACKGROUND PHOTO, HINDUISM TODAY

ART BY S. RAJAM

Above, using the traditional elutani, stylus, a pandit
scribes memorized Vedic verses on dried palm leaves.
For centuries the Vedas were passed on orally, then
finally transcribed. Left, a devotee leafs through his
holy text as he performs his morning sadhana.

from the Rig, whereas most of the Atharva Samhita’s
nearly 6,000 verses of prayers, charms and rites are
unique. The Sama is arranged for melodious chanting,
the Yajur for cadenced intonation. Besides its Sambhita,
each Veda includes one or two Brahmanas, ceremonial
handbooks, and Aranyakas, ritual interpretations, plus
many inestimable Upanishads, metaphysical dialogs. In
all there are over 100,000 Vedic verses, and some prose,
in dozens of texts. The Tirumantiram confirms, “There
is no dharma other than what the Vedas say. Dharma’s
central core the Vedas proclaim.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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How Are the
Vedas Significant
Today!

The Vedas, the ultimate scriptural
authority, permeate Hinduism’s
thought, ritual and meditation.
They open a rare window

into ancient Bharata society,
proclaiming life’s sacredness and
the way to oneness with God. Aum.

REUTERS/JITENDRA PRAKASH
o

Dhammapada, the Sikh Adi Granth, the Jewish
Torah, the Christian Bible and the Muslim Ko-
ran, the Veda is the Hindu holy book. For untold centu-
ries unto today, it has remained the sustaining force and
authoritative doctrine, guiding followers in ways of wor-

‘ i IKE THE TAOIST TAO TE CHING, THE BUDDHIST

ship, duty and enlightenment—upasana, dharma and
jnana. The Vedas are the meditative and philosophical
focus for millions of monks and a billion seekers. Their
stanzas are chanted from memory by priests and lay-
men daily as liturgy in temple worship and domestic
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REUTERS/RA] PATIDAR

Above, a young Smarta priest conducts a fire ceremony,
havana, as decreed in the Vedas. At left, a Vaishnava
priest blows a conch horn during prayers in Allahabad.
Background photo, at Manikarnika Ghat in Varanasi, a
priest performs antyeshti, the cremation ritual, last in the
series of rites of passage prescribed in the Vedas.

ritual. All Hindus wholeheartedly accept the Vedas, yet
each draws selectively, interprets freely and amplifies
abundantly. Over time, this tolerant allegiance has wo-
ven the varied tapestry of Bharata Dharma. Today the
Vedas are published in Sanskrit, English, French, Ger-
man and other languages. But it is the metaphysical and
popular Upanishads which have been most amply and
ably translated. The Vedas say, “Just as the spokes are af-
fixed to the hub of a wheel, so are all things established
in life, the Rig and Yajur and Sama Veda, sacrifice, the
nobility and also the priesthood.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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What s the
Nature of the
Holy Agamas!

The Agamas, Sanatana

Dharma’s second authority,

are revelations on sacred

living, worship, yoga and
philosophy. Saivism, Shaktism
and Vaishnavism each exalts

its own array of Agamas, many
more than 2,000 years old. Aum.

BACKGROUND, THOMAS KELLY

FRENCH INSTITUTE OF PONDICHERRY

Above, Dr. Ganesan, a scholar at the French Institute of Pondi-
cherry, India, shows the volumes of Saiva Agamas they have
printed to date. They are keepers of 8,000 ancient manu-
scripts, mostly palm-leaf books, such as those seen stored on
shelves on the left, which one day will be published to the
world. In the background, a devotee offers flowers to the Lord.

FR. INSTITUTE OF PONDICHERRY

N THE VAST AGAMIC LITERATURE, TRADITION
counts 92 main Saiva Agamas—10 Siva, 18 Ru-
dra and 64 Bhairava—77 Shakta Agamas and 108
Vaishnava Pancharatra Agamas. Most Agamas are of
four parts, called padas, and possess thousands of me-
tered Sanskrit verses, usually of two lines. The charya

pada details daily religious observance, right conduct,
the guru-shishya relationship, community life, house
design and town planning. The kriya pada, commonly
the longest, extols worship and temples in meticulous
detail—from site selection, architectural design and ico-

nography, to rules for priests and the intricacies of dai-
ly puja, annual festivals and home-shrine devotionals.
The yoga pada discloses the interior way of meditation,
of raja yoga, mantra and tantra, which stimulates the
awakening of the slumbering serpent, kundalini. The
jnana pada narrates the nature of God, soul and world,
and the means for liberation. The Tirumantiram de-
clares, “Veda and Agama are Iraivans scriptures. Both
are truth: one is general, the other specific. While some
say these words of God reach two different conclu-
sions, the wise see no difference.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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How Are

The Agamas
Significant Today!

While the Vedas, with myriad
Deities, bind all Hindus together,
the Agamas, with a single
supreme God, unify each sect in

a oneness of thought, instilling in
adherents the joyful arts of divine
adoration. Aum Namah Sivaya.

THOMAS KELLY

OD IS LOVE, AND TO LOVE GOD IS THE PURE
‘Bpath prescribed in the Agamas. Veritably,
these texts are God’s own voice admonishing
the samsari, reincarnations wanderer, to give up love of

the transient and adore instead the Immortal. How to
love the Divine, when and where, with what mantras

and visualizations and at what auspicious times, all this
is preserved in the Agamas. The specific doctrines and
practices of day-to-day Hinduism are nowhere more
fully expounded than in these revelation hymns, delin-
eating everything from daily work routines to astrology

72 WHAT IS HINDUISM P

BACKGROUND PHOTO, HINDUISM TODAY

THOMAS KELLY

Like millions of Hindus before them, the youth in these
two photos are learning precise recitation of liturgy from
the Agamas and Vedas. They will spend years perfecting
this training, enabling them to perform ritual worship,
puja, in temples around the world. In their priest school in
Tirupati, India, they will memorize hundreds of mantras.

and cosmology. So overwhelming is Agamic influence
in the lives of most Hindus, particularly in temple lit-
urgy and culture, that it is impossible to ponder mod-
ern Sanatana Dharma without these discourses. While
many Agamas have been published, most remain in-
accessible, protected by families and guilds who are
stewards of an intimate hereditary knowledge. The
Tirumantiram says, “Nine are the Agamas of yore, in
time expanded into 28, they then took divisions three,
into one truth of Vedanta-Siddhanta to accord. That is
Suddha Saiva, rare and precious.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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Do Smriti

And Sacred
Literature Differ!

Hindu sacred literature is a treasury
of hymns, legend, mythology,
philosophy, science and ethics.
From among this vast body of
writings, each lineage recognizes

a select portion as its secondary
scripture, called smriti. Aum.

DINODIA

HILE THE VEDAS AND AGAMAS ARE SHARED AS

part of every Hindu’s primary scripture, shruti,

each sect and lineage defines its own unique
set of smriti. The sacred literature, punya shastra, from
which smriti is drawn consists of writings, both ancient
and modern, in many languages. Especially central are
the ancient Sanskritic texts, such as the Itihasas, Pura-
nas and Dharma Sastras, which are widely termed the

classical smriti. In reality, while many revere these as
smriti, others regard them only as sacred literature.
Smriti means “that which is remembered” and is known

¥
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BACKGROUND PHOTO BY THOMAS KELLY
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Above, Masako Ono voyaged from Japan to India to learn
the ancient Odissi dance style and remained there to
teach it. The many human arts are found in ancient scrip-
ture. At left, a collection of Hindu holy texts stacked in a
Delhi store. In the background, two girls reverently touch
the holy feet of Lord Vishnu at a shrine in Tirupati.

as “the tradition,” for it derives from human insight and
experience and preserves the course of culture. While
shruti comes from God and is eternal and universal, the
ever-growing smriti canon is written by man. Hindu-
ism’s sacred literature is the touchstone of theater and
dance, music, song and pageantry, yoga and sadhana,
metaphysics and ethics, exquisite art and hallowed sci-
ences. The Vedas inquire, “In whom are set firm the
firstborn seers, the hymns, the songs and the sacrificial
formulas, in whom is established the single seer—tell me
of that support—who may He be?” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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What Texts
Amplify Vedas
And Agamas!

Many texts support the Vedas

and Agamas. Vedangas detail
conduct, astrology, language

and etymology. Upavedas unfold
politics, health, warfare and music.
Upagamas and Paddhatis elaborate
the Agamic wisdom. Aum.

DINODIA

UCH OF HINDUISM’S PRACTICAL KNOWL-
‘M edge is safeguarded in venerable texts which
amplify shruti. The Vedangas and Upavedas
are collections of texts that augment and apply the Vedas

as a comprehensive system of sacred living. Jyotisha Ve-
danga delineates auspicious timing for holy rites. Kalpa

Vedanga defines public rituals in the Srauta and Sulba
Sutras, domestic rites in the Grihya Sutras and religious
law in the Dharma Sastras. Four other Vedangas ensure
the purity of mantra recitation, through knowledge of
phonetics, grammar, poetry and the way of words. The

74 WHAT IS HINDUISM P

SESHU BADRINATH/PIPAL PRODUCTIONS

DINODIA

Above, a bride and groom are in the midst of their wed-
ding; at left they hold an offering of sacred grasses. Wed-
ding chants derive from the Vedas, Agamas and ancillary
texts; attitudes and guidelines for family life are found in
the Sutras and Shastras. In the background photo, a girl
receives sacraments after a puja.

Upavedas expound profound sciences: Arthaveda un-
folds statecraft; Ayurveda sets forth medicine and health;
Dhanurveda discusses military science; Gandharvaveda
illumines music and the arts; and Sthapatyaveda ex-
plains architecture. In addition, the Kama Sutras detail
erotic pleasures. The Agamas, too, have ancillary texts,
such as the Upagamas and Paddhatis, which elaborate
the ancient wisdom. The Jnaneshvari says, “The Vedas
in their perfection are as the beautiful image of the God
of which the flawless words are the resplendent body.
The smritis are the limbs thereof.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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Does Hinduism
Have Epics

And Myths!

The Mahabharata and Ramayana
are Hinduism’s most renowned
epic histories, called Itihasa.

The Puranas are popular folk
narratives, teaching faith, belief
and ethics in mythology, allegory,
legend and symbolism. Aum.

DIINODIA

INDUISM’S POETIC STORIES OF RISHIS, GODS,
‘H heroes and demons are sung by gifted pandi-

tas and traveling bards, narrated to children
and portrayed in dramas and festivals. The Mahabhara-
ta, the world’s longest epic poem, is the legend of two

ancient dynasties whose great battle of Kurukshetra is

the scene of the Bhagavad Gita, the eloquent spiritual
dialog between Arjuna and Krishna. The Ramayana
relates the life of Rama, a heroic king revered as the
ideal man. The Puranas, like the Mahabharata, are en-
cyclopedic in scope, containing teachings on sadhana,

DINODIA

Above, a woman performs a dance depicting a scene from
the Ramayana in Java, where the world-renowned epic is
widely celebrated in gala dance and theater. At left, San-
skrit volumes of the famed poem are shown, along with
Hinduism’s other epic, the Mahabharata.

philosophy, dharma, ritual, language and the arts, ar-
chitecture, agriculture, magic charms and more. Of 18
principal Puranas, six honor God as Siva, six as Vishnu
and six as Brahma. The witty Panchatantra, eminent
among the “story” literature, or katha, portrays wisdom
through animal fables and parables. The Bhagavad Gita
proclaims, “He who reads this sacred dialog of ours, by
him I consider Myself worshiped through the sacri-
fice of knowledge. And the man who listens to it with
faith and without scoffing, liberated, he shall attain to
the happy realm of the righteous.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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Are There
Other Types of
Sacred Texts!

India’s lofty philosophical texts
expound diverse views in exacting
dialectics. Yoga treatises unveil
the mysterious path to ultimate
samadhis. Intimate devotional
hymns disclose the raptures of
consummate divine love. Aum.

TSR PEREAY

DINODIA

ments to the Vedas and Agamas, there is a wealth
of Hindu metaphysical, yogic and devotional writ-
ings. Considered foundational are the early texts defin-
ing the six philosophical darshanas: the sutras by Kapi-
la, Patanjali, Jaimini, Badarayana, Kanada and Gautama.

‘ E N ADDITION TO THE EPICS, LEGENDS AND SUPPLE-

Hailed as leading occult works on yoga, asanas, nadis,
chakras, kundalini and samadhi are the Yoga Sutras,
Tirumantiram, Yoga Vasishtha, Siva Sutras, Siddha
Siddhanta Paddhati, Jnaneshvari, Hatha Yoga Pradip-
ika and Gheranda Samhita. Widely extolled among the

16 wuAT 1S HINDUISM?

BACKGROUND PHOTO BY THOMAS KELLY
g

DINODIA
i

Above, a recluse, clearly immersed in his yoga sadhana,
sits in meditation beneath a gnarled banyan tree. At
left are displayed two primary yoga scriptures, Yoga
Sutras and Yoga Vashishtha. In the background, a
young lady lights a ghee lamp to offer in personal
worship, as her ancestors have done for centuries.

bhakti literature are the Bhagavad Gita, Narada Sutras,
Tiruvasagam, the Vachanas of the Sivasharanas and the
hymns of mystic poets like Surdas, Tukaram, Ramprasad,
Mirabai, Andal, Vallabha, Tulasidasa, Tayumanavar,
Lalla, Tagore, Auvaiyar and the saintly Nayanars and
Alvars. The Bhagavad Gita explains, “As a blazing fire
reduces the wood to ashes, O Arjuna, so does the fire of
knowledge reduce all activity to ashes. There is noth-
ing on Earth which possesses such power to cleanse
as wisdom. The perfect yogin finds this knowledge in
himself by himself in due time.” Aum Namah Sivaya.
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THOMAS KELLY
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How Did the
Sage of Kanchi
Extol the Vedas!

Sri Chandrashekharendra Saraswati
wrote, “The Vedas are eternal and
are the source of all creation. Their
greatness is to be known in many
ways. Their sound produces in

our nadis (subtle nerve channels),
as well as in the atmosphere,
vibrations that are salutary not only
to our own Self but to the entire
world—to the good of mankind

as well as of all other creatures.”

expression in the Vedas is not shared by any
other religion. Shanno astu dvipade shanchatush-
pade—this occurs in a mantra. The Vedas pray for the
good of all creatures including bipeds, quadrupeds, etc.
Even grass, shrubs, trees, mountains and the rivers are

“1 ?HE CONCERN FOR ALL CREATION THAT FINDS

not excluded from their benign purview. The happy state
of all these sentient creatures and inert objects is brought
about through the special quality of the Vedas.

“The Vedas are also notable for the lofty truths ex-
pressed in the mantras. The tenets of these scriptures

N

ART BY S. RAJAM
TR

Sri Chandrashekharendra Saraswati [1894-1994], 68th
pontiff of Kanchi Kamakoti Pitham, depicted above,
walked throughout India teaching of the Vedas. Here he
is shown before an image of Siva as Dakshinamurti, the
silent guru seated beneath a banyan tree. Above left, an
earthen mandala on a wall of Muktinath Temple in Nepal.

have aroused the wonder of people of other lands, of
other faiths. They are moved by the poetic beauty of
the hymns, the subtle manner in which principles of
social life are dealt with, the metaphysical truths em-
bedded and expounded in them, and their moral in-
struction as well as scientific truths.

“There are mantras that are specially valuable for
their sound but are otherwise meaningless. Similarly,
there are works pregnant with meaning but with no
mantric power. The remarkable thing about the Vedas
is that they are of immeasurable value as much for their
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As when a fire is lit with damp fuel,
different clouds of smoke come
forth. In the same way from this
great Being are breathed forth the
Rig, Yajur, Sama and Atharva Vedas.

Shukla Yajur Veda, Brihadaranyaka
Upanishad 2.4.10

DINODIA
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Above, an Indian boy piously pours ghee on the sacred
fire, keeping the flame of devotion alive. At left, devotees
worship the Sun in Bihar during Chhat festival, when, for
one night and day, the people live on the banks of the
river Ganga making offerings to Surya, the gracious Sun

God, a primary Deity honored in the Vedas.

sound as for their verbal content. While they have the
mantric power to do immense good to each one of us
and to the world, they also contain teachings embody-
ing great metaphysical truths.

“It must here be emphasized that on the doctrinal
level the Vedas deal both with worldly life and the in-
ner life of the Self. They teach how to conduct our-

selves in such a manner as to create atmic well-being.
And their concern is not with the liberation of the in-
dividual alone; they speak about the ideals of social
life and about the duties of the public. How the brah-
min ought to lead his life and how the king must rule
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his subjects and what ideals women are to follow: an
answer to these—stated in the form of laws—is to be
found in these scriptures.

“My duty is to impress upon you that it is your respon-
sibility to keep the Vedic tradition alive. If in India the
Vedas retain their original vitality even today, it is be-
cause they are being continuously repeated by students
and teachers of the Vedas, and the purity of the sounds
and accents of the words are retained in that process.
But it is only by practicing the Vedic injunctions that
we can obtain the grace of God, both for our indi-
vidual welfare and for the welfare of the whole world.”




C % Hinpuism Topay, was once asked, “What can I

. say if a missionary comes to my door and asks,
‘Does Hinduism have a Bible?” ” He answered, “You can
say, ‘Yes, we have the Vedas and Agamas, plus a hundred
other scriptures that serve us very well, thank you’ ” In-
deed, this diverse body of knowledge is unlike the one
Holy Book of other world faiths. It is diverse, a bit neglect-
ed, some nearly lost, some actually lost, but all of it pre-
cious. Yet, it defines and colors Hindu life like the genetic

‘ " urudeva, Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, founder of

code that makes a starfish a starfish. It is reflected in the
beautiful Hindu style of music, art, drama, dance, work
ethics, law, domestic values, spiritual striving, relation-
ships, rites of passage, astrology, medicine, games, love
and business, architecture and storytelling, government
and diplomacy, and the working together of this physical
world with the heavenly realms of existence. This grand
legacy helps make Hindus the gracious people they are,
with qualities of humility, appreciation, love of God, for-
bearance, joy and soulful depth of character.

AGENCE FRANCE PRESSE, INDRANIL MUKHERJEE
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The soul is born and unfolds in

a body, with dreams and desires
and the food of life. And then it is
reborn in new bodies in accordance
with its former works. The quality
of the soul determines its future
body—earthly or airy, heavy or light.

Shvetashvatara Upanishad, 5.11-12.
The Upanishads, Mascsaro, p. 94

With earnest effort hold the senses in
check. Controlling the breath, regulate
the vital activities. As a charioteer
holds back his restive horses, so does a
persevering aspirant restrain his mind.

Shvetashvatara Upanishad, 2.9. The Upanishads,
Prabhavananda & Manchester, p. 192

The guru who has attained
Self Realization can alone help
the aspirant in acquiring it.

Siva Sutras 2.6, Jaideva Singh, p. 102

If daily to his home the friends

who love him come, and coming,

bring delight to eyes that kindle

bright, a man has found the

whole of life within his soul.
Panchatantra, Ryder, p. 218

In the beginning of worship, at

the conclusion of the rite, in the
offering of water, in the anointing

of the image, in the bathing of the
image, in the offering of light, in the
sprinkling of the image with sandal,
in the bathing of the image with
consecrated liquids, in the offering
of incense, in the act of worship, and
in all other things to be done, the
Sivacharya should strike the great bell.

Karana Agama 190-191, Motivations of Temple
Architecture in Saiva Siddhanta, p.160

DINODIA
BAPS

)

festivals

diet, ayurveda

PANDIT HINDR

music
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venerating gurus

Mantra yields early success due to practice

done in previous life. Self-fulfilling, too, is the
mantra which is received according to the line of
tradition, with due diksha, obtained in the right
way. Innumerable are the mantras; they but distract
the mind. Only that mantra which is received
through the grace of the guru gives all fulfillment.

Kularnava Tantra 11.3, Woodroff & Pandit, p. 112

O thou who pervades all space, both now and
hereafter, as the Soul of souls! The Vedas, Agamas,
Puranas, Itihasas and all other sciences inculcate
fully the tenet of nonduality. It is the inexplicable
duality that leads to the knowledge of nonduality.
This is consonant with reason, experience, tradition,
and is admitted by the dualists and nondualists.

Tayumanavar, 10.3, The Poems of Tayumanavar, Coomaraswamy, p. 44

By overthrowing the aggregate of the six enemies
[lust, anger, greed, vanity, haughtiness and overjoy],
he shall restrain the organs of sense; acquire wisdom
by keeping company with the aged; see through his
spies; establish safety and security by being ever
active; maintain his subjects in the observance of
their respective duties by exercising authority; keep

UPI PHOTO SERVICE, AMIN WAR
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devotional art

pilgrimage
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home blessings

up his personal discipline by receiving lessons in the
sciences; and endear himself to the people by bringing
them in contact with wealth and doing good to them.

Book I, Chapter 7, The Life of a Holy King, Kautilya’s
Arthashastra, R. Shamasastry

Once Rama asked Hanuman, “How do you look at
Me?” And Hanuman replied: “O Rama, as long as I
have the feeling of T, I see that Thou art the whole
and I am a part; Thou art the Master and I am Thy
servant. But when, O Rama, I have the knowledge of
Truth, Then I realize that Thou art I, and I am Thou.”

From the Ramayana, as quoted by Sri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa

Let us have concord with our own people, and concord
with people who are strangers to us. Asvins, create
between us and the strangers a unity of hearts.

Atharva Veda Samhita, 7.52.1

In him who is pure of mind, intellect and ego,
the senses and their perceptions are pure, in
fact, and he finds everything pure as well.

Sarvajnanottara Agama, Atma Sakshatkara 62,
Collected Works of Ramana Maharshi, p.110

DINODIA

nurturing children
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One who is established in the
contemplation of nondual unity will
abide in the Self of everyone and
realize the immanent, all-pervading
One. There is no doubt of this.

Sarvajnanottara Agama, Atma Sakshatkara 14,
Collected Works of Ramana Maharshi, p.107

The Self resides within the lotus of
the heart. Knowing this, consecrated
to the Self, the sage enters daily

that holy sanctuary. Absorbed in

the Self, the sage is freed from
identity with the body and lives

in blissful consciousness.

Sama Veda, Chandogya
Upanishad 8.3.3-4, The Upanishads,
Prabhavananda & Manchester, p. 122

With the help of the gardeners called
Mind and Love, plucking the flower
called Steady Contemplation, offering
the water of the flood of the Self’s
own bliss, worship the Lord with the
sacred formula of silence!

Lalla, The Sources of Indian Tradition, p. 360

The Lord of Appati is both inside

and outside, form and no form. He is
both the flood and the bank. He is the
broad-rayed sun. Himself the highest
mystery, He is in all hidden thoughts.
He is thought and meaning, and
embraces all who embrace Him.

Tirumurai 4.48.7. Poems to Siva, The Hymns
of the Tamil Saints, Peterson, p. 114

il § 4 A
in the milicary guiding children

At the time of the sacrifice, O Lord
of the wood [Agni], the worshipers
smear you with sacred oil. When you
stand upright or when you repose

on Earth’s bosom, you still will grant
us good fortune. Set up to the East
of the sacred fire, you accept our
prayer, intense and unflagging. Hold
yourself high to bring us prosperity.
Drive far away dearth of inspiration.
Lord of the wood, take now your
stance on this, the loftiest spot of all
Earth. Well-fixed and measured one,
give to the worshiper, who brings a
sacrifice, honor and glory.

Rig Veda 3.8.1-3, The Vedic
Experience, Pannikar, p. 373-374

There is no difference between
devotion and perfect knowledge. A
person who is engrossed in devotion
enjoys perpetual happiness. And
perfect knowledge never descends in
a vicious person averse to devotion.

Siva Purana, Rudra Sambhita. 23.16, Ancient
Indian Tradition and Mythology, vol 1, p. 380

As wide Earth, as fire and water, as
sacrificer and wind that blows, as
eternal moon and sun, as ether, as

the eight-formed God, as cosmic good
and evil, woman and man, all other
forms and His own form, and all these
as Himself, as yesterday and today
and tomorrow, the God of the long,
red hair stands, O Wonder!

Tirumurai 6.308.1. Poems to Siva, The Hymns
of the Tamil Saints, Peterson, p.113

HINDUISM TODAY
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monastic life
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The Vedic
Experience

A Bouquet of Verses from the Vedas,
Hinduism’s Most Venerated Scripture

source, the famed Catholic theologian
Raimon Panikkar. For twelve years, with the help
of a team of Hindu pandits and Sanskrit scholars
in Banaras, India, he struggled to bring the ancient
texts into clear, accurate and inspired English. The
result is a monumental scholarly achievement. The
following seven pages of excerpts are drawn from The
Vedic Experience, which Professor Panikkar wrote
while living at the Catholic diocese in Banaras on
the Ganga River from 1964 to 1976. The verses
presented here were selected to give a sense of the
variety and beauty of content throughout the Ve-
das. They follow Panikkars creative and insightful
ordering of the ancient texts into seven sections,
corresponding to seven parts of an Earth day, a
human life and a cosmic cycle. This provides a use-
ful structure to the extremely diverse collection of
hymns which comprise the Veda. The entire text
is available at www.himalayanacademy.com/books/
vedic_experience/VEIndex.html. Panikkar’s seven
sections excerpted over the next seven pages are:
1. Dawn: The preparation for birth into existence,
fertile ground ready for planting. .

2. Germination: The beginning,
the striving, the affirmation of
identity in the realm of existence.
3. Blossoming: The attainment of
plenitude, of maturity, the zenith
of a life well spent.

4. Fall and Decay: The beginning
of the downward path, the natural
decline of life, the discovery that
nothing resists time.

5. Death: The destiny of all exist- |
ing things, and the natural close of
a physical life cycle.

6. New Life: The marvelous re-

NE OF THE BEST OF THE MANY TRANS-
lations of the Vedas into the English
language comes from an unexpected

able, and that bliss and reality are
capable of self-renewal.

To illustrate these magnificent translations, spe-
cial art was commissioned by HINDUISM TODAY
from renowned artist S. Rajam of Chennai in
South India.

Raimon Panikkar was born in Barcelona, Spain,
in 1918 of an Indian Hindu father and a Span-
ish Roman Catholic mother. Information on his
early years is sketchy. He was a brilliant student
and studied philosophy and chemistry in Barce-
lona, Madrid and Bonn, and theology in Madrid
and Rome. He earned an astounding three doc-
torates in philosophy, chemistry and theology. He
was ordained a Catholic priest in 1946, serving
as a scholar and theologian, and not, apparently,
as a parish priest. In 1953 Panikkar left Spain to
live in India where he taught at the Universities of
Mysore and Banaras, specializing in Indian phi-
losophy and Christian-Hindu understanding. He
has been a professor at the Universities of Madrid,
Rome, Harvard and the University of California at
Santa Barbara.

Panikkar played a key roll in the writing of Nos-
tra Aetate, the “Declaration on the Relation of the
Church to Non-Christian Religions,” released by

the Second Vatican Council in 1965. Though most

certainly a devout Christian, he
championed the concept of re-
spect for other faiths, so much so
that some call him the “apostle of
interreligious dialogue.” To this
day the Catholic Church’s rela-
tionship to other religions as de-
fined in Nostra Aetate remains a
delicate issue both inside and out-
side the Church. It was just after
participating in Vatican II, which
changed the face of modern Ca-
tholicism, that he departed to In-
dia to write The Vedic Experience.

He has written more than 30
books and goo articles, includ-
ing the following: The Trinity and
the World’s Religions; Blessed
Simplicity; Worship and Secular
Man; The Silence of God: The

1. Twilight: The last part of the

binds the six in summary.

Raimon Panikkar during a
anthology, like a bouquet ribbon, wvisit to Hinduism Today head-

quarters in Hawaii in 1991

Answer of the Buddha. Panikkar
makes his home in the mountains
of Catalunya, Spain.
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Dawn

At first was neither Being nor
Nonbeing, There was not air nor yet
sky beyond. What was its wrapping?
Where? In whose protection? Was
Water there, unfathomable and deep?

There was no death then, nor yet
deathlessness; of night or day there
was not any sign. The One breathed
without breath, by its own impulse.

Other than that was nothing else at all.

Darkness was there, all wrapped
around by darkness, and all was
Water indiscriminate. Then that
which was hidden by the Void, that
One, emerging, stirring, through
power of Ardor, came to be.

In the beginning Love arose, which
was the primal germ cell of the
mind. The Seers, searching in their
hearts with wisdom, discovered the
connection of Being in Nonbeing.

A crosswise line cut Being from
Nonbeing. What was described above
it, what below? Bearers of seed there
were and mighty forces, thrust from
below and forward move above.

Who really knows? Who can
presume to tell it? Whence was

it born? Whence issued this
creation? Even the Gods came
after its emergence. Then who can
tell from whence it came to be?

That out of which creation has
arisen, whether it held it firm
or it did not, He who surveys it
in the highest heaven, He surely
knows or maybe He does not!

RIG VEDA 10.129
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Here, we see the dawn of manifestation, the preparation for emergence into existence.
In the foreground new life in the form of a child is urged forth from the hands of God
while in the background fields are fertile and ready for planting,

The Primal man is, simply, All. What is and
what shall be, He is the Lord of Immortality
ATHARVA VEDA 19.6.4
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O God, grant us of boons the best—a mind to think
and a smiling [ove, increase of wealth, a healthy
body, speech that is winsome and days that are fair.

RIG VEDA 2.21.6

Germination

Praise to the Breath of Life! He
rules this world, master of all things,
on which all things are based. R, P

Praise, Breath of Life, to your

uproar! Praise to your thunder!
Praise to your lightning! Praise,
Breath of Life, for your rain! : —— =

When Breath of Life with his =\ e
thunder roars o’er the plants, then, e
pregnant with pollen, the flowers
burst forth in abundance.

The plants converse with this
Breath, drenched by his moisture:
“Our life is prolonged, for you
have made us all fragrant.”

Breath of Life clothes all beings
with care as a father his son;
master of all things, whether
they breathe or breathe not.

Breath of Life is Queen, is Guide,
revered by all things; he is sun, he is
moon; he is also the Father of all.

A man breathes in, he breathes out,
within the womb. Quickened by
you, to birth he comes once more.

The mighty Wind they call him, :
or Breeze. The future and the e = -
past exist in him. On Breath = e
of Life all things are based. ;

o,
@ral

Breath of Life, do not forsake me. You
are, indeed, I. Like the Embryo of the i |
Waters I bind you to me that I may live - N\l e o g o

ATHARVA VEDA 11.4

S RAJAM
'

As the sun rises, striving begins in the realm of existence. The child, now a young man,
learns the ways of community and faces his fresh potential. In the background the
fields are bedecked with new growth, as in spring.
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Blossoming

When a man is born, whoever he
may be, there is born simultaneously
a debt to the Gods, to the sages,

to the ancestors, and to men.

When he performs sacrifice, it is the
debt to the Gods which is concerned.
It is on their behalf, therefore,

that he is taking action when he
sacrifices or makes an oblation.

And when he recites the Vedas, it
is the debt to the sages which is
concerned. It is on their behalf,
therefore, that he is taking action,
for it is said of one who has recited
the Vedas that he is the guardian
of the treasure store of the sages.

And when he desires offspring,

it is the debt to the ancestors
which is concerned. It is on their
behalf, therefore, that he is taking
action, so that their offspring may
continue, without interruption.

And when he entertains guests, it is
the debt to man which is concerned.
It is on their behalf, therefore, that
he is taking action if he entertains
guests and gives them food and
drink. The man who does all these
things has performed a true work;
he has obtained all, conquered all.

YAJUR VEDA, SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA 1.7.2

The sacrifice is man. It is man

[who offers it] because it is man
who spreads it out and because, in
being spread out, it assumes exactly
the same stature as man. For this
reason, the sacrifice is man.

YAJUR VEDA, SHATAPATHA BRAHMANA 1.3.2.1
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The sun reaches its zenith in the the attainment of plenitude, which our artists
shows in the harvesting of fields in the background, and as a man in the
foreground in the prime of life, experiencing fulfillment and self mastery.

Diffusing glory with your rays, you have
scaled the shining realm of heaven. By
you are supported all things that are, O
God, All-Creator, essence all-divine.

RIG VEDA 10.170.4
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Only when men shall roll up space as if it were
a simple skin, only then will there be an end
of sorrow without acknowledging God.

YAJUR VEDA, SHVETASVATARA UPANISHAD 6.20

Fall & Decay

Just as an overloaded cart lumbers
along creaking, in the same way the
self in this body, loaded by the Self
of wisdom, lumbers along creaking
when its breath is getting heavy.

When he becomes reduced, whether
by old age or by disease, then, just
as a. mango fruit or a fig or a pipal
fruit [detaches itself from its stem],
so this person, being released from
his limbs, returns to Life, to the
place whence he has come.

Just as, when a king is arriving, the
guards, the officers, the drivers, and
the village elders await him with

food, drink, and a place for his
dwelling, saying, “Here he comes, here
he comes!” even so all beings await
him who knows this [saying]: “Here
comes Brahman, here he comes!”

Just as the guards, the officers, the
drivers, and the village elders gather
around the king at his departure,
even so all the powers of life gather
around this self at the end of his time,
when his breath is getting heavy.

YAJUR VEDA, BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD 4.3

When a man, my dear, is stricken with
disease, his relatives come near to him,
asking: “Do you recognize me?” As long
as his speech has not merged in his mind,
his mind in his breath, his breath in light,
and the light in the supreme Godhead,

so long does he recognize them.

But when his speech has merged
in his mind, his mind in his breath,
his breath in light, and the light

in the supreme Godhead, then

he does not recognize them.

iR L e, i B + > i : E; 1 5 i AL
Then comes life’s afternoon, the solar source descending. It represents the inevitable
waining of the life force, and the discovery that nothing resists time, and all cycles
must conclude. The background shows fall moving into winter, as a man falls prey to
SLBCE I, ELIRIDE T U LTI (T the varied hazards encountered in one’s latter years.
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Death

When this atman becomes weak and
unconscious, then all the life powers
collect around him. Then he gathers
to himself all the particles of light
and descends into the heart. When
the person in the eye withdraws from
him, he no longer recognizes forms.

<

‘He is becoming one,” they say, “he
does not see.” “He is becoming one,”
they say, “he does not smell.” “He is
becoming one,” they say, “he does not
taste.” “He is becoming one,” they say,
“he does not speak.” “He is becoming
one,” they say, “he does not hear.” “He
is becoming one,” they say, “he does
not think.” “He is becoming one,” they
say, “he does not feel.” “He is becoming
one,” they say, “he does not understand.”

The tip of his heart gets illumined
and, being illumined, the atman
departs through the eye or the head
or some other part of the body. As

he departs, the breath of life departs
after him; and when the breath of life
departs, all other breaths follow. He
then is reunited with consciousness and
departs together with consciousness.
His knowledge and his works and his
past experiences accompany him.

YAJUR VEDA, BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD 4.4

From unreality lead me to reality;
from darkness lead me to light; from

_death lead me to immortality.

YAJUR VEDA, BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD 1.3

Just as a cucumber is removed from its
stalk, so from Death’s bonds may I be
removed, but not from Immortality!

RIG VEDA 1.10.115
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Finally come night and death, the irreversible destiny of all sentient things, the
conclusion of one cycle of life. Pictured here is a traditional cremation ceremony, with
the eldest son lighting the pyre. Behind, Lord Siva’s spreads His arems in blessing,

Desireless, wise, immortal, self-existent, full of

bliss, lacking in nothing, is the one who knows the

wise, un-aging, youthful atman; he fears not death!
ATHARVA VEDA 10.8.44
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That is Fullness, this is Fullness; from
Fullness comes Fullness. When Fullness is
taken from Fullness, Fullness remains.

YAJUR VEDA, BRIHADARANYAKA UPANISHAD 5.1

New Life

Eye cannot see him, nor words reveal
him; by the senses, austerity, or works he
is not known. When the mind is cleansed
by the grace of wisdom, he is seen by
contemplation—the One without parts.

MUNDAKA UPANISHAD 3.1 .8

In the beginning this was Brahman,
One and infinite, infinite in the East,
infinite in the South, infinite in the
West, infinite in the North, infinite
above and below, infinite in every
direction. For him there are, of course,
no directions such as the East and so
on, no across, no above, and no below.

Inconceivable is this supreme atman,
immeasurable, unborn, inscrutable,
unthinkable, he whose Self is space. He
alone remains awake when the universe
is dissolved, and out of this space he
awakens [again] the world consisting of
thought. By him alone is all this thought
[into being] and in him it dissolves
again. His shining form is that which
burns in the sun; it is the multiform
light that shines in the smokeless fire
and it is that which digests the food in
the body. For thus it has been said:

He who dwells in the fire, he who dwells
in the heart, he who dwells in the sun,
he is One. The man who knows this, he
verily attains the Oneness of the One.

YAJUR VEDA, MAITRI UPANISHAD 6.17

For me there is no earth, no water, and no
fire. For me there is neither wind nor ether.
The one who has discovered the supreme
atman dwelling in the heart, without parts,
without a second, the universal witness,
neither being nor nonbeing, attains

the pure form of the supreme atman.

S RAJAM

In this painting we see the marvelous reemergence of life out of the ordeal
of death even beyond the setting sun. Indeed, reality is capable of self-

renewal into an awareness of the oneness of all beings and things.
ATHARVA VEDA, KAIVALYA UPANISHAD 23
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