T‘ PART 3
HINDUISM

SUMMARY

The religion today known as Hinduism may be almost as old as Indian
civilization itself: archacological evidence suggests continuities between
the religion of the Indus Valley society of 2500-1500 BCE and the Hinduism
of today. The Vedic texts, from the period that followed, provide the basis for
some of the central themes of Hindu belief, including samsara, the doctrine
that all creatures are reborn repeatedly unless the cycle can be broken
through liberation (moksha), and karma, the notion that actions in one life
are rewarded or punished in the next. The Vedic religion was hierarchical, and
centred around sacrificial offerings. In time, sacrifice was largely replaced by
puja, the personal devotion of an individual to a particular deity,

Hinduism has a vast body of sacred texts, from the early Vedas onward, and
generallyisdividedintothemoreauthoritativeSruti- revealed scripture — and
the less authoritative Smriti — which includes Epics such as the Mahabharata
(including the Bhagavad Gita) and the Ramayana. A hierarchy of sorts also
exists amongst the many gods of India, with Vishnu and Shiva enjoying a
privileged position — although there is no consensus as to whether there are
in fact many gods, or whether the many are merely different representations
of the one God, Brahman.

Today, like so many religions, Hinduism has a following throughout the
world, largely because of the many Indian diaspora communities. Despite
this, the subcontinent remains hugely important for Hindus, in part because
of the value placed on the many sacred sites in the country, such as the
River Ganges, and in part because of the strong ties that bind the wider
community. Within India itself - now a secular democracy ~ there exists
something of a division between those at ease with recent developments,
such as secularization and the changing role of women, and the emergent
Hindu nationalists — often deeply hostile to other religions in the region,
particularly Islam - who seek a stronger role for religion in public life.



CHAPTER 13

A Historical Overview
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The rerm ‘Hinduism' as we understand it today refers to the majority religion
of the Indian subcontinent. The present understanding of Hinduism as a

‘world religion’ has come about only since the nineteenth century, when
Hindur reformers and Western orientalists came to refer to the diverse beliefs

and practices charactenizing religions life in South Asia as ‘Hinduwsm',

Yet this classification is problematic, as Hinduism possesses many features
characteristic of ‘indigenous religions™: it has no single historical founder, no
central revelation, no creed or unified system of beliel, no single doctrine of salvarion, and
no centralized authority. In this sense, it 15 defferent from other ‘world religions”. Huge

diversity and vatety of religions movements, systems, beliefs,
and practices are all characteristic features of ‘Tlinduism’. Also,
there is no dear division between the ‘sacred’ and “profane’ - or
natural and supernatural: religion and social life are mseparable
and intertwined. Nevertheless, most scholars would agree there
are unifying strands that run through the diverse taditons that
constitute it. Although che term Hinduism is recent, the diverse
waditions that it encompasses have very ancient origins that extend
back beyond the second mullenmum pce.

THE INDUS VALLEY CIVILIZATION

I'he earliest traces of Hinduism can be found in the Indus Valley
civilization which flourished from 2300 to about 500 ncx along
the banks of the River Indus, which flows through present-day
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organisar linble to
growth and decay and
subject (o the laws

of nature. One and
indivisible at the roof,

it has grown Into a vast
tree with innumcrable
branches,

Maharma Gandhl, Himdu Nan

[New Delhi: Orient Paperb

Pakistan. Archaeological excavations in this area have revealed evidence of what appears
to be a highly developed urban culeure with sophisticated water distribution, drainage
and garbage disposal technologies and well-developed systems of farmung, grain-storage
and pottery. Liude is known about the religion of this civilization. The large number
of terracotta figurines unearthed through excavations suggest a continusty between the
iconographic features of these images and those of such later Hindu deities as Shiva and
the mother goddess. Given the lack of systematic evidence for such contmury, however,
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scholars are inclined 1o be cautions. Archaeological evidence suggests that the Indus Valley
awilization declned rather suddenly berween 1800 and 1700 sce, perhaps because of
flooding or inadequate rainfall.

THE ARYANS AND EARLY VEDIC SOCIETY

What followed is 2 matter of considerable controversy. Some maintain that the Indus
Valley civilization came to be replaced by rthe culture of the Aryans, Indo-European
invaders, or migrants from the Caucasus region, who moved south and settled in the
Indian subcontinent. Others believe che Aryan cvilizaton developed from within the
Indus Valley culture and was not introduced from outside. Whether Aryans came from
outside the subcontinent or not. the history of Hinduism as we understand it today s
the history of the next 2000 years of Aryan culrure, often interacring with, bue always
dominating, non-Aryan cultures in the area.

The language of the Aryans was Sanskrit. Knowledge of the cary Aryans derives
primarily from early Sanskrit compositions, the Vedas, a corpus of Lexts compiled over
hundreds of years. It s important to note that the Vedas were oral for thousands of
years before being written down. In South India, the oral performances of the Vedas are
sull important; che Vedas are articulared, embodied, and performed, rather chan simply
read. Many Hindus today regard the Vedas as timeless revelation and the repository
of all knowledge, and as a crucial marker of Hindu identiry. The Vedas constitute che
foundarion for most later developments in Hinduism.,

The earliest Vedas were mainly liturgical texts, used primarily in ritwal. The Vedic
rituals were rituals of sacrifice, addressed to such early gods as Agni (the fire god)
and Soma (the plant god). The central act was the offering of substances — often
animals, bur also such rems as milk, clarified butrer, grain, and the hallucinogenic soma
plant — into the sacrificial fire. The ritual was usually initiated by a wealthy sponsor
(yajasmana), and conducred by ritual specialists, who were the most highly ranked in
Vedic society, which followed a fourfold system of hierarchical classification. Below the
priests or ricual specialists (Brahmans) came the wartiors or rulers (Kshuriyas), followed
by the traders (Vaishyas). These three classes (varna) were known as ‘twice-born’ {dvija),
because their male members underwent initiation that confirmed their status as full
members of sociery. This initiation rite separared them from a fourrh class, the servants
(Studras), who — because of their low” status — were debarred from perpetuating Vedic
ritual traditions,

In due course, Aryan culture came to be well established in northern India. Brahmanic
ideology became central to social and polittcal life, and was concerned with che ritual
status and duties of the king, the maintaining of social order, and the regulation of
indwidual behaviour in accordance with the all-encompassing ideology of duty, or
righteousness (dharma). Dharmic ideology relared to ritual and moral behaviour, and
defined good conduct according to such factors as one's class (varna) and one's stage
of life (astrama). It operated simultancously ar several levels: the rranscendental, and
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therefore eternal (sanatana dharma), the everyday (sadbarana dharma), and the individual

and personal (swdbarma). Neglecting dbarma was believed 1o lead to undesirable social,
as well as personal, consequences.

THE LATER VEDIC PERIOD

Alongside the performance of Vedic ritual, speculation arose abour its meaning and
purpose. These speculations were developed in the later Vedic texts — the Arnyakas and
Upuanishads — which tended to see the observance of ritual action as secondary to the gaining
of spiritual knowledge. Central to this approach was the karma-samsara-moksba doctrine:

» all beings are reincarnated into the world (samsanz) over and over again;

* the resules of action (karma) ave veaped in future lives:

* this process of endless vebarch is characterized by suffering ( dackkha )

e liberation { moksha) from this suffering can be obtained by gaining spiritual knowledge.

Gaining spiritual knowledge thus came to assume central amportance, and the sclf-
disciplining and methods of asceticism necessary for gaining it were developed in
Hinduism’s traditions of yoga and world renunciation. Ascetic groups known as
strivers (samanas) were formed during chus period, seeking liberation through austerity.
Buddhism and Jainism, both of which rejected the authority of the Vedas, origmared in
these groups. Wheteas monastic institutions developed in Buddhism from its inception,
similar institutions appeared within the Iindu pale only later, possibly in the eighth
and ninth centuries ck. when — according to Hindu belief — the theologian Shankara (c.
788-820 c&) founded monastic centres in the four corners of India, and mstruted the
first renunciatory order of the Dasanamis.

Alongside early Hinduism’s elaboration of systems of ritual, and its teachings about
liberation/salvation involving yoga and meditation, there developed highly sophisticated
philosophical systems, the darstanas, comprising mainly Samkhya and Yoga, Mimamsa and
Vedanea, and Nyaya and Vassheshika. These i turn generared a mulucude of metaphysical
positions, and traditions of rigorous philosophical debate, within the paramerers of
Vedic revelation and the doctrine of liberation. One of the maost important of these

Indian philosophical traditions today is the philosophy of non-dualssm (adweira vedanu),
propounded by Shankara, the most famous of Indian philosopher-theologians.

SECTARIAN WORSHIP

Through much of the first millennium cx, sectarian woeship of particular deities grew
and flourished in India. Vedic sacrifice came to be increasingly masginalized, giving
way — though never disappearing completely — to devotional worship or puje. Puji is a
ritual expression of love or devotion (hkakti) to a deity, often a personal god or goddess,

with whom the devotee establishes an intense and intimate relationship. Corresponding
to the growth of Hindu theism and devotionalism, Sanskrir narrative traditions grew
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and llourished, the most important of which were the Hindu epIcs or itibasas — the
Ramayana and the Mahabhasisa — the Puranas — devotional texts containing, among other
things, mythological stories about the gods and goddesses, and treatises on ritual
worship — and devotional poetry in several Indian regional languages, most norably
Tamil. One of the most important developments at this time was the composition of
the Bhagavad Gita, the “Song of the Lord’, contained in the Mahabbarara. This work, perhaps
the most famous of the Hindu SCTIpTutes, expresses in nareative form the concerns of
Hinduism: the imporrance of dharma, responsible action, and the maintenance of social
order and stability, combined with the importance of devotion ro the transcendent as
a personal god.

Temple cities grew and Aourished in this period, serving not only as commercial
and admunistrative hubs of kingdoms, but as ritual centres, with the temple located
at the heart of the rown and, therefore, of the kingdom. Kings sought o derive
legitimacy for their rule through their royal patronage of these ritual sites, dedicated ro
one or the other of the major Puranic deitics. Large temple complexes stood Lestimony
o a king’s dharmic rule over his kingdom, which was often modelled on the ideal
of divine kingship symbolized by the grear god Vishnu. Sectasian devotional groups
emerged, dedicated to rthe worship of Vishnu (Vaishmavas), Shiva (Shaivas), and the
goddess Devi { Skaksas).

HINDUISM DURING BRITISH COLONIAL RULE

These theistic traditions continued to floutish, to lesser or greater degrees, through
much of the following period, when large sections of the Indian subcontinent were
conquered and ruled by Muslim rulers. The rule of the last Meslim emperor in India
came to an end in the cighteenth century, and British forces, initially in the form of
the Ease India Company, and later the British crown, stepped in to assume power. By
the nuddle of the eighteenth century, British power was at its peak. Hindu craditions,
which had tended to be relatively insular in the mtervening period, now responded
actively to the British and. more importantly, Christian presence i their midse. Hinde
teform movements arose, led by such figures as Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1883),
Dayananda Sarasvati ( 1824-83 ) and Vivekananda ( [863- 1902), all secking 1o restore
the perceived glory of Hinduism’s ancient past. It was ar this time that Hinduism came
to be defined in the rerms by which we understand it today — a world religion, with a
distinct dentity. These reform mavements. often collectively referred 1o as the Hindu
renasssance, absorbed Christianity’s rationalist elements, and paid particular attention
to social and ethical concerns. Most of these movements were closely linked with the
mcreasingly vocal Indian nationalist movement. which brought about the end of British
colonial rule, and established India as an independent nation state in 1947,
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RELIGIOUS NATIONALISM IN CONTEMPORARY INDIA

Though India defined itself as a secular seate on gaumung independence, it has experienced
a resurgence of religious nationalism, particulatly since che 1980s, expressed w Hinduny
(‘Hinduness"), the weology of Hindu nationalists whe call for a state in which civie
rights, nationhood, and national culture would be defined by Hindussm. Their politicized,
activist religions nationalism  has precedents in various movements of organized
Flinduism that arose in British India. Today the Sangh Parivar, a ‘family’ of social and
political organizations, works to propagate Hindwnw, with its political wing, the Bharatiya
Janata Parcy (BJP, “Indian People’s Party”), winning enough support to head a coalition
government beeween 1998 and 2004,

A significant act of religious violence in recent times was the destruction of the Mughal
Babsi mosque in Ayodhya in 1992, by supporters of Hindutva demanding the setting up of
a temple dedicated wo the Hindu deity Rama ar the site, which they believe to be Rama'’s
birthplace. Several violent incidents between [Hindus and Muslims have been precipitated
by thus temple/moscue controversy.

BEYOND INDIA’S FRONTIERS

et many Hindus are not greatly concerned, as ‘Hindu-ness’ is not something they
explicitly think about. Running counter to these chauvinist and violently exclusivist forms
of Hinduism, other forms of Hindu belicf and pracrice adopt a more inclusive, universal
otientation, emphasizing values such as social jusrice, peace, and che spiritual transformarion
of humanity — though Hinduism has in fact always been inclusive, encompassing many
aaditions and practices. Some recent manifestations of Hinduism. especially in the form
of Indun gurus addressing Western and/or mulriculeusal audiences, have transcended
nationalistic boundaries in their teaching and philosophy.

Hinduism has also transcended national boundaries in another sense. While Hinduism
has long flourished beyond the Indian subcontinent, in places such as Java and Bali, in
the twentieth century the Hindu diaspora spread markedly, establishing communities in
host cultures across the globe, This geographical rranscendence of boundaries does nor
always parallel ideological dispositions and orientations, however. Religious nationalism
often strikes deep roots in diaspora communities, such that India as a geographical entity
comes to be perceived, in the imagination of Hindus abroad, as their sacred. or holy, land,
which they identify with conceptions of a Hindu religious polity, and therefore a Hindu
nation stare,

MAYA WARRIER
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Sacred Writings

Hinde serprares comprise a vast corpus of literature, dating from 1300 nce to
modern times. Mast of the scriprures are in Sanskrit — 2 woed meaning refined’ — a
classical Indian langnzage now used only by scholars and for ritual purposes, There

is also a considerable amount of religious literature in regional Indian languages,

and vananes of che original texts, which emphasize a particular aspect of Flindu

belief. For example, the Adbyatma Ramayana is a version of the popular epic Ramayana

that stresses devotion (bhakr). Whar follows does not exhaust the many diverse
caregories of Hindu sacred writigs, bue outlines the major elements of 2 vase array of texts,
dealing with various aspects of belief, situal, and tradition in Hindu sociery.

Hindus generally divide their SCTIpuses INto two categories: heard or revealed (Snai)

and remembered ( Smriti). Seuri seriptures are believed to be communicated directly by God
to ancient Indian sages; Smrin scriprures are less authoritarive, and consist of texes such
as the Hindu epics —the Ramayana, and the Mahabbarata; the Dbarma Sutras — books of law,
concerned with customs and correct conduct — and Puranas — mythology.

THE VEDAS

The Hindu canon is usually termed Veda, from the root wd, meaning 'knw-lcdg:c'. The
Vedas comprise four main types: The Vedic Sambiras, Brabenanas, Aramyakas, and Upvenishads,

'L

The Vedic Sambitas, classified as the Rig, Sama, Yajur and Atherva Viedas, are the carliest
known Hindu religious Iiterarure ( 1300-200 BCE), consisting mainly of prases to
various deities of ancient Hinduism, led by Indra, king of the gods.

The Brabmanas stipulate the derails of, and explain the significance of, rituals {yape or

yama), especially the fire rieual, in which oblations were poured out, or cast into fire,

to be conveyed to the gods. The prominence of Agni, the god of fite, and of the
Beahman priest in these rexts indicates the growing importance and complexity of
the fire ritual in carly Indian religion,

- The Aranyakas (“forest books”) provide analysis and interpretation of the fire rieual,

whereby a correspondence is drawn between the ritwal and the cosmos. The ritual,
morcover, is understood to have an intrinsic power, by which the gods are 1o

some extent bypassed. Indeed, the Anempakas also represent a transition from the



ritualistic Brabmuanas to the far more
contemplative and philosophical
themes of the Upanistads, tending to
move away from the polytheism of the
Sumbiras towasds 2 more philosophical,
monistic, or pantheistic understanding
of reality, in which despite appearances
all is one. Hence, the Annykas and the

Upanishads mark a growing resistance to

the ritualism of the fire sacrifice, and a
preference for more contemplative and
spiritual forms of worship.

4. The Upanishads (wpa = alongside,

nistad = set) are comumentaries and
claborations of the ideas encountered
in the Viedic Sambiras and Brabmanas.
Four major themes can be idenufied:
internal sacrifice, che idea of the atman
(simnilar to ‘soul” or “self ™), Brabsman
(non-personal divine being), and
monistic theology, which equates the
atsman, and indeed the whole cosmos,
with Brahman — everything is Brabman.
The previous emphasis on the
importance and inericacy of the fire
ritval is overshadowed by an cmphasis
on personal spirirual development.

In religious terminology, tupws or
pranagniborsa — sometimes described as
the oblation of one’s body i the fire
of one’s breach — is shown as much
more efficacions and powerful than
the external ywjma. The atman-Brabman

- was no reaim of atr, no sky beyond if. What

stirred, and where? What gave shelter? Was
water there, wnfathomed depth of water?

Death was nol then, nor was there anything
immortal: no sign was there of the day’s ami
might’s divider. That One, breathless, breathed
by its own nature: apart from it was nothing
whatspever,

Darkness there was: at first concealed in darkness
this. All was indiscriminate chaos. All that existed
then was void and formiless: by the great power of
heat was born that One.

Thereafter rose Desire in the beginming, Desire,
the prinal sced and germ of Spint. Sages who
searched with their heart’s thought discovered the
bond of existence in the non-existent . . .

Who truly knows and who can here declare

it, whence il was born and whence comes this
creation? The gods came later than this world's
creation. Who knows then whence it first came
into being?

He, the first origin of this creation, whether

he formed it all or did not form it, Whose eye
controls this world in highest heaven, he verily
knows it, or perhaps he knows not.

The Creation Hymn, Rig Veda 10
transl. Ralph T. H. Griffith, 1896,

DHARMA SUTRAS

Of the Dbarma Sutras (literally, aphorisms relating o duties), the most impaortant is the
compendium of law known as Mamawe Dbarma Shastra ( The laws of Manu), which stupulate
the duties, laws, and regulations binding on all categories of Iindus, whatever their
caste (wirna), stage of life (ashruma), or gender. Because ideas of salvation in Hinduism

identification has rremendous implications for the Hindu's understanding of the
nature of God, the cosmos, and the liberation — or “salvation’ — of the individual.

A SHORT INTRODUCTION TO WORLD RELIGIONS



uwolve adberence w these laws, regulations, and duties, it is vital for Hindus to know and
understand them. In other words, devourt I lindus seckang release from samsara — the cycle

of lives, deaths, and reincarnations — need to obey the Dbarma Sutras,

THE EPICS

Perusal of the two epics of Hinduism, the Ramayana and the Mababberara, is deemed a
sacred duty, and helpful in progressing towards liberation/salvation (makdha) from the
eycle of worldly life. These epics, allegedly written by the ancient sages Valmiki and Vyasa,
are deemed by scholars to be compilations of folk-tales, songs sung by minstrels, and
Beroic stories composed in honour of kings. However, the editing of these scriprures was
hughly skalful and, despire chewr complexity and bewildering muluplicity of themes, they
seem to point to a central theme of salvation of the world, and the continual war between
good and evil in the universe. The stories are dueaded mro a ceneral theme of a world
slowly, but inexorably, declining to an age of destruction. The Bartle of Kurukshetra is
2 dlimacuic event in the Mababtaraa, for instance, marking the beguning of the age of
evil (Kaliyuga), and witnessing the gradual dedine of honour, compassion, and chivalry
during its denouement. In the Remapana, the war between Rama and Ravana symbolizes
- the confrontation between the forces of good and evil in the world. In both, the principal
sharacters are either gods or demi gods and demons. Although the gods ultumarely win,
- they have o compronuse, and often resort to devious stratagems to achieve their victory.
The end result is a tainted world, in which even the gods are not entitely free from
ethical actions.

Both epics have common features: a righteous prince excluded from kingship and
; a climacuc barde berween forces of good and evil; the intervention of God on
f of the good; in spite of many reverses, the ultimate triumph of good over evil. The
pcs present many ideals and heroic role models to Iindus, and are generally Vaishnavite,

the god Vishnu,

E BHAGAVAD GITA

Bbagavad Cita ("song of the Lond") is a small part of the epic Mababbarara.
less, 1t is a hughly influential scriprure wichin Hinduism, and has acquired
an independent standing of its own. It is a discourse between Krishna, che
nation (avatar) of the god Vishnu, and his devoree Prince Arjuna, the grearest
or in the Mahsbharata. The discussion is obviously an insertion into the epic, and

scholass consider it to be an Upanisbad.
wal strands of Hinduism. I says tha all ways o salvauon aze equally valid: the

of enlightenment (fnana marga), the way of altruistic righteous action and progression
the caste hierarchy (risbkama karma marga), the way of meditation (yoge marga), and

SACRED WRITINGS

Above all, the Bhagrwid Gita is an irenic scripture, which secks to unite the major®
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the way of devotion (bhakii marga). However, it argues that the way of devotion (ki) s
the highest of all paths and — for the first cime in Hinduism — it reveals that the devoree
is greatly loved by a gracious God. Consequently, it also proposes a radical rethinking of
tradional Hindu concepts of salvation (mokshe), in chat it argues chart it is open to all
castes, and to men and women.

THE PURANAS

I'he Puranas — ‘ancient stories’ — are, again, a vast body of liverarure. Traditionally, chere are

cighteen Pusanas which have been classified as associated with the gods Vishnu, Brahma,
and Shiva, as well as many associated with minor deities and with holy places, such as
particular temples or sacred sices. The contents are wide-ranging, including, for example,
genealogies, law codes, descriptions of rituals, and pilgrimages to holy places. They are
not merely a collection of old rales, as the name Pusana scems to suggest, bur narratives
that highlight a theistic stance and vision.

THEODORE GABRIEL
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Beliefs

What we now know as Hinduism has developed into a rich, pluralisc religious

culture, with a great vatiety of customs, forms of worship, gods and goddesses,
theologies, philosophies. stories, art, and music. Many Hindus believe its

essential teachings remain the same down the centuries; however, diversity

within Hinduism has led some scholars ro talk of Hindu religions rather

than a single Hindu religion, ‘Hinduisms’ rather than “‘Hinduism', and even

ro abandon the term ‘Hinduism” altogether. Moreover, many different Hindu

voices and traditions compete globally to define the essential beliefs of [ Tinduism.
Hindus genetally accept that they share common beliefs, principles, and structures.
For many, however, Hinduism s not so much a system of beliefs as a way of life, a
religious culture, a spiricual and intellectual quest, and an intense idenrification with che
myriad ways in which the sacred is present in India. If asked about their beliefs, they
often begin by talking about ethical teachings: kindness and truth; hospitality to the
guest; respect for the family — and particularly for elders and parents. They may go on
to consider beliefs in particular gods or goddesses, the authoriry of important sacred
texts, the merit of pilgrimage, or the doctrine of karma. Some — not all — may accept
the social hierarchy of the four varnas (caste system) and certain principles of purity

and pollution. Any study of popular Hindu beliels begns with the gods and gnddr.uc:.
of Hinduism.

GOD, GODS, AND GODDESSES

Hindus may be polytheistic, monothesstic, or monistic - believing chat all reality is actually
one. There are even orthodox [Hindus who are atheistic. Many Hindus believe thete is one
God ( Brabman) who can be \\_ﬁfship;md in many forms. God can, fot cx;ln;p]c. appear as
2 baby, a friend, a king, a mother, or a lover. God can manifest as male or female, or in
pon-human form; be worshipped as without form (wisguna Brabman) or with form (saguna
Brabman): appear through icons and unages (murti), or in human shape as a living saint ot
e Some Hindu gutus, such as Vivekananda ( 1863—1902), have even taught that God is
embodied in the form of the universe, and in all sentient beings: hence, in serving others
we are — quite literally — serving God.
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God is sometimes understood 1 a
threeflold way, as Lrimurti, The Trimurt
consists of Brahma (the creator), Vishnu
(the sustainer). and Shiva ‘thc .‘]Mtrn}'.-r_.
However, not r-nly is Brahma seldom
‘.l’l\rihi]‘]’(.l. but r::mud.'l)s tllC Trimurti-is
often teplaced by a group of five gods:
Vishnu, Shiva, Devi, Surya, and Ganesha.

I'he two pre-cminent goxds, worshipped

by I Tindus evervwhere, are Shiva and Vishnu,

ak
L

~,

Vishou s }*lilthJU‘f associated with the
preservaton of the cosmos and its proper

order. He is, therefore, linked ro kingship.

B At bt B¢
b D

and o the maintenance of dharma — law,
order, rightrousness. He is probably most
l}rquc:zllj. k\\le'S}‘ll[‘pﬁ‘l m his mcarnaons
Cavatar) as Rama and Kaishna

Shiva, ‘the Ju$["ic"-'\n<'. is both the lord
of yogis (ascetics depicted with marted
hair, a body smecared with ashes, and
::xcdxt.umg In a4 cremation gmund — and
also the divine lover. I'le is worshipped
most COlnn‘.nn]_\' in the lorm of the
phallus ( linga). He has two sons: Canesha,
Statue of Ganesha, the slephant headed god. the elephant-headed god, and Skanda,

or Murugan. Shiva reveals the ultimate
nature of reality, the polarities of life and death, creaton and destruction, the ascetic
and the erotic, on whose interrelationship the whole of life depends.

Vaishnavism {devotion to Vishnu), Shaivism {devotion to Shiva), and Shaktism
‘devotion to the Goddess, or Devi) are the best-known traditions within Flinduism.
I lowever, Hindus often have a chosen deity (ishtadev) who, for the devotee, can take on
the aspects of the ultimate god. Such gods and goddesses are worshipped both as disuncr
bcmgq with their own stories and xconogrnphy. and as forms of the one ultimare realiey

‘Brakman). Hindus may worship many gods, but they also believe all gods are one.

GODDESS WORSHIP

Goddess \\\_’-rs]n? is one of the most disuncuve caditions of Hinduism, gomg back ro
pl\*hl«urir times. Skakti power, Stlcngtl‘.. force) is a term used Lo refer o the power of any
deity, and 1s also the activating energy incarnated in ._-_‘Oddcswi All goddesses can be seen
as distinct deities, or as diverse forms of (Maha)devi, the [Great Goddess. The Goddess

‘Adyashakii) ts worshipped as the Supreme Being, but also as the consort of a male god.
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S o 3 e of Shiva, dsplayng the dynamic feminine aspect of the
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The consorts of the three grear gods are Lakshmi, Sarasvati, and Parvari,

Sometimes scholars draw a distinction between independent goddesses, who are
dangerous and ‘hot’, and wifely goddesses, who are restrained and “cool’. For many Hindu
women Sita, the wife of Rama, is the model Hindu wife, whose resolute integrity and
courage are today emphasized by the Indian women'’s mavement.

The land of India itself is worshipped as ‘Divine Mother’ ( Bherat Mata), and is further
sanctified by Shabtipitkas (centres of Goddess worship ), and by great rivers like the Ganges,
which are worshipped as bestowers of prosperity and liberation.

AVATARS

Avatars aze manifestations (literally ‘descents”) of God. They periodically intervene 1o fight
evil, and ensure that the universe functions in accordance with dhorma. The best loved are
Krishna and Rama (avatars of Vishnu).

Krishna is worshipped as a child, as the god of erotic mystical love, and as the hero of
the epic Mababbarata. While the youthful Krishna with huis flute entrances the world wich
his play ( Krishna-lila), in the Bhagavad Gita Krishna reveals himsel( as the great teacher and
supreme god (Vishna).

Rama is worshipped as the ideal ruler and the restorer of dbarma. Always popular in
norchern India, Rama, has lartedy become the principal god of Hindu nationalism. His
reign (Ram Rajyw) ts tnvoked as a golden period of justice, harmony, and prospericy.

IMAGE WORSHIP

While many Hindus acknowledge that Brabman is the ultimate reality, che vast majority
also worship divine beings and images. Many believe that the power ((shakti) of a deity is
actually present in that deity’s image (murtr). Therefore, in worshipping before an image,
worship is oflered to the deity whose power is in the image, and also to the deity as an
image. When an image is consecrated, the ceremony transforms images of stone, meeal,
and wood into embodiments of God. FHindus go to the temple for darshana, the ‘sight” or
‘vision' of the deitics, It is believed that darshana brings good fortune, grace, and spiritual
merit. It also makes possible an intmate, loving relationship between deities and their
devotees. During ritual worship (pujz), the gods are served and cared for as honoured
guests by the offerings made to their images.

DHARMA

Hindus today often refer to Iindu beliefs and practices as samatana dharma {cternal
religion), or Vedic dharma (Vedic religion). Dbarma may mean the social order, or the
cosmic order, but equally it can vefer to personal behaviour and attitudes. Ac the sunpk-'
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level, it means che individual’s religious and social duties, acconding to starus and stage
of life. The Bbagrad Gita, for example, teaches that it is better to do one’s own duty
mperfectly chan that of another well,

SAMSARA

Many Hindus, particulady those in the higher castes, believe in the endless cycle of
gebirth (samsara). Efforts to bring the cycle 1o an end are at the core of many Hindu
religious practices. The picture of a world as a place where the eternal soul is perperually
reincarnated has dominated the Indian imagination for over three millennua,

KARMA

o see the untversal amd
Central to the teaching about reincarnation, karma is the taken-for- all-pervacding Spirit of
granted belsef that one’s actions determine one’s condition m this Truth face to face one
Jife and rebirth in the next. Cvery action has its inevitable fruit or must be able to love the
gngc_q.yclxt._lia;m i llnTinsrﬁa_nBTé from dherma and somara. meanest of creation as
o summarize the belief: pood deeds result in good barma, which oneself.

s goud fortune in this life and a good birth in the next life; S bty Candid As
deeds result in bad karma, which may lead to much less desirable Autoblography (Harmandeworth
irths in the next life, as a human lower down the social hierarchy, Penguin, 1982).
as an animal, or even as an unfortnate soul suffering the rormencs
wof one of the many hells,

There are ways in which karma may be overridden. Devotion to a deity is perhaps the
most potent, whilst religious rituals and meritorious action may also cancel past sins.
Some Hindus withdraw from the world and pracuse non-engagement. However, the
Bhapavad Gita teaches thar adhetence o one’s duty, combined with internal renunciation
of artachment to, or desire for, the results of one’s actions, can lead to liberation (moksha)
from the cycle of sumsara.

Karma can lead to either fatalism or echical activism. It can be seen as an uncontrollable,
mmpersonal determinant of the human condition; or can encourage people to feel
sesponsible for their own fare, and promote a dynamic view of action in the world,

THE THREE PATHS

The three paths — margas or yogas — ro spiritual fulfilment are: jnana (knowledge, insight,
wisdom ), karma (action) and bhakii (ecstatic devorion). Some Hindus consider each of
the theee paths requires exclusive concentration, and is sufficient for liberation. I loweves,
many modern teachers and gurus teach a yope of synthesis, arguing that the three paths are
Lnked, and liberating knowledge may be obrained through all.
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Joanayoga — the pach of wisdom/
knowledge liberares from karma and
rebirth, and indeed from sickness, old age,
and death. It leads ro the overcoming of
ignorance and the realization of Brabman
The pursuir of wisdom implies religious
pracuice, meditation, self-purithicarion,
and above all study of the scriprures. | he
Vedas, and }mrlfcul.arlj.' the Upanishads,
prm‘u{c knowlcdgc of Brabman, and of
our true condition. Indeed, the famous
tmclm:_e of the Upanishads is that in soul
atmany humans are identical wich Srabeman.
.\L‘(uldiug w some Hindu schools, if
humans realize this truch, chey can be
liberated-in-lile (jivan mickra).

Karmayoor — the path of work — enables
ordinary  people  everywhere  to  give
spiricual meaning to chew everyday lives.
It 15 associated for many with the Bhaamad
Gita's (c.lduug that action can be a positive
means of personal transformation, if
l.‘COl.‘]-.' Pcrﬂnm theis Jul_\' .\(“](\«-l)’. and
act withour the desire for status or reward.

Gandlu remnterpreted karmay oza, by equating

it with socal commirmenr and '&U‘llg_gh‘. and found in the Gia authorty for his philosophy
of non-violence and pec elul resistance to British rule.

Bhakriyoga — the path of loving devouon — is characterized by an intense personal
lu.'l.':lluxbllip between the deity and devaree, Selfless love of God consumes past karma, and
results in a state of intmarte, blissful, and loving communion with the deity. Vaishnavas
often speak ol prapati — complete self-surrender in love — o Vishnu., God-intoxicated
saints arc depicred as unmersed in blissful devotion. Today many busy [indus follow the

pul.’m ol bhaki: their spiritual .‘hn‘lpllm‘ sadbana) may vary, but 1s broadly characterized by

selfless service and loving devotion wo God.

THE FOUR GOALS

Hinduism offers four legitimare goals (purssariba) for human beings which, taken togethes

are believed to ensure spirttaal and social H.armnn:.':

1. Artha W\"'-‘”)’ wealth and success —is a proper goal, it pursued withour desire,
anger, and ._gxch. Kautilya'’s Arthe Skastra, written in the chued to fourdh century BCE,

argues thar prosperity is the basis of a well-ordered seate, and people need artha if
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they are to practise religion. Thus pursuing an occupation, accumulating wealth,
governing and so on are justified of they do not violate dherma.

2. Kama — pleasure, desire — is also a legitimare goal, if it accords with dherma. Thiss
the pursuit of pleasurable activities, ncluding sexuality, play,

recreation, the arts, and lirerature, The Kama Sutsa, written in

the third or fourth centuries ok, deals at length with erouc ~ Justas @ person casts
technigues, the arts of pleasure, and seduction. off worn-out garments
3. Dbarma — virtue, morality — has two levels: it is both one’s own and puts on others that
particular see of duties (nudbarma) and the absolute morality, are new, even so the
valid universally. When profit and pleasure are pursued for embavted soul casts off
themselves, outside of dbarma, they lead to social chaos. worn-ou! bodies and
4. Moksha — spiritual liberation — is the ultimate [ lindu quest: takes on others that are
release from the bondage of suffering and rebirth (samsasa). new. Weapons do not
cleave the Self, fire does
Some IHindus believe these goals are interconnected and that no goal not burmn the Self. Waters
is primary. Others believe they form an ascending hicrarchy, with do not drench the Scif.
moksha transcending — even opposing — the other three. Whartever winds do not parch the
onc’s understanding, this system of the four goals implicitly Self. The Self is the sane
recognizes the complexity of human drives and aspirations. forever: unmarifest.

unthinkable, still.

Bhagavad Git 1, 2223

DEATH AND THE AFTERLIFE

Hindu beliefs about the afterdife are complex. Most Flindus believe they will be reborn
into another body, according to their karma. THowever, moksht — salvation or ultimate
spuritual fulfilment — may be underscood in different ways: as final union with Brabman; as
a perfectly blissful state; as communion with God; or as liberation in some heavenly realm
ot paradise. Many Hindus may find the concept of salvation, or liberation after death, a
very distant ideal.

Moreover, ancient understandings of the afterlife persist, and Vedic views ave implied
in the death ricual, Funerary rites of passage. and memorial rituals for the dead, indicace
2 belief in the continued exisrence of ancestors (pitr), who ate benehred and pleased by
offerings made by their descendants. There are also popular beliefs abour the journey
of the soul after death; the multiplicity of heavens and hells, and the role of the god of
death (Yamtaj or Dharmaraj) as judge; and restless or malicious ghosts (pree, bhuta) who
may POSSess or disturb the living

TIME

Flindu, Buddhist, and Jain beliefs about the vastness of time, and the age of the universe,
in some senses coincide with modern scientific understanding. The classical Hindu view
is of gradually deteriorating conditions, until fmally the world is destroyed by fire and
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e e oee returns to chaos. The world itsell’ perperually undergoes cycles

i the subtle of evolution, from a state of non-differentiation, through a series
passiols. seems to me of ages, Lo its dissolution (pralaye) back wnto the unevolved state,
tarder far thn the

from which the cycle starts again. This process of evolution and
physical conguest of the dissolution is a ‘day of Brahma'; each day of Brahma divides mto
world by force of arms. the fourteen ‘periods of the Manu’; each of the fourteen petiods
Mahatma Gandhi, Av of Mamu divides into four geeat ages; each of the four great ages
Astobiogrophy  divides into four yugis, The passing of the yugas is marked by

progressive moral and physical deterioration. We are now in the
middle of the last, and worst, age: the Kaliyupe. Hence, that there
is apparent moral decline, suffering, famine, and war is no surprise 1o [lindus; indeed, the
orthodax view is that life will get worse as we progress through the yuga.

GURUS

The gurw — spiritual teacher — s a hgure of the greatest inportance in Hinduism, the
object of darshan and worship, and comes in all shapes and sizes, traditions and orders.
Some may assert their status by virrue of thei charisma, others are initiated into a long-
established lincage (sampradi). Many have carried their spiritual message 1o the West,
helping to extend the bounds of [Hinduism. Onc of the best known gurus was Sathya
Sai Baba, worshipped as an avarara of Sirdt Sai Baba, and of Shiva and Shakti. There have
also been women gurus, such as Sarada Devi (1853-1920), widow of Ramakrishna,
Mira Alfassa ( 1878-1973), Mother of the Aurobindo organization, Ananda Mayi Ma
(1896-1982), and Mata Amritanandamay (b 1953).

ANNA S. KING
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Worship and Festivals

YAJNA b

In early Vedic times, worship usually took the form of a sacrificial ritual (yagna),
addressed to nature gods such as the sun god, Surya; the rain god, Indra; the god

ol hre, Agni; or the Soma god, believed 1o reside in a probably hullncinngcnit

plant of the same name. These rituals involved the sacrifice of animals such

as goats and cows, or the pouring of oblations of such items as darified batter, honey,
and milk into a sacrificial fire, accompanied by the chanting of Vedic hymns and prayers.
The carly Vedas are liturgical texes, which set out in great detail the method of rital
observance. These ricuals were intended to please the gods duough worship, and to ensure
the well-being of the sponsor or patron of the sacrifice — the yajamana — and his family.

PUJA

~ Whatever you do, or
Yajnas are something of a rarity w the contemporary Hindu eal, or give, or offer
world: far more commonly observed is pupa, a ticual of devotional in adoration, let it be
worship regulady conducted at temples, usually by Brahman an offering to me; and
priests, and often observed privately at household shrines. Puja whatever you suffer,
may be addressed o any of the manifold gods and goddesses in suffer it for me.
the Hindu pantheon, anportant among whom are the great gods Simgmvad Gita 9,26

Vishnu and Shiva, and the goddess Shakti, all of whom appear
n myriad forms and aspects in Hindu mythology, and across the
contemporary Hindu sacred landscape.

Temples dedicared to the ditferent Hindu gods and goddesses usually contain a sanctified
mmage of the deity, and ro this image the nitual of puje is addressed. During puga, the priest
rieually purifies humsell and the shrine, imokes the presence of the deity in the image, and
then worships the image by siwally bathing and adorning i, feeding it symbolically, and
waving a Haming lamp in a circle around it in a ritual of lighe. This is usually accompanied by
the chanting of Sansknit mantras, the blowing of condhes, and the ringing of bells. In Hindu
households, the family usually observes an abbreviated form of this riwal.
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The h‘l.ll':\“-ﬂkllil' lw[wcyu [Ip; ;111,]\:1(‘ .Hh‘l the divine Fart of the huge Hindu temple
romphea #t Angor 'Wat,

Cambodha ~ the w
religious monument - bult by

presence is, i the [Hindu world, often a complex one 1l's L
- > of's largest

For most Hindus, the image is symbolic of the divine

t Fl\.’.\tll( C, the Tamil king Suryevarnman Il in
the tweltth contury CF

presence: bur for many, it is also the divi

anifesting wself in rangible form.

Moreover, Hindus seldom apree

L am he same to all on the unpormance of pupa, While

beings, and my love is some see it as an act of great religious signsh , others see it
ever the same; bul thase as a largely unnecessary ourward CXpression ol religious prety
who worship me with and prefer instead a more inward-oriented mode of «'p-r'n:nf
devotion, they arc i me development. Besides puja. other modes of worship commonly
and | am In them. |.*t.xsl|:cci i I lindu society include L.’:.{r.m.: — the sugung of hymns

— and the recitation of the sabasranama, the thousand names ol

the pods and poddesses
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Festivals of Hinduism : } 5 E s

] rreetss nthe thnde coveca
[ ] cregomon cabenie
[Tuda] sckir towsd festuds

® -t leifils
B0 4 mocn (st hl-emsth bbowe)
PILGRIMAGE AND THE SACRED [ era—r——

MAGHA 0 et in sew moon systee PNt

Ia the Hindu scheme of things, the sacred is ubiquitous, MAGHAS) ot in rew.moon systens (Souk)
contained not only in temples and sacred images, but also
in nature — in stones, trees, mountams, and rivers. Every
once in a while the sacred ‘manifests” itsell in the form of a mysterious rock, stzeam, or
spring, and the site of such manifestation becomes a place of worship. Pilgrims fock
to such places during auspicious months of the Hindu calendar, and mythological
stories grow about the miraculous nature of the pilgrimage site. Particularly important
in the Hindu cosmology are sacred givers, and holy towns and cities situated along thew
banks, which are seen as places of crossing (firtha) between the mundane and the sacred,
and between the worlds of the living and the dead. The water of the Ganges in North

WORSHIP AND FESTIVALS 93



India 1s believed ro be cspc'ci;l”_\' potent in
this respect, and a single dip in the river is
believed to carn for the -.rnr«.h:p:;vcx untold
sprricual merit.

I'he sacred often manifests fself in
living chings too, The cow, the monkey,
and In some parts of India ven
the snake and the rar are believed to be
sacred and dherefore worshipped. Yer
mote common 1s []]'.' wnr.slli]\ of men and
women believed to be ho].\, and thercfore
capable of pn:xl'mlniny muracles that
can tansform the lives of devotecs, and
ensure thetr -.\-c“—i\rin‘g‘ ,\f.ln:.' such holy
fipures attract an extensive following,
and head vast spirienal empites extending

across regional and national boundaries.

FESTIVALS

The Hindu (lunar) calendar vear is
punctuated by a series of religious festivals.
T-,‘mp]-.' festivals are usually marked by
P:l)l'f\\‘“)ns. “'Ilk'l; \\\".";FIPI\C:S ;Jlr.\' '}1('
“lm‘ll'\ S tmage l"\rnlu_:::) the temple town

or village, offering devotees a chance to

glimpse it in all ics glory. Other festivals —

which celebrate landmark events in Hindu mage of Durga, 3 popular ferce form of the Hindu goddess,

mythology — include: depictod with up fo eighteen anns.

*  Jammashiami (July -August): the
celebration of the l-irl.‘m’.z.\' of the
popular Hindu god, Keishna.

*  CGuanesh Chaturihi August Sc‘[\[cm'.-cr : a testival dedicated ro the Q,'J(PII,H‘,I headed
god, Ganesh, the remover of ohstacles.

*  Dussetra Seprember-October, towards the end of the monsoon ): m.arking_
the victory of Rama and his monkey army over the demon king Ravana. le
encompasses Navaratrs — also known as ‘the festival of nine ui!’_vln'..-.' which in
Bengal culminates in a grand celebration dedicated to the worship of the goddess
Durga.

*  Diwali (October—November): che festival of lights, lblinm'mg shortly after
Diuseebra. Hindus throughout the world lluminate their homes with lamps and

| -
exchange grfrs
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1AM A HIND

I 'was born 3 few years after
India gained independence, in a
village in Gujarat, India, just outside the town of
Dandi - famuous for Gandhi's Salt March protest
against the British colonial government | came to
Fngland whoen | was eleven, because my father was

employed in a car factory In Coventry. Although
I attended school In India from the age of five,
IHound schooling in England difficult, mainly
because | knew litlle Fnglish. However, | Quickly
leamed the new language and settled in.

Al sixteen, | joined a local enginpering comgany,
and began an apprenticeship, After five years, |
successfully conchuded it, and was encouraged to
apply to Sussax University. After being awarded a
degroe in Mechanical Engineering, | returned to
the company, and worked my way up to become
one of their chiof engineers, which has led to my
travelling to various parts of the wordd,

As a Hincky, | believe in one God who has many
Incarnations (avatars) | believe in af these gods,
but — like many Hindus - locus on a particular god
who has become special to me: Krishna, a very
popular gad within Hinduism. | am particdarly
moved and helped by the many stories abeut
Krishna. My helief in God has encowraged me to
be a helpful, contributing member of society. For
instance, | assisted in starting a cricket ciub for
yerang people, and | have been its secretary for

thirty years. | did this bacause, as a Hindu, | wanted
lo put something back into the community from
which | have benefited so much. | beliove that, if |
lead a good life, belping others, and worshipping
God, as a result of reincarnation | will be reborm
into & better life

I do not believe it is necassary lo vist the ternple
avery day to koep in touch with God. Ged is with me

every hour of the day. | pray to God in my thoughts
wherever | am, and reflect cn my befefs, and

ASHORT INTRODUCTION TO WORLD RELIGIONS

whether what I'm doing is good for me or for other
people. | do this, not only because they are good
things to do, but also bocause they will contribute
lo 3 good reincarnation. That said, | ke to be in the
temple whenever | can, sening my community. |
find that regular attendarce helps my religious e,
by expanding my thoughts, and helping to make
less sedfish and to see the best in others. This is
faith means to me. Itis a faith | leamed par ticularly
from my mother, a traditional Hindu; she has been
the greatest influence on my raligicus upbxinging.
When we moved to Cheltenham, we were the
first Hindu family, and there was no tempie. We
had & shrine in our house, but had to return to
Coventry for important festivals, celebrating
as we had done in India, if on a smaller scale.
Finally, in 1975, the growing Hindu community
in Cheltenham established their own temple, an
occasion of much rejuicing and celebration.
In 1976 | returned to India, where | met my
a traditional Hindu from Gejarat. Already a d
Hindu, after our marriage | became mere in
in the activities of the temple, as its secrotary
now its treasurer. Because of my work, | do not
particpate in worship in the temple evary day,
attond at least three times a woek, When | roti
will attend worship in the tempile far more ¢
In our home, we have a temple-like shrine, a8
wihich my mother and my wife perform pcuja
day. After bathing in the morming, | also pray
there for 3 short time, | observe fasting on
occasions, but am not leo particular about my
My wife and my mother are far more traditi
Hindu in this respecl. My faith is maore interior
than exterior: | am less concerned about o
symbols, such as dress, than | am about what
think and do. That sald, | do often wear tradis
Indian dress for puja and other refigious
I do not have time to altend scripture study



dlarly. Once or twice a year | attend scripture reading
I8 exposition in Coventry. | would like to go regularty
& local reading of Hindu sacred texts, but none is
Bable, although schelars from the Hare Knishna
in Watford are sometimes invited to explain
texts |ccally.
Wit Indis most years, and whenever | go | make
of visiting places of pilgrimage or particutar
My aspiration is to visit most of the temples
2cred places in South Indla, which | believe are
aginal Hindu temples. My qgoal, when | retire, is lo
ge my life to seeking Inner peace through prayer
#fo is more devout than | arn, and observes
& Hindu calendar ovents, and my family life i
iy Based on Hindu religion and culture. My faith
Bped strengthen my relationship with my wife,
£ and sisters. Together we cbserve all the Hindu
and celebrations, such as Navaralri and
ghtaml, and key ceremonios (samskars) such as
funerary rites (sradldha). | took my father's ashes
B0 scatter in rivers and on the land, especially in
ry ang metown.
 not guU community we are very close-knit. We
. 2 know about the sickness, death, and ather
pms faced by olher Hindu families. The close
s we have mean we are alvays ready to
I 2ach other in timos of need.

Naren Parel

¢ Skivaratei (January—Tebruary ) a festival
during which Shiva is worshipped.

*  Holi (February—March): a spring
festival, during which people drench
one another in water and coloured
powder.

Besides these, there are several localized
festivals observed in different parts of the
Hindu world. The Ksonbh Mela, perhaps the
most popular of these, attraces pilgrims in
vast numbers to s four sites in North India
— Hardwar, Nasik, Ujjain, and Allahabad —
where it 1s celebrated on a rotational basis
once every three years. The Perna Kiombha
Mels takes place once every twelve years in
the holy town of Allahabad. Billed as the
‘biggest pathering on earth’, in 2001 more
than 40 million people gathered on its
busiest days.

MAYAWARRIER
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Hinduism in the Modern World

@ Hinduism, the most ancient world rvligitm. has been subject wo many cllangc.s in
g the course of its long history. The rise and fall in prominence of some ancient

gods, such as Indra, King of gods, and Varuna, god of the sea; the decline in

importance of the fire sacrifice; the rise in populanity of the bk (devotional)

tradition in the sixth century g are all instances of this. In the nineteenth and

carly twentieth centuries Hindu reformers such as Vivekananda (1863-1902),

Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833), Mohandas (Mahatma) Gandhi ( 1869--1948),
and Sarvepalli Radhakashnan (1888-1975) advocated an ethical form of Hinduwsm,
which campaigned against social practices such as sati — the sclf-immolation of widows on
thew husbands’ funeral pyves — and chuld marsiage, and displayed the influence of Western
values. In modern times, Hinduism has maoved away from this puriranical rype of religion,
which decried many ancient beliefs as superstitious, and has returned with full vigour w
rraditional Hinduism,

ASTROLOGERS AND GURUS

A large number of Hindus now defend traditional Hindu mores and practices.
Contemporary IHindus are not worried abour being labelled “superstitious’, and openly
consult astrologers and gurus. The increased veneration of gurus has given rise to the cult
phenomenon in modern Hinduism. Some prominent gurus, such as Swami Prabhupada,
Bhagavan Rajneesh, and Satya Sai Baba, established popular new religious movements that
have spread beyond India, atrractng a considerable following from Westerners, although,
technically, conversion into Hinduism is impassible, becanse Hindus are — as a resulr of
thewr kerma — chose born into Hindu families and into a particular caste. Non-Hindus
do not have a caste identity; hence, traditionally I'lindu mussionary actvity was aimed a
recovering Hindus who had lapsed into Christianity or Islam, and required a purification
ritual, or shuddi, Fowever, in the modern wotld, new cults and movements have emulated
Christians, by engaging in mission to non-Hindus. Many of these new Hindu movements
have been successful in recrurting Westerners.



POLITICIZATION

One of the most strking modern developments has been the politicization of Hinduism,
and the rising militancy among some factions, perhaps a natural consequence of the
emergence of Hindu nationalism in a country so long under the yoke of Muslim and
Chnistian powers. Independence for India in August 1947 ended around 400 years of
such rule and, although the Indian leaders opted lor a secular, or religiously neutral,
nation, the vast majority of the popularion is Hindu. With the passing of time, the secular
tdeals of Jawahadal Nehru (18891964 — first Prime Minister of India - and Gandh:
have become less valued, and roday many view India as a Iindu, rather chan a secular,
multi-religions, nation.

I'lus sluft toward Hindu navonalisim should be seen m the context of the nise of
Muslim nationalism in the subcontinent, and rthe perennial dispute over Kashmir, the
Muslim-majority state located between India and Pakistan, Hindu nationalistic parties
such as the RSS :'_Rashlri_v.a Swayam Sevak Sungh/{Nalimml Sell-Service Association), the
VHP (Vishwa Hindu Parishad/World Hindu Organization) and BJP (Bharatiya Janatha
Party/Indian People’s Party) promote India as a Hindu state, and believe Hindu religion,
ideology, and values should predomunate. This has icreased pressure on the religious
minoritics and created division. The actions and claims of more militant sections of
Hindu natonalist organizations, such as the Bajrang Dal, have been denounced by Hindu
intellectuals as uncharacteristic of Hindu religion and culture, with its image of tolerance,
and willingness to absorb beliefs and pracrices from other religions and philosophies, The
militants have an ideology based on Hindune ("Hindu
ness' ), which raises problems for the xcligwus LUNONTES,

and raises the possibility of a Hindu theocratic state,

The Birla Mandir, or Laerms Narayan,

Hindu Tempie, Deih, India, built
'.Llicn;.llin_g the millions of non-Hindus in dhe naton. between 1933 and 1939
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The appeal of the Hindu nationalistic ideology is more evident among the less literate
and rural sections of the Hindu community, who constitute the majority of the Indian
populace, This combmation of political power and militant rehigious nattonalism has led
to tension in some areas of India where several faith communities live alongside cach other.
The massacre of Muslims in Gajarat in 2002 was allegedly condoned, and even abetted,
by the Hindu nationalist state government. Hindu nationalists seck the Hinduization of
Indian polity, culture, and education. This trend, often termed ‘saffronization’ — saffron
being a colour associared with [ linduisim — is growing stronger, although opposed by the
Indian meelligentsia, who argue against the politicization of religion, its identification
with the nation and growing hostility to other faiths.

THE HINDU DIASPORA

A significant development in Hindwsas has resulted from the migration of many Hindus
to the West. Because these diaspora communities are minorities, a defensive, more fervent
type of Hinduism has emerged. For examnple, in southern states of the USA, where there
is a strong conservative Christian culture, Hindus have challenged what they see as the
misrepresentation of Flindu concepts and practices in school textbooks,

Westernized Hindu ideas, when imporred back to India, have been responsible for an
increased awareness of mystical traditions, sacred sites, and some esoreric forms of [ lindu
spirituality. There has been a burgeoning mterese m pilgrimage 1o sacred shrines, such as
the Sabarimala Temple in Kerala, and great festivals, such as the Kumbb Mele. There has also

been an increase in pilgrims visiting gurus m search of miracles.

THE CASTE SYSTEM

Modern Hinduism has also seen a strengthening of the caste system. At the wrn of the
twentieth century, a campaign by Hindu reformers such as Dayananda Sarasvari ([824—
83), Vivekananda, and Gandhi soughr to reform what they saw as the chauvinism and
discriminarion of the caste system. Caste did not disappear, bue it was felt to be out of date
and wmcompatible with modern egalitarian ideals. For some, the comversion of “untouchables’
to Christianity, Islam, or Buddhisin seemed 1o threaten the predominance of Hinduism in
the subcontinent. Under Gandhi's influence, the Indian constitution and laws guaranteed
privileges to the untouchables in education and employment. In recent years this has faced
opposition by forward communites’, who claim positive discriminarion policies have
undermined the economic status of their own communitics. In some areas there have been
caste wars between the smarmas — those belonging 1o the winw or caste system — and the
avarnas — the untouchables. Both the untouchables and die savarnas have now organized into
vote banks to achieve political influence.

Revisionist thinking now emphasizes the positive side of the caste system. Even practices
such as sati have been praised by fundamentalists, despite a growing feminist movement within

A SHORT INTRODUCTION TO WORLD RELIGIONS




A b e =

1

c A

LN

Hinduism. On the other hand, there is a phenomenon termed *sanskritization’, which has seen
untouchables and ribal peoples of India arrempting to I linduize their religious pracrices,
Some untouchable and tribal groups are beginning to abandon their mraditional deities and
practices to build temples and worship Hindu deities, such as Vishnu and Shiva, possibly i
an artempt to enter the Hindu fold, or gain higher starus for their community. 'he Indian
constitution has made the restriction of entry of untouchables ro Hindu cemples 1 legal, and
some untouchables have undertaken I lindu theological training and demanded entry to the
priesthood, even at savarna temples.

Meanwhile. other untouchalle and tribal groups have retained cheir traditional pantheon
and ritual praxis, but attempted ro identify cheir deities and practices with Hindu gods
and worship, by reinterpreting their mythology and ricual proceedings. The leaders of the
Muthappan cult of northern Kerala, for example, have reinterpreted the Muthappan deities
as Vishnu and Shiva, although ariginally tribal gods of the forest dwellers of the region.

WOMEN IN MODERN HINDUISM

Nineteenth-century and twentiech-century social geformers speatheaded efforts to achieve
the liberation of women, at considerable risk. Ram Mohan Roy's campaign resulted in the
banning of sati. Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar married a widow, to set an example of unproving
the lot of people treated as vireually dead — widows lived in seclusion, weze not allowed o
rematty, had to forgo all adornments, and were looked on as inauspicrous. Gandhy, for the
first time in modern India, brought Indian women meo the public arena, in his campaign
for independence. Women took part in public demonstrations and in the civil disobedience
movernent. The momentum gained has not been lost: the tradimonal image of the Hindu
wormnan — domesticated and subservient to father and husband — is changing rapidly. Women
are well represented in the employment sector and in government, and there has been a move
to set quotas for women members of the Lok Sabba (padiament ).

Traditionally, the role of the woman was in the home, serving her husband and nurturing
her childeen. Hindu mythology often emphasized this image. Female figures such as Sita,
the virtwous and long suffering wife of Rama, and Savithn, who pleaded successfully to
Yama, the god of death, for the life of her husband, were held up as paradigms of womanly
behaviour, Modern Hindu women do not adhere to these norms; they are out m public,
competing against men in all ficlds, even in occupations traditionally viewed as exclusively
male, such as law, engmeering, and the police and armed forces. Feminist groups such as
the Working Woman's Forum age active in trying to achieve equality. Film directors such as
Miza Nair and Deepa Mehta have made films highlighting the aspirations of Indian women
and the problems they face, such as Fire (1996) and Monson Wiadding (2001, provoking
controversy among right-wing Hindu groups.
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