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Explore the remarkable complex 
honoring the 11th-century 
Vaishnava philosopher-saint 
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K H A J U R A H O

Iconic Tourism Designation 
Worries Preservationists

The ancient, ornate hindu and 
Jain temples outside Khajuraho 

city have been a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site since 1986, and they 
are on the Archeological Survey 
of India’s list of national treasures. 
Now, as reported by Religion News 
Service, the government plans to 
designate the 25 temples an “iconic 
tourist destination.” V.D. Sharma, 
a local member of Parliament, 
recently proclaimed that Khajuraho 
is on its way to “better connec-
tivity, more jobs and more tour-
ists”—prospects worring to cultural 
activist Chinmay Mishra who feels, 

VProfi teers Sith no Rision are turn]
ing spiritual centers into amuse-
ment parks.” The government 
has greenlighted more than us$6 
million for projects in and around 
Khajuraho. A $4.5 million conven-
tion center was launched last year.

These monuments, built 
between ca 850-950ce by the 

Chandela dynasty, stand out 
as the pinnacle of temple 
architecture in northern India, 
among the few to survive Muslim 
invasions. Conservationists say 
the government restoration is a 
threat in itself.  They worry that 
shoring up temples with plain 
stones and the use of abrasive 
cleaning techniques could hasten 
their deterioration. A monument 
attendant said that cleaning is 
being done by unskilled, mostly 
unsupervised workers. Further, 
he noted, there are no scientifi c 
or chemical restoration plans for 
upkeep of temples, posing a threat 
that they could become piles of 
plain stones.

D I E T

“Meat Made 
Us Human”?
The following excerpts are from 
an article at phys.org.

Quintessential human 
traits such as large brains 

fi rst appear in Homo erectus 
nearly two million years ago. 
This evolutionary transition 
towards human-like traits is 
often linked to a major dietary 
shift involving greater meat 
consumption. A new study [Jan. 
2022] in the Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, 
however, calls into question the 
primacy of meat eating in early 
human evolution. While the 
archeological evidence for meat 
eating increases dramatically 
after the appearance of Homo 
erectus, the study’s authors argue 
that this increase can largely be 
explained by greater research 
attention on this time period, 
effectively skewing the evidence 
in favor of the “meat made us 
human” hypothesis.

“Generations of paleoan-
thropologists have gone to 

famously well-preserved sites 
in places like Olduvai Gorge 
(in Tanzania) looking for—and 
fi ndingmbreathta�ing direct 
evidence of early humans eating 
meat, furthering this viewpoint 
that there was an explosion of 
meat eating,” W. Andrew Barr, 
an assistant professor of anthro-
pology at George Washington 
University and lead study author, 
said. “However, when you quan-
titatively synthesize data from 
numerous sites across eastern 
Africa to test this hypothesis, as 

we did here, that ‘meat made us 
human’ evolutionary narrative 
starts to unravel.” Barr and his 
colleagues compiled published 
data from nine major research 
areas in eastern Africa, including 
59 site levels dating between 2.6 
and 1.2 million years ago. They 
found that, when accounting 
for variation in sampling effort 
over time, there is no sustained 
increase in the relative amount 
of evidence for carnivory after 
the appearance of H. erectus. “I 
would think this study and its 

fi ndings Sould be of interest not 
just to the paleoanthropology 
community but to all the people 
currently basing their dieting 
decisions around some version of 
this meat-eating narrative,” Barr 
said. “Our study undermines 
the idea that eating large quanti-
ties of meat drove evolutionary 
changes in our early ancestors.”

A N D H R A  P R A D E S H

Rituals Mark Opening of 
Sri Venkateswara Temple

Morning, noon and evening consecration rtuals were 
performed March 19-23, 2022, as per the tenets of Vaikha-

nasa Agama, in the auspicious Vrishabha Lagna of the newly 
constructed Sri Venkateswara Swamy temple at Rushikonda, 
Visakhapatnam city. The Hindu shares that the day began with 
Suprabhatam, Kumbharadhana, Nivedana, Homam and Maha 
Purnahuti between 5:30 and 8am. Utsava murtis were paraded 
between 9am and 11:30am, then Brahmaghosha, Veda Sattu-
mora, Dwajarohanam and Archaka Bahumanam. Nitya Kain-
karyama were performed between noon and 1:30.

Tirumala Tirupati Devasthanams Chairman Mr. Subba Reddy 
said that the construction of the temple started two years ago, 
to add to the spirituality of Visakhapatnam. He said that hun-
dreds of Sri Venkateswara temples are being constructed, from 
Kashmir to Kanyakumari, as part of the promotion of Sanatana 
Hindu Dharma. The construction of Srivari temple has been 
completed in Odisha, and it will be open soon. A temple of Sri 
Venkateswara at Amaravati is expected to be completed in the 
near future. Another 1,000 temples are planned in the next two 
Uears in areas inhabited bU tribals, fi shermen and underpriRi]
leged sections of society, he added. 

p ho t o s  ( c l o c k w i s e  f rom  l e f t ) :  t r a d e  a r a b i a ; 
d e n n i s  ja rv i s / w i k i p e d i a ;  m au r i c i o  a n t on ;  t h e  h i n d u

U N I T E D  A R A B  E M I R A T E S

Dubai Temple Nears Fruition 
With Topping Out Ceremony

 Afebruary 2022 report in 
Trade Arabia says a prayer 

was recently held at the con-
struction site of Dubai’s new 
Gurudarbar Sindhi Temple 
in Jebel Ali locality to mark 
the Vtopping outH Zfi nal beam 
placement) ceremony. It is 
adjacent to the Guru Nanak 
Darbar and Christian churches, 
making the area a multi-
religious corridor in Dubai. 

This modern structure with 
earthy tones and lattice screens 
inspired by Arabic themes will 
house 11 Hindu Deities, cater-
ing to communities from across 
India. Sunlight streams through 
an octagonal skylight onto the 
upper _ oorXs praUer area Shich 
can seat up to 1,500 worshipers. 
The room opens up to a terrace 

Shere Uagnas, fi re ceremonies, 
will be performed. The ground 
_ oor is a communitU center.

With the trial opening 
scheduled for July-August, the 
temple is on trac� for official 
completion in October this 
year during Dussehra festi-
val, reported Khaleej Times.  

Nine brass kalashas (metal 
or stone spires) will soon soar 
above. They were imported from 
India, says Raju Shroff, one of 
the trustees. “The tallest, about 
six feet high, weighs about 265 
pounds. The remaining eight are 
each almost four feet high and 
about 200 pounds.” He added, 
“In this city which is all about 
hustle and bustle, we have tried 
to create a feel of serenity and 
calm when you come to prayer.”

Fragile temple environs:
Visvanatha temple outside 
!ha�urahoI #ore ò ights at the 
nearby airport may cause cracks 
from acoustic vibrations.

Uplifting the masses: This and hundreds of other planned temples 
across India are strategically situated to serve underprivileged communities

Two million years: Homo 
erectus in East Africa surrounded 
by contemporary fauna

Welcome to Dubai’s skyline: Artist’s rendering of 
completed temple across from downtown



p ho t o s :  r e s t o f wor l d . org

THAIPUSAM PUJAS RESUMED IN
Singapore and Malaysia in 
January 2022, though festivities 
were muted, with limitations 
on crowds and barring of 
certain customs like body 
piercing and carrying kavadi.

IN JANUARY 2022 THE MALAYSIA 
Hindu Sangam released a 
great presentation of Sanatana 
Dharma’s commonly held beliefs 
and practices in four languages: 
English, Tamil, Hindi and Malay. 
In 2017 they had set out to tackle 
a common problem of Hindu 
communities: what exactly do 
we all believe? Download the 
16-page e-books in each lan-
guage here: malaysiahindusan-
gam.org/mhs-youtube-videos/
publications.

A RELIGIOUS FREEDOM BILL HAS 
been introduced in federal 
parliament, reports the Hindu 
Council of Australia, to make 
discrimination on the basis of 
religion illegal. However, it cre-
ates exemptions. It allows dis-
crimination based on religion by 
organizations that are inspired 
by religious ethos, like schools, 
hospitals, employment agencies, 
charities, etc. Under this claim, 
anU business could fi re people 
who don’t belong to their reli-
gion. This bill adversely affects 
minority religions. It especially 
affects Hindus and other newly 
arrived religions who have not 
had time and resources to estab-
lish their own schools, hospitals, 
etc. For more information con-
tact info@hinducouncil.com.au

ACCORDING TO A SUNNY TRAVEL 
and Treks press release in 
February 2022, Nepal invested 
in world class hotels, resorts 
and guesthouses during the 
shutdown. Roads are now 
improved. Nepal is now 
open to tourists. As of press 
time, you can get the visa 
on arrival, and there is no 
need to stay in quarantine.

A 126-PAGE CANADIAN RESOURCE 
guide on Hinduism for grade 12 
World Religions was released 
in 2019 for Manitoba province 
schools. It has excellent chap-
ters on: What Is Hinduism, 
Key Writings and Scriptures, 
Foundational Beliefs, Concepts 
and Ideas, Historical Figures, 
Practices, Rituals, Symbols, 
and Celebrations, Modern 
Hinduism Challenges and 
much more. Download this 
impressive teacher’s aid at 
www.edu.gov.mb.ca/k12/docs/

support/world_religions/
hinduism/full_doc.pdf.

1,117 HINDU PRISONERS ACROSS 
Indonesia were granted 
remissions (time off or release) 
for the 2022 Hindu Silence Day 
(Nyepi Day). “The purpose is to 
motivate inmates to improve 
themselves and increase their 
obedience to God,” wrote Rika 
Aprianti of the Law and Human 
Rights Ministry.

Global Dharma 
news provided by

HINDU PRESS
 INTERNATIONAL

Subscribe to a free daily 
news summary about 

Hinduism worldwide at
hinduismtoday.com/hpi

L A N G U A G E

Can AI Unlock a Script That’s 
Defied a Century of Efforts?
Most of the below is excerpted 
from an article at restofworld.org.

Jiaming luo grew up in main-
land China thinking about 

neglected languages. When he 
was young, he wondered why 
the different languages his 
mother and father spoke were 
often lumped together as Chi-
nese “dialects.” Luo says when he 
became a computer science doc-
toral student at MIT in 2015, his 
interest coincided with his advi-
sor’s long-standing fascination 
with ancient scripts. After all, 
what could be more neglected 
than a long-lost language, left to 
us as enigmatic symbols on scat-
tered fragments? 

In 2019, Luo made headlines 
when, working with a team 
of fellow MIT researchers, he 
brought his machine-learning 
expertise to the decipherment 
of ancient scripts. He and his 
colleagues developed an algo-
rithm informed by patterns 
in how languages change over 
time. They fed their algorithm 

words in a lost language and in a 
known related language; its job 
was to align words from the lost 
language with their counter-
parts in the known language.

The work raised an intrigu-
ing proposition. Could machine 
learning assist researchers 
in their quests to crack other, 
as-yet-undeciphered scripts — 
ones that have so far resisted all 
attempts at translation? What 
historical secrets might be 
unlocked as a result? 

It is remarkable how little we 
know about the original people 
of the Indus Valley, who at one 
point constituted nearly 10% 
of the world’s inhabitants. This 
is especially galling given how 
much more we know about their 
contemporaries, such as the peo-
ple of the Egyptian and Mesopo-
tamian civilizations. Part of the 
reason for this is the continued 
elusiveness of the Indus script. 

Putting machines to work on 
the Indus script is tricky. We 
don’t have a great deal of infor-
mation about the Indus script: 

most crucially, we don’t know 
what other language it may be 
related to. As a result, a model 
like Luo’s wouldn’t work for the 
Indus script. That’s not to say 
technology can’t help, though. In 
some ways, computer modeling 
has already played a crucial role: 
by showing that the Indus script 
is, in fact, a language and not just 
symbols as claimed by a hostile 
group of Harvard researchers in 
2004. In 2010 Ronojoy Adhikari, 
professor of statistical physics 
at the University of Cambridge, 
and fellow data scientists 

joyfully proved it’s a language 
with their program that drew 
on the notion of information 
entropy—essentially a math-
ematical measure of disorder.   

Luo is quick to point out that 
he doesn’t expect any decipher-
ment of lost languages to be fully 
automated. “My thinking is: Let 
the system propose a list of can-
didates and let the experts say, 
‘Okay, maybe this theory is more 
correct than the other,’” he said. 

VIt defi nitelU reduces the effort 
and the number of hours that 
experts have to expend.”

Algorithms to the rescue: in a illustration by Somnath Bhatt, AI 
tries to help decipher this stone stamp-seal found at Harappa in the 
Indus valley—modern day Pakistan’s Punjab and Sindh provinces.
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HINDUISM TODAY  was 
founded on January 5, 
1979, by Satguru Sivaya 
Subramuniyaswami 
(1927–2001 ) .  It  is  a 
nonprofit educational 
activity of Himalayan 
Academy, with the fol-
lowing purposes: 1. To 
foster Hindu solidar-
ity as a unity in diver-
sity among all sects 

and lineages; 2. To inform and inspire Hindus 
worldwide and people interested in Hinduism; 
3. To dispel myths, illusions and misinformation 
about Hinduism; 4. To protect, preserve and pro-
mote the sacred Vedas and the Hindu religion; 
5. To nurture and monitor the ongoing spiri-
tual Hindu renaissance; 6. To publish resources 
for Hindu leaders and educators who promote 
Sanatana Dharma. Join this seva by sending let-
ters, clippings, photographs, reports on events 
and by encouraging others.

IN MY OPINION

Awake with Carnatic Music
Learning classical tunes with soulful gurus in 
person taught me what bhakti really means

B Y  S U R Y A  A M B A T I P U D I

 The fi rst time i Sal�ed into 
the warm, carpeted home 
of my music teacher, I 
didn’t expect much. I was 

a restless, impatient fi rst]grader 
who was told that if I sat for an 
hour and sang, I would get a white 
chocolate chip cookie. At the time, 
I didn’t understand that I was 
making a lifelong commitment to 
an ancient art and an integral aspect of my 
Hindu culture. I didn’t realize that every-
thing I learned in the next few years would 
stick with me for the rest of my life.

I started under my guru, Smt. Sankari 
Senthilkumar, who teaches from her home 
in Los Angeles. Her class environment 
ensured that no time was wasted, and 
that something new was learned every 
week. We were instructed to always 
keep our backs straight, voices crisp and 
books out. Soon I began learning geetas
(shorter, structured pieces) and varnams
Zlonger, structured piecesG. I had mU fi rst 
rehearsal at age eight, folloSed bU fi rst 
individual performance at twelve. I then 
switched from group classes to individual. 
After moving to San Diego I pursued 
advanced kritis (nuanced compositions), 
under guru Sri. Subbu Iyer. As the years 
passed, Carnatic music ceased to be just a 
side hobby. It started becoming a part of 
my daily life, and my identity as a whole.

Understanding intricate pieces and being 
able to perform them was a small portion 
of what I learned. Learning compositions by 
masterful composers such as Sri Thyagaraja 
and Sri Dikshitar has given me an insight 
into what bhakti or, in simple terms, 
devotion really means. I recall one time I 
was sitting down for a class. By now, I had 
become used to the routine. Keep my back 
straight, open up the Google Drive folder 
with the lyrics to the song of the day, and 
get ready to sing. The class went on as usual, 
with my guru teaching and myself repeating 
whatever notes came out of his mouth.

He stopped after a while and told me 
there needed to be “more emotion” in my 

voice. I shrugged it off and tried 
some nuances in my notes, only 
to sing the same dry melodies as 
I had before. I then realized that 
emotion can’t be forced, especially 
in Carnatic music. I had to be 
completely in tune with the lyrics 
and engrossed in the image of God, 
for the song to sound genuine.

Carnatic music fosters bhakti as 
an art and practice. The intricacies of each 
piece are wrapped in a tapestry of soulful 
meanings. Sri Thyagaraja, for example, often 
asks to see Lord Rama’s presence, through a 
dramatic array of devotional words. I started 
paying attention to the meanings of certain 
kritis. I noticed beautiful combinations of 
phrases that described Deities in all Their 
splendor, folloSed bU magnifi cent poetrU 
signifying a sense of longing to be blessed 
by Them. This allowed me to imagine each 
song being a prayer to God. And so, the 
music has given me increased devotion and 
appreciation for my faith. It has made me 
proud of the talent that composers had in 
portraying their devotion, and I feel a sense 
of newfound reverence for their work.

My gurus inspired this devotion in me. 
They told me the meanings, details and 
stories behind each composition. They 
shaped me as a student and person. It’s 
given me an understanding of guru-shishya 
parampara, or the cultural tradition of 
knowledge passed down from teacher to 
student. Unlike many self-learn school 
subjects, sports and hobbies, Carnatic music, 
in my opinion, must be taught by a guru.

Such a valuable music tradition has kept 
me grounded. It is a humbling experience, 
because you can never be perfect. Each 
retake of a kriti opens up a new array of 
improvements to be made. The complexities 
of this art ensure that one stays humble, and 
never begins to think that they have learned 

“enough” or are at the level of their guru.
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“Experience in the world, lots of it.” 
In his Yoga Sutras, Sage Patanjali addresses the need for experience 

in the fi rst sutra of chapter :J V.hat is encountered has the character 
of brightness, activity and inertia. It is embodied in the elements and 
the sense organs. Its purpose is to proRide both eTperience and libera]
tion.H In other Sords, Se are not on Earth �ust to go straight for lib]
eration. .e fi rst need to learn and groS in the SorldXs Rast ocean of 
eRents before Se eRen begin to thin� about, let alone achieRe, mo�sha. 
It is bU encounters in the Sorld and in learning to face those eTperi]
ences in the right SaUmsuch as strengthening our self]controlmthat 
Se ultimatelU end up see�ing liberation. ETperience, it turns out, is 
the path.

�urudeRa eTplores this idea in Dancing with Siva: VHoS Is 'ur 
Soul Different from SiRaI 'ur soul bodU Sas created in the image and 
li�eness of the Primal Soul, �od SiRa, but it differs from the Primal 
Soul in that it is immature. .hile SiRa is uneRolutionarU perfection, 
Se are in the process of eRolRing. �um.H

His commentarU on the Rerse delRes deeperJ V+o understand the 
mUsteries of the soul, Se distinguish betSeen the soul bodU and its 
essence. �s a soul bodU, Se are indiRidual and uni�ue, different from 
all others, a self]effulgent being of light Shich eRolRes and matures 
through an eRolutionarU process. +his soul bodU is of the nature 
of �od SiRa, but is different from SiRa in that it is less resplendent 

than the Primal Soul and still eRolRing, Shile �od is uneRolutionarU 
perfection. .e maU li�en the soul bodU to an acorn, Shich contains 
the mightU oa� tree but is a small seed Uet to deRelop. +he soul bodU 
matures through eTperience, eRolRing through manU liRes into the 
splendor of �od SiRa, ultimatelU reali�ing SiRa totallU in nirRi�alpa 
samadhi. ERen after Self Æeali�ation is attained, the soul bodU contin]
ues to eRolRe in this and other Sorlds until it merges Sith the Primal 
Soul, as a drop of Sater merges Sith its source, the ocean. 0ea, this is 
the destinU of all souls Sithout eTception.H

+he point of this upadesha is that the soul bodU, anandamaUa 
�osha, is maturing through eTperience in the Sorld. HoS does this 
happenI It happens through gaining greater and greater control oRer 
the instinctiRe]intellectual nature. Doing so causes the soul bodU to 
mature suffi cientlU to attain reali�ation of the Self. 

+herefore, the neTt time Uou are faced Sith a challenge, be it ma�or 
or minor, accept it as an opportunitU to increase Uour understanding, 
strengthen Uour self]control, mature Uour soul bodU and moRe that 
much closer to reali�ing the transcendent Self Sithin Uou. 

 A common perspective regarding 
 ma�or challenges is that Se Sould 
prefer life Sithout them. .hU Sould 
anUone Sant to face all these diffi cult 

times, to regularlU Sa�e up in the morning 
and be seriouslU challenged bU lifeI %U guru, 
SiRaUa SubramuniUasSami, held a different 
perspectiRe. He stated, V+his is ShU Se are 
born on this planet, to eRolRe through chal]
lenges. .e are here for no other reason.V .hat 
�urudeRa Sas telling us is that it is actuallU 
bU liRing through �armas and therebU gaining 
better control oRer our instinctiRe and intel]
lectual natures that Se progress spirituallU. .e 
can compare this idea to �urudeRaXs comment 
on being peaceful. He stated that it is fi ne to 
learn to be peaceful in a �uiet place, but eRen]
tuallU Uou haRe to learn to be peaceful in the 
midst of intense actiRitU. Li�eSise, Se need to ac�uire the abilitU to 
haRe consistent self]control in simple, dailU interactions and eRentu]
allU be able to remain composed eRen Shen facing intense diffi culties. 
If Uour peace cannot be disturbed in anU situation, it is a permanent 
treasure. 

�urudeRa giRes a mUstical insight into the secret of self]controlJ 
Shat Se eTperience in the Sorld is a re_ ection of Shat is in our mind. 

H0ou change Uour oSn circumstances all the time, Shether Uou �noS 
it or not. ERen Uour mind is different todaU than it Sas a See� ago. 
+he Rarious eTperiences Uou haRe brought to Uourself haRe made it 
that SaU. +he point to reali�e is that Uou can gain an intricate control 
of the Rarious things that change in and about Uou. Lean the thoughts 
and feelings of Uour creation in the right direction, and discoRer hoS 
�uic�lU Uour circumstances Sill change their direction. +his is the 
secret of self]control. +his is the practice of Uoga. +rU it, and lose the 
habit of concern, for concern is onlU a bU]product of a part of the 
mind being out of control.H In other Sords, Uogic restraint is not �ust 
getting better at handling Shat is happening outside of us, it is funda]
mentallU the Sise handling of our thoughts and feelings. 

Staying Calm Amidst Chaos
I regularlU meet Sith families Risiting the monasterU. �enerallU it 
is in the morning after theU haRe attended the SiRa pu�a, Shich is 
about ninetU minutes long. If a familU has Uoung children, the �ids 
have already had to sit still for a long time. So, when the they come to 
meet Sith me, their abilitU to sit �uietlU has been used up. 'ne familU 
had tSo Uoung boUs around age four and siT Sho couldnXt stop run]

ning around the room. +his embarrassed the father, 
Sho eRentuallU confi ded, V0ou �noS, I used to be 
a lot calmer before we had children.” I told him, 

V.ell, thatXs the challengemto be calm Shen Uou 

have children who are not calm.”
+hereXs a chapter on self]control in the 

ethical scripture Tirukural in the section 
on familU dharma. 'ne Rerse reads, V%ore 
imposing than a mountain is the greatness 
of a man who, steadfast in domestic life, 
has mastered self]control.H +he meaning 
is eRident. It is easU to haRe self]control 
if Uou are single and liRe bU Uourself, for 
no one is bU Uour side to disturb Uou. ñut 
Shen UouXre married, haRe Uoung children 
and must meet professional responsibili]
ties, self]control is much harder to achieRe. 
+he goal is to face the disturbances and 
still maintain calm. If Uou are a familU per]
son, take heart. It has been done!

Challenges Are Your Friend
Another context for dealing with challenges relates to 
astrological cUcles of life. Z-edic astrologU is a techni]
cal sub�ect, and the eTample that folloSs is simplifi ed.G 
.e tend to thin� that astrological periods Sith lots 
of challenges are bad, and times in which conditions 
are smooth and conduciRe to success are good. +hat is 
true in the sense that itXs easier to accomplish impor]
tant tas�s in the Sorld Shen Uour astrologU is free of 
obstacles. HoSeRer, astrological periods that indicate diffi culties can 
also be RieSed as good in that theU present opportunities for ma�ing 
inner, spiritual progress through successfullU facing challenges and 
therebU strengthening our self]control. I remember �urudeRa once 
said that his current astrologU Sas so good that he had no challenges, 
�idding that he Sas Vnot ma�ing anU spiritual progress at all.H 'ne 
astrological sUstem proRides this insightJ V+his period is the start of a 
more inSard �ourneU during Shich Uou absorb and ta�e in neS infor]
mation. It is also a time of real determination and giRing up much 
superfi cialitU in faRor of indepth learning and self]discipline. . . . HoS]
eRer, it can be a tedious and diffi cult period for SorldlU matters, and 
Uou are li�elU to be giRen eTtra responsibilities of one sort or another 
at this time.H .hen it comes to challenges, Se donXt Sant to be oRer]
Shelmed\ but, as see�ers on the spiritual path, Se donXt Sant our liRes 
to be free of challenges either. 

Worldly Experience Leads to Divine Experience
In Sor�ing Sith a group of Hindu uniRersitU students at a See�]
end seminar, I as�ed the �uestion, V.hat is needed to achieRe mo�]
sha, liberation from rebirthIH +he ansSer from seReral students Sas, 

V0ou need to reali�e the Self.H +his is certainlU a correct ansSer, but 
to a thoughtful person it leads to a second �uestion,H.hat, then, is 
needed to reali�e the SelfIH +he ansSer to that is not as Sell �noSnJ 

P,ñLISHEÆXS DES#

Life’s Challenges Are Not to Be Avoided
.e can recoil from diffi culties or braRe them. Here are three 
insights that offer hope and strength Shen times turn tough.
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Making the best of ordeals: A man surveys the path 
aheadJ seeing all o� the di�fi cultiesJ but knowing that his 
goal of moksha awaits at the end of his soul’s journey
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Letters may be edited for space and  clarity and may 
appear in electronic versions of HINDUISM TODAY.Addressing Common Questions

I found the content of the Jan/Feb/Mar 2022 
issue meaningfully informative, as always. 
The Educational Insight “14 Questions People 
Ask about Hinduism” is particularly useful 
for its practical application in day-to-day life 
for many, like me, who wish to effectively 
address queries on the religion thrown at 
them by various people (including those 
with malefic intent), but find themselves 
ill-equipped to do so. This is a highly useful 
reference compendium, fulfilling a long-
pending need! I am going to preserve this for 
future reference, and for equipping others 
to fi eld these �ueries. I haRe added mU oSn 
re_ ections to each. +han�s and regards.

Yatin Samant
Founder of Powerful Perspectives

yatin@powerfulperspectives.coach

Belittling Attacks
Reading “The Day Robertson Vilified 
Hinduism” by Dr. Julie Rajan (Jan/Feb/Mar 
2022), I reflected—fast forward from 1995 
to today, and Christians continue to vilify 
Hinduism. Just last month, while in India, I 
emailed the Ministry of Information and 
Broadcasting of the Government of India 
about videos on YouTube calling yoga a 
demonic practice. Such videos are too numer-
ous to count. They uniformly refer to Hindu 
Gods as demons, and many of them feature 
converts to Christianity stating that they had 
finally discarded the demonic practice of 

Hinduism. These videos are extremely offen-
sive and are clearly hate speech. There are 
instances of yoga studios in America being 
attacked, perhaps instigated by such videos. 
I emailed the Ministry to research this issue 
and order YouTube to remove such offensive 
videos, at least in India. I have not received 
a reply. Other readers may want to contact 
them as well (www.mib.gov.in). Let us take a 
fi rm stand and resolRe to stop this abuse.

Raja G. Bhat, MD
rajagbhat@yahoo.com

Control of India’s Hindu Temples
Regarding the excellent book review by 
Vidyasagar Tontalapur of Temple Man-
agement in the Agamas by Dr. Deepa 
Duraiswami (Jan/Feb/Mar 2022): during a 
recent four-month stay in India, I found it 
heartening to learn that clear steps are being 
taken to remove our precious devasthanams 
from the control of state and central govern-
ments. Your recent article about how the great 

temple institution at Chidambaram was 
fi nallU being released from goRernment con]
trol was encouraging. It was in 1925 that the 
British established the Hindu Religious and 
Charitable Endowments Board. It is deeply 
distressing that the independent government 
of India continued it as a law, as a source of 
revenue. The constitution of India protected 
minority religions but left Hinduism and its 
precious temples wide open. It is only with a 
clear amendment to the Indian constitution 
that this huge injustice can be resolved. 

Raja G. Bhat, MD
rajagbhat@yahoo.com

Lingayats in America 
Anyone who wants to learn about Lingay-
ats in America can begin with this article: 

“Veerashaivism Threatened, But Surviving in 
North America” (Hinduism Today, Oct. 1986). 
It traces the history of the Lingayats’ crisis 
and the solutions found by adherents in the 
US. Still, an elaborate and scholarly article 

my opinion of India’s situation, I need thirty 
minutes to explain the context and thirty 
minutes for my nuanced/non-trivial opinion. 
Let me know if you have time. Additionally, I 
can provide the same for South Africa or the 
UK. Let me know.” Often people get the point 
and back off or start talking about weather. 
Thanks for your courage.

Kumar Vadaparty
vadaparty@yahoo.com

Journey to Murugan
This is a beautiful article full of inner experi-
ential devotion expressed by the author. Any-
one interested in Lord Murugan’s temples 
and their signifi cance should read this for 
sure (“Journey to Murugan,” Oct/Nov/Dec 
2007).

Arun Mukhopadhyay
arunhinduism@sbcglobal.net

on the migratory patterns, history and con-
temporary life of Lingayats of the US is badly 
required. 

Vijay
borattivijay29@gmail.com

Daily Rites of Worship
I was very happy and proud to read the arti-
cle on performing sandhya vandanam by Sri 
Gunap Ganesh in your Apr/May/Jun 2022 
issue. The young author has done a good ser-
vice to the Hindu society by writing about 
this sacred practice and its benefits. Two 
ideas in the article struck me as powerful 
truisms: 1) The performance of the worship 
has declined considerably due to the apathy 
of adult Hindus; and 2) Parents can ignite 
enthusiasm in their children by doing the 
daily ritual themselves. Thanks for a most 
worthy article!

Chittur Radhakrishnan, 
President of Devi Temple of Florida

cvrjaya@hotmail.com

Ganesha Chaturthi 
The article “Join Us for Ganesha Chatur-
thi” (Jan/Feb/Mar 2022) was a lovely way of 
describing the Ganesh festival, its prepara-
tions, the values it brings to Hindu commu-
nities, typical puja rituals and festive foods. It 
also shows readers how visiting other Hindu 

homes to receive Lord Ganeshji’s blessings 
is one of the means of binding everyone 
together.

Avinash Pethe
avinashpethe@gmail.com

Surviving College as a Hindu
I have received many congratulations on my 
article about surviving college as an Ameri-
can Hindu (Apr/May/Jun 2022). A few have 
emailed me personally and asked if they 
could reproduce my article. Apparently, it has 
already been reproduced in Samvad and one 
individual from South Africa has asked to 
publish it on the website hindasa.org. Regards,

Marut Yelagalawadi 
marutyelagalawadi@gmail.com

Nice article! Here’s my experience with simi-
lar challenges. I am a born Hindu Indian liv-
ing in the US for 30 years, with ties to fam-
ily in India. When I criticize practices in the 
US such as corruption or racism, I am often 
asked what I think of India’s corruption or 
caste system. My answer is two parts: First, “I 
am an American citizen paying taxes and can 
criticize US without having to simultane-
ously explain my opinion of any other coun-
try’s policies.” I may add, “Is it because I am 
brown that this additional burden is placed 
on me?” Second, “If you are curious about 

LETTERS
Grateful Artists!
Regarding my article “Meet the Maithil 
Women Artists of Nepal” in the Jul/Aug/
Sep 2021 issue, the artists were so grateful 
for the magazines that you sent for them. 
[See photo of the Maithil artists above, 
holding the magazine gatefold showcas-
ing their artwork.] I told them about your 
donation for a pizza dinner! They were 
grateful for that, too, but suggested they 

use the money to purchase raw materials 
for their products, since after being closed 
down during Covid the center is low on 
funds. It is a great help to have these funds 
to reboot the center. With all my best 
wishes and for peace in the world.

Claire Burkert, founder of Janakpur 
Women’s Development Center and 

Author of Himalayan Style
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Despite Appearances, Humanity Is Slowly Advancing 
How you can help dharma continue to nurture and guide this progress 

 I             
n our last issue publisher satguru
Bodhinatha Veylanswami submitted that 
Hinduism Today deserves to be appre-
ciated for its journalistic integrity, a car-

dinal virtue rarely seen today. He has since 
explained that there is another major rea-
son to appreciate and support the magazine, 
especially at this time of violence and height-
ened worldwide insecurity.

“Hinduism Today  has consistently 
brought forward Hinduism’s golden ethical 
principles,” he explained, “as well as the per-
spectives and practices passed on through 
the millennia that have helped souls live 
positively and at peace within themselves—
even through trying times.”

Readers regularly say such expositions 
in the magazine have meant a great deal to 
them. Longtime subscriber and advertiser 
Sri Mukund Hanumante, co-founder of the 
Akkalkot Swami Samarth in New Orleans, 
recently shared, “Each one of us should do 
our best to support our magazine so that 
we are reminded of the wisdom, the mag-
nifi cence that is our heritage, to put it all into 
practice  daily, and uplift our lives.” Accord-

ing to Pandit Vamadeva Shastri (Dr. David 
Frawley), the magazine’s effect is also societal. 
He has said, for example, “An aspect of your 
success is in showing how to use an English 
idiom that avoids the distortions we find 
elsewhere. Most importantly, the magazine 
has upgraded Hinduism’s image at a media 
level, which plays an important role in the 
India context as well.“

Humanity has made some undeniable 
improvements since Hinduism Today’s 
founding in 1979, and much of what was 

then inconceivable has become ordinary 
today. Yoga is all over the world, in every 
country, for example, and there is an annual 
International Yoga Day. Another example is 
India’s pioneering emphasis on soft power 
in dealing with other nations. These are new 
and encouraging signs for the future, if we all 
keep at it. 

Hinduism Today is not alone, of course.  
There are many hands on that same stout 
rope, pulling the great chariot and keeping it 
rolling. Our point is that Hinduism Today 
is one of those strong and enduring hands. 
It has spoken, proclaimed and shouted those 
same great truths for 43 years, and it is just 
getting started.

We believe along with Sri Hanumante that 
Hinduism Today does deserve your sup-
port. You can donate through your estate 
plan, for long-term stability. Or, even more 
pertinently at this time of soaring expenses, 
you can donate now, at the end of the year, or 
occasionally to help meet ongoing expenses . 

Donate at: bit.ly/help-HT.
Or contact us at:      
    +1-888-464-1008 • support@hindu.org
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Q- Why is Ganesha equated with the 
primordial sound pranava (OM)? 
M- Because Ganesha represents the 
knowledge prana, the vital breath. Out of 
the pranava, the product of prana, the vocal 
language develops, after passing through 
four stages—para, pashyanti, madhyama 
and vaikhari. Para is the source and the 
subtlest stage, while vaikhari is the grossest, 
representing the bursting out of vocal 
language. The state prior to para is “Love to 
be,” the sense of love, which gives rise to all 
activities. That state is Ganesha.
Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj (1897-1981) 
A guru of the Inchagiri Sampradaya

I must not fear. Fear is the mind-killer. 
Fear is the little-death that brings total 
obliteration. I will face my fear. I will 
permit it to pass over me and through 
me. And when it has gone past I will 
turn the inner eye to see its path. Where 
the fear has gone there will be nothing. 
Only I will remain. Frank Herbert
(1920-1986), author of Dune

The life ahead can only be glorious 
if you learn to live in total harmony 
with the Lord. Sai Baba of Shirdi 
(1838-1918) Indian spiritual master

Don’t let the noise of others’ opinions 
drown out your own inner voice. Steve 
Jobs (1955-2011) founder of Apple

They are learned in Vedic lore. Knowing God 
is within them, they thought themselves 
to be God and plunged into distracting 
pleasures, forgetting all thought of God.
Tirumantiram 529 

Perfection is achieved not when there is 
nothing more to add, but rather when 
there is nothing more to take away. 
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry (1900-
1944) French writer and aviator

The Self indeed is below. The Self is 
above. The Self is behind. The Self is 
in front. The Self is to the south. The 
Self is to the north. The Self, indeed, is 
all this. Chandogya Upanishad, 7.5 

When we look at the world as providing 
our happiness, life is a constant series of 
emotional ups and down. When we derive 
our contentment from within, life is joyous, 
and we can share that joy with others. 
Satguru Bodhinatha Veylanswami,
publisher of Hinduism Today

People act in evil ways who have lost touch 
with their soul nature and live totally in the 
outer, instinctive mind. What the ignorant 
see as evil, the enlightened see as the actions 
of low-minded and immature individuals. 
Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami 
(1927-2001), founder of HINDUISM TODAY

“Silence is the language of God, all else is a poor translation.”
Rumi (1207-1273), (ufi  mystic and poet

The stars are not afraid to appear like 
fi re_ ies. Rabindranath Tagore (1861-
1941), Bengali poet and philosopher

Things do not grow better; they remain 
as they are. It is we who grow better, 
by the changes we make in ourselves. 
Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902)

.e are li�e butter_ ies Sho _ utter for a 
day and think it is forever. Carl Sagan 
(1934-1996), famed astrophysicist

Don’t explain your philosophy. Embody it. 
Epictetus (55-135 ce), stoic philosopher

The season of failure is the best 
time for sowing the seeds of success. 
Paramahansa Yogananda (1893-1952)

Be fearless, let fearlessness radiate from you 
and dispel fear in the hearts of others.
Govinda Bagavatpada, 
guru of Adi Shankara

� Sise man fi lls his head before 
emptying his mouth. Kenyan Proverb

Death is not the end. Death can never be the 
end. Death is the road. Life is the traveler. 
The Soul is the Guide... . Our mind thinks 
of death. Our heart thinks of life. Our soul 
thinks of Immortality. Sri Chinmoy 
(1931-2007), renowned spiritual leader

Relieving the ravaging hunger of the 
poor is a right use for wealth men 
have obtained. Tirukural 226

Only those who attempt the 
absurd can achieve the impossible. 
Albert Einstein (1879-1955)

+he best SaU to fi nd Uourself is to 
lose yourself in the service of others. 
Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948)

There are two means of refuge from the 
misery of life—music and cats. Albert 
Schweitzer (1875-1965), German 
theologian and musician  

Peace is your natural state. It is your mind 
that destroys it. Sri Ramana Maharshi 
(1879-1950), South Indian mystic

Don’t worry, be happy!
Meher Baba (1894-1969), Indian Guru

 Y
ou probably never thought of the 
two together, but Swami Vivekananda, 
Hindu monk and founder of the 

Ramakrishna Mission, and Nikola Tesla, 
Serbian-American inventor who was piv-
otal in the creation of the alternating cur-
rent (AC) power system, were actually well 
acquainted. When Tesla wasn’t pursuing 
world-changing inventions, he was con-
templating philosophy and metaphysics, 
something Indian sages have been excel-
ling at for millennia. Vivekananda hoped 
Tesla would be able to prove, in a way 
satisfying to the Western mind, the truths 
expounded in the Vedas. This included 
concepts such as universal oneness, which 
Tesla approached through his intuitive 
sense that matter and energy are different 
aspects of the same thing. Naturally, their 
mutual interest sparked a friendship. 

Swami Vivekananda wrote the following 
after their fi rst meeting in <BC@J V%r. +esla 
was charmed to hear about the Vedantic 

Prana and Akasha and the Kalpas, 
which according to him are the 
only theories modern science can 
entertain…. Mr. Tesla thinks he 
can demonstrate mathematically 
that force and matter are reduc-
ible to potential energy. I am to 
go see him next week to get this 
mathematical demonstration.” 

It would have been incredible to 
see where their friendship would 
have led if it had not been cut 
short when Swami Vivekananda 
died after his third heart attack 
on July 4, 1902. Years later, Tesla 
would go on to write an article 
for the New York Journal titled 
“Man’s Greatest Achievement,” 
attempting to describe the nature 
of human existence using the same 
mystical Sanskrit language Swami 
Vivekananda had introduced to 
+esla during their fi rst meeting.

 T
he rishis who revealed the principles of 
dharma in Hindu scripture knew full well 
the potential of human life for entangling 

itself in suffering and the path which could avert 
it. +heU eTplained that one spiritual force _ oSs 
in and through all things in this universe, confer-
ring existence by its power. According to their 
ancient wisdom, life is a coherent process leading 
all souls without exception to enlightenment, and 
no violence can be carried to the higher reaches 
of that ascent. Sages taught a philosophy of 

non-difference of self and other, asserting that in 
the fi nal analUsis Se are not separate from the 
world nor from the Divine which shines forth 
in all things and all peoples. From this under-
standing of oneness arose the philosophical 
basis for the practice of ahimsa, noninjury, 
and Hinduism’s ancient commitment to it. 

Sage -Uasa defi nes ahimsa as Vthe absence 
of injuriousness toward all living beings in 
all respects and for all times.” He said that 
a person engaged in the true practice of 
ahimsa would be freed from all enmity. 
Rishi Patanjali, revered author of the Yoga 
Sutras, regarded ahimsa as the yogi’s 
mahavrata, the great vow and foremost 
spiritual discipline of those seeking Truth. 

Drawn from the teachings of 
Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami

non-difference of self and other, asserting that in 
the fi nal analUsis Se are not separate from the 
world nor from the Divine which shines forth 
in all things and all peoples. From this under-
standing of oneness arose the philosophical 
basis for the practice of ahimsa, noninjury, 
and Hinduism’s ancient commitment to it. 

Sage -Uasa defi nes ahimsa as Vthe absence 
of injuriousness toward all living beings in 
all respects and for all times.” He said that 
a person engaged in the true practice of 
ahimsa would be freed from all enmity. 
Rishi Patanjali, revered author of the Yoga 

regarded ahimsa as the yogi’s 
mahavrata, the great vow and foremost 
spiritual discipline of those seeking Truth. 

Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami
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B A S I C S

To Cause No Harm

D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?

The Friendship of Swami Vivekananda and Nikola Tesla

Advocating ahimsa: Gandhi, one of 
the most famous proponents of non-
harmfulness, with hands in anjali mudra
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The two together: A photo taken during the 
1893 World’s Parliament of Religions in Chicago. 
Swami Vivekananda is on the left with Nikola 
Tesla seated on the right.
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 Cherishing universal love, dedicating yourselves to
sel_ ess serRice of man�ind, guarding Uour minds against 
all eRils and sins and abiding in holU thoughts, Uou shall 
noS behold the �rand %a�estU of the Lord of Light and 

be blessed to liRe a life of holiness, blessedness, happiness and 
prosperitU in this Sorld of sin, Sretchedness, miserU and paucitU.

EntirelU neglect the past\ forget it once for all\ be not anTious for 
the future and anticipate nothing temporal in the time to come. ñut 
purifU Uour mind noS bU holU and pure thoughts of an unperturbed, 
calm and sacred life\ for, Uour path Sill be lighted up and Uou shall 
liRe a peaceful, successful, harmonious life of perfection among the 
imperfections and disorders of todaU. Character is eRerUthingJ so, bU 
adhering to the uniRersal moral principles and bU shaping Uour liRes 
in accordance Sith the laSs of the spiritual Rerities, possess a stain]
less character in order to lead an eTalted and ideal life of puritU and 
goodness, truth and light.

Let not callousness and Sant of feelings reign in Uour heartJ sUm]
pathise Sith all\ for, sUmpathU is a holU Rirtue Shich Sill reReal to 
Uou the 'ne Light and Life eTisting in all men and creation. Compas]
sion and uniRersal loRe Sill land Uou in the �ingdom of radiance and 
illumination. � life of sagacious humilitU and sincere praUer Sill 
croSn Uou Sith DiRine �race, Shich in its turn Sill enlighten Uou 
to behold the luminous Splendour of �od eRerUShereJ thus, Uou 
shall oRercome the riddles of confusing circumstances, triumph 
oRer undesirable happenings and solRe all the enigmas of perpleTing 
situations, in life.

%aU Uou all moRe toSards the Home of eternal Light, .isdom 
and ñliss and in this SaU fulfi l the purpose of Uour liRing on earth. 
%aU �od bless Uou all to Sal� in the .aU of His Light. %aU His 
�race descend upon Uou all most abundantlU. '%

%I&IS+EÆXS %ESS��E

The Light That Lighteth Everywhere
V+here is 'ne Supreme Light Shich eRer burns steadilU and surelU, 
and that Light Eternal is �od Sho lighteth eRerU soul and all that isH

ñ0 H.D.  P�Æ�%�H�%S� '%#�Æ�&�&D� S�Æ�S.�+I

Swami Omkarananda Saraswati, (1929–2000), sage, 
mystic, philosopher, was founder-president of several 
charitable trust societies, academic and cultural schools 
and a research institute for science-synthesis.

        website: www.omkarananda-ashram.org

The following is from the translation of #atha ,panishad by 
S. Radhakrishnan. This Upanishad belongs to the #rishna
0a�urRedaI )he Perses �ollow "ord .ama as he �ulfi lls young 
Nachiketa’s third wish—to understand the mystery of death. 
�n the fi rst chapter o� (ection :J �or his second wishJ .ama 
had taught (and named after him) the immortality-granting 

T$achiketa fi re sacrifi ceIF )he �ollowing PersesJ : to :?J are drawn 
from Chapter 3 and have been lightly edited for clarity.  

1.  Lord 0amaJ V+here are tSo selRes that drin� the fruit of �arma 
in the Sorld of good deeds. ñoth are lodged in the secret 
place of the heart, the seat of the Supreme. +he �noSers of 
ñrahman spea� of them as shadoS and light, as also do the 
householders Sho perform the triple &achite�a fi re sacrifi ce.

2.   V%aU Se master that &achite�a fi re Shich is the bridge to 
ñrahman for those Sho perform sacrifi ces, a passageSaU for 
those Sho Sish to cross oRer to that farther, fearless shore.

3.  V#noS the Self as the lord of the chariot and the 
bodU as the chariot itself. #noS the intellect as 
the charioteer and the mind as the reins.

4.  V+he senses, theU saU, are the horses, and the ob�ects 
of sensation are the paths oRer Shich theU run. .hen 
the sense of self is associated Sith the bodU, the senses 
and the mindmthis Sise men call Wthe en�oUer.X

5.  VHe Sho has no understanding, Shose mind is 
alSaUs unrestrained, his senses are out of control, 
as Sic�ed horses are for a charioteer.

6.  VHe, hoSeRer, Sho has understanding, Shose 
mind is alSaUs restrained, his senses are under 
control, as good horses are for a charioteer.

7.  VHe Sho has no understanding, Sho has no control 
oRer his mind and is eRer impure, reaches not that 
goal but comes bac� into mundane life.

8.  VHe, hoSeRer, Sho has understanding, Sho has 
control oRer his mind and is eRer pure, reaches 
that goal from Shich he is not born again.

9.  VHe Sho has the understanding for the driRer of the chariot 
and controls the reins of his mind, he reaches the end of 
the �ourneU, that supreme abode of the �ll]PerRading.

10. VñeUond the senses are the ob�ects of the senses\ beUond 

the ob�ects is the mind\ beUond the mind is the under]
standing\ beUond the understanding is the �tman.

11. VñeUond the great �tman is the ,nmanifest\ beUond the 
,nmanifest is the Cosmic Soul. ñeUond the Cosmic Soul there 
is nothing. +hat is the end of the �ourneU\ that is the fi nal goal.

12. V+he Self, though hidden in all beings, does not 
shine forth but can be seen bU those subtle seers, 
through their sharp and subtle intelligence.

13. V+he Sise man should restrain speech in mind\ the 
latter he should restrain in the understanding self. 
+he understanding he should restrain in the great 
self. +hat he should restrain in the tran�uil self.

14. V�rise, aSa�e, haRing attained thU boons, understand 
them. Sharp as the edge of a ra�or and hard to cross, 
diffi cult to tread is that path, sages declare.

15. V+he Self is Sithout sound, Sithout touch and Sithout form, 
undecaUing\ is li�eSise Sithout taste, eternal, Sithout smell, 
Sithout beginning, Sithout end, beUond the great, abiding. 
ñU discerning +hat, one is freed from the face of death.

16. V+his ancient storU of &achi�etas, told bU Death, telling and 
hearing it, a Sise man groSs great in the Sorld of ñrahma.

17. V.hoso shall cause to be recited this supreme secret 
before an assemblU of brahmins or deRoutlU at the time 
of the ceremonies for the dead, this Sill prepare for him 
eRerlasting life, this Sill prepare eRerlasting life.H

�Æ'% +HE ,P�&ISH�DS

Know the Self: Lord 
Of  the Chariot 
Lord 0ama compels us to identifU as 
the +hat Shich restrains the mind

Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan X:@@@[:A?=E was an Indian 
philosopher and statesmanJ �ndiaVs fi rst Pice president X:A=8h:A>8E 
and second president X:A>8h:A>?EI
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By Nikki Thapa & Rajeev Gurung, Nepal

 E
very year during the nepalese month of magh (january/feb-
ruary), crowds of devotees make their way to the Hanuman 
Ghat in Bhaktapur, a city in the eastern corner of Kathmandu 
Valley. They come here to observe a month-long festival to 

Madhav Narayan, a name for Lord Vishnu. The festival starts on the 
full moon of the previous month and ends during the full moon of 
Magh. 

The event emphasizes personal devotion and discipline in the forms 
of daily fasting, special pujas, pilgrimages to various shrines by foot and 
by rolling and walking prostrations which are done by the few that have 
dedicated themselves to this more intense form of sadhana. The earliest 
written mention of this festival is dated at 1604ce, when the event was 
said to have simply been a month of personal worship and fasting. In later 
years, with the patronage of the royal family, it slowly took on the popu-
larity and grandeur that is seen today. 

For the duration of the festival, a small murti of Narayan is brought to 
the festival’s epicenter, the Hanuman Ghat, located in Bhaktapur, which 
lies about eight miles east of Kathmandu. In the following days, Narayan is 
paraded to many of the area’s most ancient and renowned temples, accom-
panied by a group of men and women who have taken vows, or vratas, to 
observe special disciplines for the month. These devotees are thus known 
as vratalus.

Hanuman Ghat itself, Khorey in the Newari language, is a religious 
pilgrimage site for the Newars, the natives of Bhaktapur. It is located at 
+riReni, the holU con_ uence of the -eera, ñhadra and +amasa riRers, Shich 
merge to form the mightU Saters of the Hanumate. -eera is commonlU 
known as the Brahmayeni River, while the Bhadra is the Tabyakhusi. The 
Tamasa is a river of legend which originates beneath the ghat itself. 

Legend says that when Ram, Sita, Lakshman and Hanuman were en-
route to  Ram’s kingdom, Ayodhya, after the epic battle in Sri Lanka, they 
stopped here to bathe at the con_ uence. +heU then en�oUed a miT of rice 
and yogurt, shared on a banana leaf. Hanuman, being the humble servant 

S P E C I A L  F E A T U R E
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Join us for a month-long 
celebration of sadhana in 
Nepal’s Kathmandu Valley

A month of sadhana: (left) The festival’s central participants on 
pilgrimage to sacred places; (below) male and female vratalus begin 
each day at the river’s edge

Nepal’s Grand Nepal’s Grand Nepal’s Grand 
Mela to Lord Mela to Lord Mela to Lord 
VishnuVishnu



He is, didn’t want his touch to defile his 
God’s food, so He pierced the earth under-
neath him to create a natural spring in which 
He could wash his hand before every bite 
from the shared plate. When Ram noticed 
this humble act, He hugged Hanuman tightly 
and named the area the Hanuman Ghat. 
The spring of water Hanuman created is 
believed to be the Tamasa.

Also according to Newar folklore, in 
the +reta 0uga, after the poet -almi�i 
composed the Ramayana, he visited 
many holy sites, including Hanuman 
Ghat and installed a Sivalingam there for 
his morning puja. Today it is known as 
-almi�eshSar %ahadeR.

While the ghat has many shrines, it 
has no Narayan murti of its own. For the 
past 300 years, the tradition has been 
to borroS the Shrestha]-aidUa familUXs 
<:]inch tall silRer murti. 'n the fi rst daU 
of the festival, the assistant pujari brings 
the %adhaR &araUan murti to Hanuman 
Ghat from Ishwari Prasad Shrestha’s 
home. A temporary shrine for Narayan 
is kept at the site for the full month. For 
each of the festival’s 30 days, the murti 
is brought to the river for blessings, af-
ter which it travels with the vratalus for their 
daUXs disciplines. �t daUXs end, the %adhaR 
Narayan murti is carried back to the en-
closed area near Hanuman Ghat and placed 
at its makeshift altar. Each evening the male 
vratalus return to homes in the area, while 
the women perform a special dhala puja (an 
offering of water with a conch) at an altar 
at Hanuman Ghat Ashram. There they stay 
the night and live here for the entire month, 
only eating one saltless meal each evening. 

After the festival, during the full moon, 
%agh Shu�la Purnima, the murti is carried 
back to its original home. 

Nepalese Hindus worship different forms 
of Sri Narayan and Lakshmi for each month 
of the Uear. %adhaR &araUan, the &araUan for 

the month of %agh Z"anuarUF�ebruarUG, has 
held a special signifi cance for the people of 
Bhaktapur district for as long as anyone re-
members. Bhaktapur locals observe a fast 
and venerate Narayan, and others travel from 
far away to pay homage to the God any day 
during the festival. 

Day 1, Arriving at the Ghat
Throughout the festival, I must start at dawn 
to drive the 25 miles with Rajeev Gurung 

(my co-author) and reach the site before 7am. 
%anU people are baffled Shen I tell them 
that such a short trip takes a full two and a 
half hours; but Kathmandu’s narrow, wind-
ing roads are always under construction, and 
like many other developing countries we 

lack the concept of sticking to our side of 
the road. Drivers and riders adopt a ser-
pentine wiggle as they weave their way 
along the roads and around the slower 
vehicles ahead of them.

Rajeev is the best friend of one of my 
younger brothers. We have known each 
other for over 25 years, so he is like a 
sibling to me. He speaks perfect Nepali, 
Hindi, English, French and Newari, the 
local language of Bhaktapur. We both 
love learning about people, culture and 
traditions, so this mela offered us a per-
fect opportunity to combine our skill 
sets. 

Binod Prajapati, one of the vrata-
lus, tells us #athmandu -alleU Sas 
under a partial Covid-19 lockdown 
Shen the %adhaR &araUan �esti]
val started, therefore the number of 
vratalus, audience and visitors were 
reduced to one-fourth. Kathmandu’s 

District Administration Authority had im-
posed an oddFeRen rule for traffic moRement 
based on vehicle registration numbers, so we 
could only attend the festival on alternate days. 

�rriRing in ñha�tapur for our fi rst full daU, Se 
hear the %adhaR &araUan bha�an resounding 
from Hanuman Ghat as we approach: “Madhav 
Narayan! Madhav Narayan! Guli daya dumha re. 
Bhakta yaata kripa tayaa darshan byumha re...”

We reach the ghat at 6:30am. This ancient, 
stair]stepped compleT leading to the riRerXs gen]
tle edge is replete with historic shrines. Among 
the manU �ods and holU fi gures enshrined here 
are �anesh, -almi�i, #irateshSar, ñadrinath, Si]
tala %ai, Æam Sita, Hanuman, %adhaR &araUan, 
Sesh naraUan, ñuddha, ,ma %aheshSar, Dasa]
Ratar, Draupadi and ñhimsen, �shta %atri�a Zthe 
eight %other �oddessesG, &agas, and manU SiR]
alingams. Each image is embellished with bright 
yellow sandalwood and glowing red vermillion 
from countless daily worshipers. 

�t this earlU hour, Se fi nd a group of elderlU 
women wearing Haku Patasi—their traditional 
hand-loomed black saris with red borders and 
scarfsmsinging and dancing around a bonfi re of 
haU at the northern side of the compleT. 'ther lo]
cals are worshiping at the many shrines. Around 
7:00, during the brisk sunrise, the rest of the 
crowd begin gathering at the river’s western edge. 
The local assisting priest initiates the morning 
devotions by dipping the base of the one-foot-tall 
silRer %adhaR &araUan murti into the riRer. +his 
marks the beginning of the day’s ritual fasting for 
all those participating. The male vratalus in their 
white dhotis line up along the steps, each offering 
a conch of river water to the rising Sun and to the 
murti of Narayan.

After offering water, they line up on the front 
row with the priest, the women on the steps 

An early start: (above) A woman offers 
worship at one of the ghat’s Vishnu shrines; 
(clockwise from right) Vratalus perform 
rolling prostrations through the streets; 
women light fi res along the route to keep 
the vratalus’ feet warm; the Valmikeshwar 
Mahadev Lingam, installed by Valmiki; 
Binod Prajapati offers river water to 
Narayan; the small silver murti of Narayan

ter which it travels with the vratalus for their the month of %agh Z"anuarUF�ebruarUG, has 

lack the concept of sticking to our side of 
the road. Drivers and riders adopt a ser-
pentine wiggle as they weave their way 
along the roads and around the slower 
vehicles ahead of them.

younger brothers. We have known each 
other for over 25 years, so he is like a 
sibling to me. He speaks perfect Nepali, 
Hindi, English, French and Newari, the 
local language of Bhaktapur. We both 
love learning about people, culture and 
traditions, so this mela offered us a per-
fect opportunity to combine our skill 
sets. 

lus, tells us #athmandu -alleU Sas 
under a partial Covid-19 lockdown 
Shen the %adhaR &araUan �esti]
val started, therefore the number of 
vratalus, audience and visitors were 
reduced to one-fourth. Kathmandu’s 
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on with their discipline. 
-ishnu Prasad SSongami�ha, @?, saUs, 

“Brahma created the universe and Siva is 
the God of destruction. But Narayan is 
the one who protects all. He is the pre-
server. According to a local legend, upon 
seeing hoS magnifi centlU &araUan Sas 
preserving the world, Brahma and Siva 
themselves honored Narayan by per-
forming mha-du daneu and silamantuleu, 
respectively. This festival’s devotions are a 
reenactment of that story.”

About a dozen women, 50 to 80 years 
of age, accompany the vratalus, devotedly 
helping along the way. Wearing red or 
black-and-red saris, these women sweep 
away pebbles, dust and rubbish from the 
path. They also run back and forth to pick 
up and then lay the pieces of meter-wide 
cloth for the vratalus. Binod Prajapati 
tells us, “Up until 2016 we did the pros-
trations directly on the streets, but then 
Narayanidevi, an elderly woman who 
lives in Ina Chowk, Bhaktapur, gifted five 
ten-meter-long cloths. After her initiative, 
many others made similar donations. We are 
all very thankful to them.”

The women make small fires along the 

way to keep vratalus warm as they roll along 
the stone streets in our cold Nepalese climate. 
I SorrU at fi rst about the RratalusX bare bod]
ies turning purple in the cold, but to my as-
tonishment they all look vital and motivated, 

building in dedication and perseverance 
with each prostration. 

The women also have the task of keep-
ing photographers (like me!) at bay. If an 
overzealous cameraman wearing shoes 
accidentally touches one of the vratalus, 
they must restart their prostration jour-
ney from the beginning, following an-
other blessing. I am shooed away many 
times despite trying to be mindful while 
photographing, and am even yelled at 
in &eSari. I apologeticallU respond, V"ee 
%asUuH ZI donXt �noSGmone of the four 
Newari phrases I can speak. 

The teenage boys, apparently shy of a 
female photographer, initially hide be-
hind their palms whenever I approach 
them; but by the end of the month-long 
festival, they are so comfortable with 
me that they literally drag me to every 
shrine of the Ghat and ask me to take 
their photos for immediate posting on 
social media. 

After their rigorous hour-long journey of 
prostrations, the vratalus reach the Hanu-
man Ghat and either roll or walk into the 
freezing river. After bowing down to the 
%adhaR &araUan statue, theU lie on the steps 

around them. Led by the pujari, everyone 
chants the %adhaR &araUan Shlo�a. The as-
sistant pujari then offers water from a cop-
per pot to the Sun God, while the vratalus 
hold water in conch shells or cupped hands 
and chant mantras for the ritual’s sankalpa
(statement of intent) to begin the day’s events. 

ñoSing to %adhaR &araUan, theU depart 
for the +il %adhaR &araUan +emple, Shere 
they will begin their prostration journey. For 
this spiritual practice the male vratalus do 
rolling and walking prostrations as they cir-
cumambulate the sacred temples and shrines 
throughout Bhaktapur’s Durbar Square. 

+he +il %adhaR &araUan +emple at +au]
madhi Square in Bhaktapur, built around 
1118ce, is one of the oldest standing tem-
ples in Nepal. This two-story pagoda-style 
temple houses a stone statue of Narayan 
bedec�ed in a silRer croSn and _ an�ed bU 
Saraswati and Lakshmi on either side. Both 
the �oddesses are also coRered in magnifi ]
cently carved silver jewelry. Photos here are 
strictly prohibited. 

Directly in front of the temple is an image 
of Garuda perched on top of a tall column. 
Flanking him on either side are two other 
columns which support a conch and discus 
or cha�ram. +he temple compleT also has 
shrines for a Sivalingam, Hanuman and a 
Tulasi plant. Its walls have niches where one 
Sill fi nd manU miniature]si�ed Deities li�e 
�anesha, Æadha, #rishna, %atsUa &araUan, 
Sita Ram and others. Houses for Ganesha 
and the Sivalingam are found at every temple 
here, because our worship always begins 
with Ganesha worship and often ends with 
worship of Siva, the patron Deity of Nepal.

Beginning the Journey
�rriRing at the the +il %adhaR &araUan 
Temple, the vratalus queue up by age, from 
73 to 13, to be blessed individually by the 
temple pujari. After sacred water from a 
temple conch is poured over his head, each 
vratalu bows down in reverence of the De-
ity and prostrates fully upon a white cloth 
that has been positioned upon the ground 
by other devotees. From here they begin 
their day’s austere journey in the name of 
the Divine. The vratalus roll their bodies on 
the white fabric for over half a mile, chant-
ing   V%adhaR &araUanaH as theU ma�e their 
way from shrine to shrine over the course of 
an hour. The cloth guides them along the old 
city streets, on a path carefully mapped out 
by those helping in the event. Every day in 
the month of %agh, the Rratalus perform the 
same morning routine, commencing with 
these prostrations—and each day the cloth 
maps out a different route through the area. 
The rolling prostration is called silamantuleu
in &eSari. ERerUone starts rolling eTcept for 
the last vratalu, who instead makes walking 
full-body prostrations—mha-du daneu. 

When doing silamantuleu, devotees must 
clasp their hands together, fi ngers interlaced, 
and slowly roll their bodies along the ground. 
They can lift only the head, neck and knees 
while performing the journey. 

For mha-du daneu, devotees begin by 
standing with feet together and hands folded 
in namaste. Then, they bow down, with the 

head lowering first. They kneel and flop 
the belly down to the ground. Their hands 
are stretched out in front, palms still joined 
in namaste as their forehead touches the 
ground. The soles of their feet face upwards 
and their heels are touching. Performing 
these steps in reverse order, they rise to stand 
Shere their fi ngers had been outstretched, 
thus progressing along their journey one 
body length at a time. 

Culture eTpert ñinod Æa� Sharma tells 
us, VI defi ne silamantuleu as touching of the 
stone street with the head and heart, as an 
act of devotion to Narayana. The full pros-
tration is also an act of dedication to God. 
Jalashayan, lying in the cold river, is another 
form of penance to displaU oneXs fi delitU to 
Narayan. Their love, devotion and affection 
for Narayan are the sources of their energy 
and vigor, to perform such arduous acts of 
devotion during winter.”

Traveling like this, the vratalus make their 
hour-long pilgrimage through the grounds 
of the fi Re]storU &Uatapola temple to Siddhi 
La�shmi and the ñhairaR temple compleTes, 
then along the narroS bric� pathSaUs to fi ]
nally reach the Hanuman Ghat. Sometimes 
they must roll up or down steep inclines and 
even stairs, but the vratalus devotedly carry 

on with their discipline. building in dedication and perseverance 

Daily duty: (clockwise from upper-
right) passing over the steps of the 
Nyatapola Temple; the Til Madhav 
Narayan Temple; the last vratalu performs 
mha-du daneu prostrations; partial 
submersion in the river after prostrations 

When doing silamantuleu, devotees must 

head lowering first. They kneel and flop 
the belly down to the ground. Their hands 
are stretched out in front, palms still joined 
in namaste as their forehead touches the 
ground. The soles of their feet face upwards 
and their heels are touching. Performing 
these steps in reverse order, they rise to stand 
Shere their fi ngers had been outstretched, 
thus progressing along their journey one 
body length at a time. 

us, VI defi ne silamantuleu as touching of the 

act of devotion to Narayana. The full pros-
tration is also an act of dedication to God. 
Jalashayan
form of penance to displaU oneXs fi delitU to 
Narayan. Their love, devotion and affection 
for Narayan are the sources of their energy 
and vigor, to perform such arduous acts of 
devotion during winter.”

Daily duty:
right
Nyatapola Temple; the Til Madhav 
Narayan Temple; the last vratalu performs 
mha-du daneu prostrations; partial 
submersion in the river after prostrations 
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+il %adhaR &araUan +emple to begin. ERerU 
vratalu participating in the yatra must ob-
serve Niraahar Brata (no food, no water) until 
the kalasha yatra for the day is completed. If 
anyone unintentionally breaks his fast, he 
is immediately dismissed from the kalasha 
yatra for the day.

Day 15, Nyatapola Temple
Chanting the #alasha %antra, pujari Sa-
rojan consecrates the vratalus by pouring 
conch water on their heads. He then helps 
load the kalasha on each vratalu’s head. The 
vratalus give dakshina to the pujari and 
then approach #rishna LaTmi Pra�apati, the 
79-year-old Nakin, or female group leader. 
The Nakin has many responsibilities dur-
ing this month-long festival. She must light 
the ��handa %ata, “undying light,” on the 
morning of the fi rst festiRal daU and ma�e 
sure the lamp is kept oiled and protected 
so that it burns throughout the festival. She 
starts each day of the festival by purifying 
and cleaning the space for the dhala puja and 

by performing puja to Ganesha and Kumar. 
She is a guide to the young, fasting devotees 
and leads them in all the rituals. Each day 
of pilgrimage, she and her fellow devotees 
stand at the temple platform to consecrate 
the kalasha yatris before they embark on 
their journey. 

On this day the vratalus journey to the 
&Uatapola +emple, +ala�SaXs "etho �ane]
sha Shrine, -amsagopal +emple, a local SiRa 
shrine, the Pottery Square and then return 
to the Hanuman Ghat. All throughout, the 
assistant pu�ari Sears the %adhaR &araUan 
murti suspended from his neck on a saffron 
stole. Holding the base of the murti fi rmlU 
with both hands, he leads the kalasha yatra. 
People along the way offer money to God in 
eTchange for _ oSers and prasad. +hose Sho 
remove their shoes can touch the God, but 
otherwise pray from a distance.

Day 22, Trishul Batti 
+his Uear the %adhaR &araUan %ela coin]
cides with the ñarah ñarse Panauti %a�ar 

%ela, also �noSn as the %a�ar %ela. This 
large festival, a smaller-scale version of In-
diaXs #umbha %ela, happens eRerU tSelRe 
Uears. 'Rer the neTt feS daUs these festiRals 
will overlap. All vratalus and helpers travel 
on foot, without shoes, to Panauti in Kavre 
District, a distance of almost twelve miles. 
As always, they all line up at Hanuman Ghat 
for the usual morning blessing and rolling 
prostrations before embarking on the jour-
ney. This time, however, the vratalus are met 
by about 40 other devotees from Bhaktapur, 
each carrying a Trishul batti. Trishul-Batti is 
made bU Srapping ghee]coated cotton fi ber 
around a tulsi stem to make a trident that 
stands on a diced gourd, all held in a plate 
made of leaves. The devotees light their Tri-
shul batti while the pujari chants the man-
tras, then set the lamps afloat in the river. 
Cultural eTpert ñinod Æa� Sharma tells us, 

“Trishul batti is for the protection of the dev-
otees against all evils. Trisul represents Siva, 
and this +rishul batti is a �oining of %ahadeR 
and Narayana.” 

�fter fi nishing the daUXs prostrations the 
vratalus depart for Panauti carrying baskets 
laden with their Kalash items. 

Day 23, Ghats of Panauti
+his neTt daU, Se Sitness huge croSds at the 
IndreshSar +emple compleT and the ghats of 
Panauti. %ost haRe come for the %a�ar %ela, 
which started when the Sun shifted from 
Sagittarius to Capricorn. We meet everyone 
from Bhaktapur at Panauti’s Triveni Ghat 
by 7:30am. After blessings, we walk with 
the Rratalus to the IndreshSar %ahadeR 
Temple, where they start their daily regi-
men of prostrations. +heU fi nish at the ghats, 
haRing coRered a distance of about <F> mile. 
+he IndreshSar %ahadeR +emple, built in 
1224 ce, is one of the oldest and largest sur-
viving wooden temples in Nepal. According 
to the 14th-century manuscript Gopal Raj 
Vanshavali, the temple was constructed by 
Princess Birmadevi of Panauti kingdom and 
took nine decades for its completion. The 
golden pinnacle Sas a gift from #ing "aUas]
ingh Ramvardhan in 1383 ce. 

Day 25, Pashupatinath Yatra
On the tenth day after the new moon, devo-
tees have traveled to Kathmandu to start 
their kalasha yatra from Arya Ghat at the 
Pashupatinath +emple. �fter fi lling their �a]
lashas with the river water from the Bagmati, 
the vratalus ascend to the temple through 
the eastern entrance before pilgrimaging 
across the Gaushala district to the Tamresh-
Sar %ahadeR +emple. 

After paying respect to Tamreshwar 
%ahadeR, Æa�eeR distributes biscuits and 
10-rupee notes as offerings to all the vratalus 
and helpers, who then commence their 8.7-
mile foot yatra to Hanuman Ghat, where they 

partially submerged in the water, em-
ulating -ishnu sleeping. Some lie at 
an angle, backs on the ghat, immers-
ing one third of their bodies, while 
others sit in the river holding a na-
maste posture in meditation. Women 
who have walked barefoot behind the 
vratalus also queue up. They have tied 
up their saree, eTposing their shoul]
ders and neck, and wear their hair 
down.

Sarojan Sharma, the head pujari, 
then “awakens” the vratalus from 
their “slumber,” blessing each with 
the Struti %antra while touching him 
on the head and splashing river water 
on him. Sarojan tells us, “The Struti 
%antra is a sacred tantric mantra also 
�noSn as Sushma %antra, which 
I cannot chant out loud or write on 
paper. %U guru taught this mantra bU 
chanting it into my right ear.” 

The male vratalus then take three 
dips in the river while the women 
bend forward from the waist and 
wash their hair in groups. Both groups 
then offer water with their conches or 
handsmfi rst to the Sun, second to the 
%adhaR &araUan murti and lastlU to 
the -almi�eshSar %ahadeR Lingam 
shrine on the bank. Other devotees 
then wash the white cloth in the river 
and place it on the opposite bank to 
drU for the neTt daU. 

With their prostrations done for the 
day, I take the opportunity to ask these 
vratalus if they are participating in 
this month of diciplines to fullfi ll anU 
sort of Sish or desire. %anU replU that 
they are doing it as an unconditional 
sadhana.

Though this main event is over for 
the day, the town maintains a lively 
atmosphere, with so many people vis-
iting from far and wide to participate. 
Some visitors are gifting a combina-
tion of biscuits, fruits and other small 
offerings, each Sith a fi Re]rupee note, 
to all who had taken vratas for the 
festival. These small acts of giving are 
performed as a form of devotion. One 
couple gave me some yomari prasad. I 
tell them I am a visitor just like them, 
but they insist. Yomari is a steamed 
rice]_ our dumpling Sith a molasses 
filling. +hirtU]Uear]old Prem LaTmi 
�Sal, Risiting %adhaR &araUan Sith 
her husband %ilan from +himi, ñha�tapur, 
have made these edible gifts for others as 
a gesture to pray for a pregnancy. A couple 
from Kathmandu have come to pray for their 
daughter’s job, which she lost when Nepal 
announced a nationwide lockdown in 2020. 

'Rer the neTt <> daUs, these prostrations 
will be the main event, along with the special 

dhala puja performed each day at the Hanu-
man Ghat Ashram by the women vratalus. 
These disciplines continue during the second 
half of the festival, augmented by special pil-
grimages on foot to other holy places in the 
area. Because of the restrictions for being 
able to visit only every other day, Rajeev and I 
must choose which of these pilgrimages will 
be the most important to observe. 

Sahasrara Dhara Kalasha Yatra
Sahasrara dhara kalasha literally means 

“a water pot with thousands of straws.” 
For the second half of the month-long 
festival, the vratalus carry these special 

pots on their heads. (See them being blessed 
in photo above.) The pilgrimage (yatra) they 
perform is called Desh Parikrama—mean-
ing to circumambulate holy areas. Each ka-
lasha (copper pot) has an embossed image 
of %adhaR &araUan on its nec�. +he bodU of 
the pot is perforated with many tiny holes, 
each with a foot-long wheat straw inserted 
into it to act as a water spout. This design 
symbolizes the 1008-petaled lotus, the 
chakra at the top of the head. The kalasha 
is set on a two-legged wooden frame and 
balanced on the head with a braided straw 
ring. The water in the vessel is regarded as 
the source of all the holy rivers and oceans of 
the world. When the vratalus stop at certain 
holy locations, they twirl around to shed wa-
ter from the straws as a blessing. The sahas-
rara dhara kalasha yatra starts on new-moon 
day. 

 On the 14th festival day, the day before the 
fi rst Uatra, the Rratalus bloS conches and call 
attention to the upcoming pilgrimage. Each 
one prepares his �alasha, fi lling it Sith Sa]
ter from the con_ uence, and all head to the 
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+il %adhaR &araUan +emple to begin. ERerU by performing puja to Ganesha and Kumar. 

%ela, also �noSn as the %a�ar %ela. 
large festival, a smaller-scale version of In-
diaXs #umbha %ela, happens eRerU tSelRe 
Uears. 'Rer the neTt feS daUs these festiRals 
will overlap. All vratalus and helpers travel 
on foot, without shoes, to Panauti in Kavre 
District, a distance of almost twelve miles. 
As always, they all line up at Hanuman Ghat 
for the usual morning blessing and rolling 
prostrations before embarking on the jour-
ney. This time, however, the vratalus are met 
by about 40 other devotees from Bhaktapur, 
each carrying a 
made bU Srapping ghee]coated cotton fi ber 
around a tulsi stem to make a trident that 
stands on a diced gourd, all held in a plate 
made of leaves. The devotees light their Tri-
shul batti while the pujari chants the man-
tras, then set the lamps afloat in the river. 
Cultural eTpert ñinod Æa� Sharma tells us, 

“Trishul batti is for the protection of the dev-
otees against all evils. Trisul represents Siva, 
and this +rishul batti is a �oining of %ahadeR 
and Narayana.” 

vratalus depart for Panauti carrying baskets 
laden with their Kalash items. 

Day 23, Ghats of Panauti
+his neTt daU, Se Sitness huge croSds at the 
IndreshSar +emple compleT and the ghats of 
Panauti. %ost haRe come for the %a�ar %ela, 
which started when the Sun shifted from 
Sagittarius to Capricorn
from Bhaktapur at Panauti’s Triveni Ghat 
by 7:30am. After blessings, we walk with 
the Rratalus to the IndreshSar %ahadeR 
Temple, where they start their daily regi-
men of prostrations. +heU fi nish at the ghats, 
haRing coRered a distance of about <F> mile. 
+he IndreshSar %ahadeR +emple, built in 
1224 ce, is one of the oldest and largest sur-
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“a water pot with thousands of straws.” 

pots on their heads. (See them being blessed 
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dhala puja performed each day at the Hanu-

Sacred journeys: (clockwise from 
right) The pujari carries Narayan 
ahead of the yatris; the Nakin, 
Krishna Laxmi Prajapati, 79, with 
Laxmi Sundar Prajapati, 81, in front; 
Trishul batti; elder women bless the 
vratalus before their daily trek 
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and others are dancing. For the first time 
there are musicians, boys in their mid-teens 
playing dhimey drums and clashing cymbals, 
to lead the kalasha procession. I follow the 
procession around bus stands, haU bonfi res, 
the Dattatreya Temple (a famous Siva Temple 
of ñha�tapurG, and fi nallU bac� to Hanuman 
Ghat to conclude the day’s foot pilgrimage. 
Today’s procession has the largest number of 
people so far.

At Hanuman Ghat, when everyone has 
settled doSn to relaT a bit, Se gift the Rrata]
lus with photo prints of the month’s events. 
They tell us many photographers have come 
to Hanuman Ghat over the years, but none 

before had ever gifted photographs. Their 
gratitude humbles us. Once again we end up 
with our bags full of prasadam in the form 
of biscuits, peas and plenty of sweet yomaris.

That afternoon eight Chitrakars (a fam-
ily name literally meaning “artists”) come to 
Hanuman ghat to paint the many clay pots 
that Sill be used in the fi nal daUXs pu�a. +he 
Chitrakar family have been offering this 
painting seva for three generations, accord-
ing to Rajesh Chitrakar. He recounts his 
memories of accompanying his father to 
Hanuman �hat for the fi rst time Shen he 
Sas siT Uears old. His father introduced him 
to the colors and the pots, and taught him to 

paint religious motifs on them. Since then he 
has always made time for this seva. 

The clay pots were made and donated by 
potter "agannath Pra�apati. Continuing his 
fatherXs tradition, "agannath and his brother 
-ishSanath Pra�apati haRe been offering 
this religious service for more than 20 years. 
+heir father, an ardent deRotee of %adhaR 
Narayan, had participated as a vratalu for 20 
years, while also making each pot required 
for the pu�a. +his Uear "agannath has donated 
60 pots in total, of varying sizes.

break their fast.

Day 27, Changu Narayan Yatra
On the twelfth day after the new moon, we 
drive to Changunarayan town, to the north 
of Bhaktapur. The vratalus have trekked here 
and have already arrived at the Sankha Pond, 
located in a champak forest. These trees 
produce intoTicatinglU aromatic _ oSers in 
warmer months of the year (you may be fa-
miliar with champak incense). Together we 

all make a short journey through the jungle 
hills to the Changu Narayan Temple com-
pleT. +his Risit sUmboli�es the neRer]ending 
bond between the two Narayans, Changu 
and %adhaR. 

Changu Narayan Temple, located atop Do-
lagiri hill, is the oldest of the area’s four main 
Narayan temples. This two-story temple 
stands on a high plinth of stone and is em-
bossed with detailed metal and wood carv-
ings. It represents a historically important 

advent in the Nepali temple architecture. In 
the temple compleT are centuries]old scrip]
tures and stone statues of -ishnu in the 
forms of Sridhara -ishnu, -ai�untha -ishnu, 
-ishSarup, -ishnu -i�rant and &arsimha. 
+he compleT also houses a temple for Chin]
namasta Devi and for Chanda Narayan, a 
Ath]centurU stone sculpture of -ishnu riding 
on Garuda, and a Kileshwar, a temple dedi-
cated to Siva.

Day 29, Kamal Vinayaka
On the midday of Chaturdashi, the four-
teenth day after the new moon, we rush to 
#amal -inaUa� +emple, also �noSn as the 
Lotus Ganesha Temple, at the eastern end 
of Bhaktapur district. This Ganesha temple 
has a fairly big pond. When we arrive, the 
vratalus are blowing conches behind a large 
crowd of photographers and visitors. Helper 
Somen are singing %adhaR &araUan ñha�an, 

n
ik

k
i 

th
a

pa

26 hinduism today july/august/september,  2022
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Ancient temples: (clockwise from 
bottom-left) Halting at the Tamreshwar 
Mahadev Temple for blessings; entering 
Changu Narayan Temple; a younger 
vratalus blows a conch while trekking 
through the jungles above Changunarayan 
town; the vratalus roll their way along 
the Triveni Ghat in Panauti, Kavre 
District; crowds assemble at the ghat    
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yatra, tracing the same route as in the morn-
ing. Afterwards, all the small painted pots 
are gifted to vratalus as a blessing, while 
the Indra Kalasha (the largest pot) is offered 
to a bronze statue of the 17th-century king 
ñhupatindra %alla, Shich �neels on the col]
umn in front of Taleju Temple at his Bhak-
tapur Palace Square. Uddhav Khaitu, 73, the 
Naya (male group leader), carries the pot to 
the King with his entourage of vratalus. The 
Naya stands right beneath the King’s statue, 
and deRotees come up one bU one for fi nal 
blessings. This ends the month-long festival. 

Narayan Returns Home
�lthough the %adhaR &araUan festiRal of]
fi ciallU ends Sith the full moon, the Rrata]
lus must perform one last ritual, Gau daan, 
which literally translates as “cow donation.” 
Today this has come to refer to one of the 
most divine donations anyone can make in 
their lifetime: giving offerings to the priests 

who have helped you through your spir-
itual disciplines. In Nepal this must take 
place following the month’s fasting and 
rituals. 

After bathing, the vratalus sit in a 
line along the Hanuman Ghat. They 
have their ritual items: an offering tray 
of flour and rice topped with money, 
flowers, ginger, spinach and biscuits. 
Both pujaris conduct the ritual, chant-
ing the vratalus’ names and family lin-
eage names. They offer oil lamps and 
sprinkle river water over the vratalus’ 
heads, repeating prayers to all Gods. The 
vratalus then give their offerings to the 
priests, honoring and thanking them for 
their divine invocations throughout the 
30 days. Lastly, amid mild fanfare, every-
one parades to Ishwari Shrestha’s house 
to return his family’s Narayan murti to 
him. %adhaR &araUang  ∏π

Day 30, Sangey Puja
Sangey is the closing puja performed on 
the last day of the festival. On this day the 
crowd is massive. It seems as though every 
Bhaktapur local has come to Hanuman Ghat.
The morning lighting is beautiful, and my 
camera frame is fi lled Sith some :; prostra]
tors standing against the backdrop of 200 or 
more women, mostly clad in red, and hun-
dreds more spectators.

�s a last prostration tribute to %adhaR 
Narayan for this year, the vratalus trace the 
earthen path that circles Hanuman Ghat. 

The atmosphere comes alive with the mas-
siRe croSd chanting V%adhaR &araUang 
%adhaR &araUangH in one Roice, all combined 
with the mystical drone of the many conches. 
�s the Rratalus fi nish the prostrations and 
lie partially in the river, the feeling is serene. 
The event is so enthralling that I almost for-
get to take photos. 

All the women are wearing red, the mar-
ried ones in their bright red bridal dresses. 
+heU sit in roSs around the %adhaR &araUan 
altar and set up their puja plates. On the right 
side of the altar is a beautifully decorated ha-
wan kunda, sacred fi re pit. +he painted pots 
from the day are staged all around, decorated 
Sith ritual items li�e _ oSers and ribbons. 
Each pot is full of sacred water and herbs. 

They are said to become imbued with divine 
radiations from the fire ritual. When the 
sacred _ ame is lit, the assisting pu�ari reads 
verses from the Kushkandika Yagya Vidhi,
as the head pujari Sarojan and head priest-
ess Saroja Sharma perform the grand puja to 
the %adhaR &araUan. Each Soman performs 
a personal pu�a, folloSing Saro�anXs eTample. 

During the puja, the vratalus run back 
and forth, collecting puja items as needed 
and handling the incoming offerings from 
deRotees. %eanShile, the �itchen team are 
cooking sattvik foods such as kheer, spinach, 
fried potatos and peas for the upcoming feast, 
which will feed the hundreds of devotees. In 
the middle of puja, the pujari Sarojan sings 
the glories of &araUana and %agh month. 
He narrates Ram lila from Ramayana and 
Krishna lila from Vishnu Purana. 

Following the puja is an energetic kalasha 

Nikki Thapa is a pho-
tographer and photo 
editor. Her website, ask-
meaboutnepal.com, is a 
rich resource on Nepal’s 
culture and traditions. 
nikkithapa@gmail.com.
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The big day: (clockwise from left) 
Jagannath Prajapati and his brother 
Vishwanath Prajapati create clay pots; the 
Chitrakar paint pots for the puja; vratalus 
Binod Prajapati and Uddhav Khaitu hold 
the largest water pot from the puja; near 
Taleju temple, they stand beneath the 
pillar joyously while devotees come for 
blessings; )he concluding fi re ceremony; 
pujari Sarojan leads everyone through 
the ceremonies; each woman performs a 
smaller pu�a during the fi nal dayVs ePent 

Rajeev Gurung is a 
cultural enthusiast and 
a tour guide by profes-
sion. He enjoys carnatic 
music and french and he 
Runs a small charity for 
children in rural Nepal.
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BY PARAS RAMOUTAR, GUYANA

 T
housands of devotees of the guyana 
Sevashram Sangha paid obeisance to 
Lord Siva on Mahasivaratri, Febru-
ary 28/March 1, at their Cove and John 

Ashram just south of the capital city of 
Georgetown. It was an extra-special day for 
the 125 students of the ashram’s recently re-
dedicated and renamed Hindu College and 
Institute of Technology. One part of the cel-
ebration had concluded two days earlier—the 
formal prana pratishta (consecration) of the 
50-foot-tall Lord Siva statue just completed 
at the ashram’s entrance. At the request of 
Swami Parameshananda, originally of Guy-
ana and now head of the America Sevashram 
Sangha in New York, Hinduism Today sent 
me to the country from Trinidad to cover 
the events, which went on all day and ended 
early the following morning.

The Hindu College was established in 1955 
by Swami Purnananda, a direct disciple of 
Swami Pranavananda (1896–1941), founder 

of Bharat Sevashram Sangh in 1917 in undi-
vided Bengal. Swami Purnananda had previ-
ously spent time in Trinidad (see bit.ly/Pur-
nananda for his full story). He or his disciples 
founded branches of the Sangh in Trinidad, 
Guyana, US and Canada. He established the 
school that eventually became the Hindu 
College to provide a good education to local 
youth, nearly all children of farmers. The for-
mer president of Guyana, Bharat Jagdeo, once 
taught at the school. Rajkumarie Singh has 
been its principal for the last 50 years.

A few years ago, the Jay and Sylvia Foun-
dation of New York developed an ambitious 
plan to establish a computer technology de-
partment bU adding a second _ oor to the eT]
isting building on the ashram grounds. The 
foundation was established by Jay and Sylvia 
Sobraj along with Nardeo Singh and Sravan 
Budhu, all of Guyanese origin and now in 
America. Swami Parameshananda got wind 
of the plan and was instrumental, along with 
Lake Singh of Canada, in getting it accom-

plished in record time.
The multi-million-dollar project was for-

mally opened at the beginning of the school 
year in September, 2021. It has a state-of-
the-art computer center focused on soft-
ware, hardware and graphic technology. It 
is intended to prepare students for further 
training as coders, data security analysts, 
hardware engineers and Internet profession-
als of all types. As an added bonus, the local 
students now have free access to the Internet 
and can connect with loved ones and families 
around the world. 

To energize the new center, the ashram’s 
regular Sunday morning worship and fire 
ceremony was shifted from the nearby ash-
ram to the neS second]_ oor hall Zseen in the 
photos on page 51). 

Principal Singh explained her approach: 
“As a teacher, I worked with getting the val-
ues right, such as punctuality, regularity, ad-
herence to truth, believing in one’s self, hon-
esty, integrity and just hard work to realize 

one’s dream.” She emphasizes nutrition and 
exercise as pivotal to a child’s progress. Each 
day begins with reading assignments which 
she says have helped tremendously.

Mahasivaratri Day and Night
The celebration of Siva’s Great Night began 
at 5:30 in the morning with arati worship 
at the shrine to their founding guru, Swami 
Pranavananda. This was followed by pro-
cession with the tulsi plant and chanting of 
the Hare Rama/Hare Krishna Mantra. The 
students arrived at 8:30 in their school uni-
forms—though there were no classes being 
conducted—to participate in the day’s events, 
most of which were held in the main hall. 
There was further worship of Swami Prana-
Rananda, bha�ana and haRana Zfi re SorshipG, 
as well as speeches by the present head of the 
Sangh in Guyana, Swami Shivasankar, and 
local community leaders.

+he students participated in the fi rst hour 
of a four-hour Ramayana satsang, then dis-
persed at 3pm. The formal Mahasivaratri pu-
jas of the night began at 6pm in a sheltered 
area near the new Siva statue. There were 
more havanas, guru pujas and arati and the 
continuous chanting of “Om Namah Sivaya.” 
As is traditional, the worship was repeated 
every three hours through the night, ending 
around 5:30 on the morning of March 1. 

S O U T H  A M E R I C A

Guyana’s Hindu College Expands
Cove and John Ashram’s Mahasivaratri celebrations include dedication 
of ?;]foot tall statue of Lord SiRa, fi re Sorship, speeches and more 

Shivaratri Day: (opposite) drone photo of the Guyana Sevasharam Sangha’s Cove and 
John Ashram with the expanded college at the left and new Siva statue (inset) toward the 
middle; students gathered �or the dayVs ePents; fi re worship conducted by (wami (hiPasankarJ 
with �ttorney �eneral �nil $andlall to his le�tJ #inister o� &ublic ,orks �eodat �ndar 
second to his right and (wami &arameshananda at �ar le�t in the photo
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An aura of spirituality and reverence hov-
ered oRer the fi lled Sangha, as the continuous 
_ oS of deRoteesmelderlU men and Somen, 
mothers and fathers, students and infants 
thronged the hall. It was a sacred environ-
ment re_ ectiRe of the Indian diaspora, Shich 
landed here in May 5, 1838. 

Swami Sivasankar stated in his address to 
the students that Mahasivararatri is one of 
the biggest festivals of Hindus. “During this 
day, the culture observes it by remembering 
Lord Siva and chanting prayers, fasting, doing 
yoga and meditating. Ethics and the virtues of 
self-restraint, kindness to others, forgiveness 
and the discovery of Lord Siva within oneself 
are the primary focuses and ultimate goals. 

“Devotees offer water, milk and flowers 
to Sivalinga and worship the Hindu God of 
Destruction. Siva is considered the ideal hus-
band, and unmarried girls and women pray 
for a husband li�e Him. +he temple is fi lled 
with the sound of bells and shouts of ‘Shan-
karaji Ki Jai’ and ‘Mahadevji Ki Jai,’ as devo-
tees repeat fi Re rounds and then pour Sater 
on the Sivalingam.” 

He elucidated three reasons to celebrate 
Mahasivaratri. First, it is the day in the 
Hindu calendar when the unmanifest, ab-
solute formless God Sadasiva appeared in 
the manifest form of the Lingodbhava Murti 
exactly at midnight. Second, it is the ritual 
wedding anniversary when Lord Siva mar-
ried Devi Parvati, and that Siva minus Parvati 
is pure, “Nirgun Brahman.” Third, it is a day 
of thanksgiving to the Lord for protecting 
mankind from annihilation by drinking the 
poison released during the churning of the 
ocean, as narrated in the &uranasI

Swami said that according to the Siva 
&urana, Mahasivaratri puja involves six 
stepsJ ta�ing a bath Shich purifi es the soul, 
mind and body; bathing of the Sivalinga with 
holy water; then milk, then honey; applying 
vermillion paste and concluding with the 
offering of fruits and _ oSers giRen in hope 
of obtaining a long life and satisfaction of 
desires.

Swami Pranavananda’s parents, as Swami 
Sivasankar recounted, underwent severe suf-
fering in Bajitpur, a remote corner of what is 
now Bangladesh. As ardent devotees of Lord 
Siva, they undertook hard penance and rigor-
ous austerities to propitiate the Lord, who in 
a dream conferred upon them a great boon by 
granting them a deeply religious son. When 
he grew up, that son became the disciple of 
Baba Gambhirananthji and eventually at-
tained Supreme Realization.”

Also speaking at the event was Guyana’s at-
torney general, Anil Nandlall, who recounted 
for the students the huge challenges their 
forefathers faced Shen fi rst coming to the 
country. Yet, even cut off from India, they still 
managed to preserve Hinduism because they 
recognized the inherent value of its religious 
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Scenes of the celebration: Xclockwise �rom topE aerial photo o� the ashram �rom the 
south showing Parious shrines in the �oreground and the college in the background with the 
ashram buildings in between XinsetH (iPa shrine and poolE; students prepared to welcome 
the guests o� honor; �eodat �ndarJ school principal �a�kumarie (ingh and �eodat �ndara 
worship at the altar to �ounding guru (wami &ranaPananda; swamisJ guests and students 
conduct fi re worship at the large yagna pit

practices and were able to put its principles 
into practice in their daily life.

Deodat Indar, minister of public works, in-
spired the students by saying Mahasivaratri 
is a “day to raise one’s consciousness, to expe-
rience the divine presence within oneself to 
easily achieve personal success in the exter-
nal world.” He suggested they pray “for the 
ability to correct ourselves—something we 
may not want to do, for fairness in our deal-
ings with other people, instead 
of just thinking what is best for 
us, and we must pray to take the 
right path in life.” His was an 
apt concluding speech for the 
proceedings.

New Siva 
Statue Consecration
The resplendent 50-foot murti 
of Lord Siva now standing in 
front of the Cove and John Ash-

ram welcomes every devotee and well wisher 
and also blesses passersby on the nearby 
main highway to Guyana’s south. The statue 
was the inspiration of Khemnauth Sookram, 
who in 2018 built a 80-foot Lord Hanuman 
overlooking the Essequibo River. 

Sookram’s association with the Sangha 
began with a chance meeting with Swami 
Parameshananda in 2006 in New York. Their 
fi rst pro�ect together Sas a food aid program 

for needy residents of Sookram’s native vil-
lage of Parika in Guyana. The food aid was 
later expanded to include the Hindu College 
boy’s dormitory. After completing the Hanu-
man statue, Sookram requested permission 
to erect a Siva statue at Cove and John, say-
ing, “I am doing this for Guru Maharaj and no 
one else.” The concrete murti took some six 
months to complete.

The statue’s consecration was performed 
by Pandit Damu Prashad along with Swami 
Parameshananda and the Sookram family. It 
began Sith a small fi re Sorship ceremonU 
and then the prana pratistha rites to infuse 
life into the image. In the process, Pandit 
Prashad and others climbed the scaffold-
ing to reach the top of the murti, where they 
touched the Deity’s nose, mouth, eyes and 

ears while chanting mantras. 
In an interview, the reserved 

Mr. Sookram would only say that 
he has been “gifted with a human 
body and the murti is a gift to 
God, inspired by Swami Parame-
shananda. This murti allows me 
and everyone to always remem-
ber Lord Siva.” He prayed that this 
murti would help give the whole 
world everlasting happiness in 
this age of Kali Yuga. ∏π�
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 M 
uchintal, once a nondescript 
village miles from Hyderabad’s 
international airport in South 
India, is now a celebrity. On Feb-

ruary 5, 2022, Vaishnava monk Sri Chinna 
Jeeyar Swamy inaugurated his brainchild, 
the world’s largest extolment of Saint Ra-
manujacharya. With pujas, dancers and laser 
shows, the ceremonies completed eight years 
of construction at Swamiji’s 45-acre Jeeyar 
Integrated Vedic Academy campus. 
Central is the Statue of Equality, the 
second tallest seated effigy on Earth 
[Thailand’s Great Buddha is 302 feet]. 

VIt Sill be Risible from the _ ights land]
ing and taking off from Shamshabad 
Airport” says Yella pragada Suryana-
rayana, construction supervisor. “We’d 
like a similar announcement as the 
one made in the air Shen _ ights haRe 
a view of the Golden Temple near 
Amritsar.” 

Let’s explore Ramanujacharya and 
the lavish campus honoring him.

Who was Ramanujacharya?
Born in 1017ce in Kanchipuram, Ra-
manujacharya was a Tamil philoso-
pher-saint who continued the bhakti 
tradition of South Indian Alvar saints. 

Founding one of five major Vaishnava 
schools, his stronglU theistic, �ualifi ed non]
dual Vishishtadvaita Vedanta philosophy ad-
vocated devotion to Lord Vishnu as the Su-
preme. He was considered the greatest critic 
of pure advaita and revived the Bhakti move-
ment, his preachings inspiring other bhakti 
schools of thought. Several scholars followed 
his path, and the works of many ancient po-
ets like Annamacharya, Samarth Ramdas, 

+hUagara�a, #abir and %eerabai _ oSed from 
his theological spring. 

Ramanujacharya was also a social re-
former; hence the statue’s name. Spreading 
messages of justice and equality of rights 
and opportunity, he advocated against dis-
crimination in all forms and made education 
accessible to those who were most deprived 
in those days, promoting the Upanishadic 
phrase Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, “The 

world is one family.” Temples were 
cajoled by him to open their doors 
to all people, including those sub-
jected to extreme discrimination. 
Teaching about the protection of 
nature, he is said to have lived to 
age 120 while head of the Sriran-
gam monastery.

Statue and Campus
When Jeeyar Swamiji decided to 
embark on this extraordinary proj-
ect, donations _ oSed abundantlU to 
meet the estimated us$130 million 
cost. The Statue of Equality’s facade 
is made of panchaloha metal—an 
ancient alloy of gold, silver, cop-
per, brass and zinc. “The inner core 
is 850 tons of steel holding up the 
650-ton statue,” chief architect 

Prasad Sthapati told The Hindu. V+he _ ag]
staff alone is 135 feet long. It looks small 
but weighs six tons, and positioning it took 
about six weeks as it is 50 feet in the air.” 
Steering committee member Devanatha Ra-
manuja Jeeyar adds, “Ramanujacharya’s ap-
pearance is based on carved-stone images of 
the saint in Melkote and Srirangam temples.” 
Artisans created 14 models before Jeeyar 
Swamy approved one. Mr. Prasad says, “We 
did a 3D scan of the model and approached 
Aerosan company of Nanjing, China, a leader 
in making large statues. They used our data 

to create three-by-three f00t panchaloha
pieces varying in thickness between ten and 
20mm. I felt very nervous when the face was 
being executed. Each eye is 6.5 feet in length 
and three feet high and is the key to the 
statue’s appeal.” Sthapati spent much time in 
Nanjing to ensure that the facial appearance 
is accurate. 

The sculpture sits on a 27-foot-high lotus 
held up by 36 massive elephants, surrounded 
by a musical fountain for sound-and-light 
shows. The lotus height represents 24 tat-
tvas, plus soul, God and guru. The statue’s 
golden hue carries a 20-year guarantee from 
Aerosan. Although some 1,500 pieces are in-
volved, no sign of welding can be seen. It’s 
mounted on a 54-foot-high building named 
ñhadraRedi. +he building has three _ oors for 
a temple, Vedic digital library and research 
center, ancient Indian texts, a theater and 
gallery detailing the works of the saint. Yel-

lapragada Suryanarayana says “We will have 
details about all the great people in the world 
who fought for equality, including Abraham 
Lincoln, BR Ambedkar and Nelson Mandela.” 
For daily ritual worship there is a 300,000 
square foot temple in Bhadravedi housing a 
54 inch tall, 120kg gold murthi of the saint. 
On the surrounding grounds are replicas of 
108 sacred shrines from across India, includ-
ing Tirumala, Srirangam, Kanchi, Ahobilam, 
Badrinath, Muktinath, Ayodhya, Vrindavan 
and Kumbhakonam.

During the opening, Jeeyar Swamiji told 
the Mumbai Mirror, “Ramanujacharya was 
a true democrat. He never tried to convert 
anybody from the other faiths to his. He 
just tried to put the Hindu philosophy in 
its right perspective. There were many who 
understood and agreed with it, but chose to 
continue in their own religions. That was the 
democracy he practiced centuries ago.”   ∏π

Opening festivities: (clockwise from 
above): bird’s-eye view; the gold statue’s 
weight represents the years he lived; Jeeyar 
Swamy and Sri Sri Ravi Shankar plant a 
sacred tree; giant metal bell for visitors 
to ring; dance troupe leaps into the air

S A I N T S

Luminary’s Giant Tribute Unveiled
The 216-foot-tall Statue of Equality near Hyderabad honors bhakti Saint 
Ramanujacharya to mark celebrations of his 1,000th birth anniversary
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E D U C A T I O N A L  I N S I G H T

Saivite Hindus worship 
the Supreme God as 
Siva, the Compassionate 
One. Saivites esteem self 
discipline and philosophy 
and follow a sat guru. They 
worship in the temple and 
practice yoga, striving to 
be one with Siva within.

Shaktas worship the Supreme 
as the Divine Mother, Shakti 
or Devi. She has many forms. 
Some are gentle, some are 
fi erce. Shaktas use chants, real 
magic, holy diagrams, yoga 
and rituals to call forth cosmic 
forces and awaken the great 
kundalini power within the 
spine.

Vaishnavites worship the 
Supreme as Lord Vishnu and His 
incarnations, especially Krishna 
and Rama. Vaishnavites are 
mainly dualistic. They are deeply 
devotional. Their religion is rich in 
saints, temples and scriptures.

Smartas worship the Supreme 
in one of six forms: Ganesha, 
Siva, Sakti, Vishnu, Surya and 
Skanda. Because they accept 
all the major Hindu Gods, 
they are known as liberal or 
nonsectarian. They follow 
a philosophical, meditative 
path, emphasizing man’s 
oneness with God through 
understanding.

Shaktism
Vaishnavism 

Smartism 
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Hinduism Is a Splendrous Lotus with Four Superb Petals  

Saivism

Shaktas worship the Supreme Shaktas worship the Supreme 

Shaktism

Vaishnavites worship the Vaishnavites worship the 

Vaishnavism Vaishnavism 

Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four Hinduism’s Four 
DenomintionsDenomintionsDenomintionsDenomintionsDenomintionsDenomintionsDenomintions  

Smartism Smartism 

For over  years, Western scholars have strug-
gled 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 Indologists labeled the Hinduism 
they encountered polytheistic; others even coined new 
terms, like henotheism, to describe this baffl  ing 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 com-
prising over a billion followers, is a family of religions 
with four principal denominations—Saivism, Shaktism, 
Vaishnavism and Smartism. This single perception is 
essential for understanding Hinduisim and explaining it 
accurately to others. Contrary to prevailing misconcep-
tions, Hindus all worship a one Supreme Being, though 
by diff erent names. For Vaishnavites, Lord Vishnu is God. 
For Sai vites, God is Siva. For Shaktas, Goddess Shakti 
is su preme. For Smar tas, liberal Hindus, the choice of 
Deity is left to the devotee. Each has a multitude of 
guru lineages, religious leaders, priesthoods, sacred 
literature, monastic communities, schools, pilgrimage 
centers and tens of thousands of temples. They possess 
a wealth of art and architecture, philosophy and schol-
arship. These four sects hold such divergent be liefs 
that each is a complete and independent religion. Yet, 
they share a vast heritage of  culture and  belief—karma, 
dharma  reincarnation,  all-pervasive Di vinity,  tem ple 
worship,  sac ra ments, manifold  Deities, the  guru-disci-
ple tradition and the Vedas as scriptural authority. In this 
fourteen-page Insight, drawn from Sat guru Sivaya Sub-
ramuniyaswami’s Dancing with Siva, we off er 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 unfold-
ment to its divine destiny. Nowhere is this process bet-
ter represented than in the growth of the renowned 
lotus, which, seeking the sun, arises from the mud to 
become a magnifi cent fl ower. Its blossom is a promise 
of purity and perfection.
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Saivism is ancient, 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 
civ ilization. But sa cred writings tell us there never 
was a time when Saivism did not exist. Modern 
history re cords six main schools:  Saiva Siddhanta, 
 Pashupatism,  Kashmir Saivism,  Vira Saivism,  Sid-
dha Siddhan ta and  Siva Ad vaita. Saivism’s grand eur 
and beauty are found in a practical culture, an en-
lightened view of man’s place in the universe and a 

profound system of  temple mys ti cism and siddha 
yoga. It provides knowledge of  man’s ev o lution from 
God and back to God, of the soul’s un fold   ment and 
awak ening guided by en lightened sages. Like all 
the sects, its majority are devout families, headed 
by hundreds of  orders of swamis and sa dhus who 
follow the fiery, world-re nouncing path to  mok-
sha. The Ved as state, “By knowing  Siva, the Auspi-
cious One who is hidden in all things, exceedingly 
fi ne, li�e fi lm arising from clarifi ed butter, the 'ne 
embracer of the universe—by realizing God, one 
is released from all fetters.” Aum Namah Sivaya.

What Is the
Deeply Mystical 
Saiva Sect?
Saivism is the world’s oldest 
religion. Worshiping God Siva, the 
compassionate One, it stresses 
potent disciplines, high philo-
sophy, the guru’s centrality and 
bhakti-raja-siddha yoga leading to 
oneness with Siva within. Aum.

Seated on Nandi, his bull mount, the perfect devotee, 
Lord Siva holds japa beads and the trident, symbol of 
love-wisdom-action, and off ers blessings of protection 
and fearlessness. Mount Kailas, His sacred Himalayan 
abode, represents the pinnacle of consciousness.   
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 While worship of the divine mother 
 ex tends beyond the pale of history, Shak-
ta  Hinduism arose as an organized sect in 

India around the fifth century. Today it has four 
expressions—de  vo  tional, folk-shamanic, yogic and 
uniRersalistmall inRo�ing the fi erce poSer of  #ali 
or  Durga, or the benign  grace of  Par vati or  Ambika. 
Shakta de   vo tionalists use puja rites,  especial ly to 
the Shri Chakra yan tra, to es  tablish intimacy with 
the God dess. Sha  man ic Shak tism employs  magic, 
 trance  medium ship, fi reSal�ing and  animal  sac]
rifice for healing, fertility,  pro  ph e cy and power. 

Shakta yogis seek to awaken the  sleeping Goddess 
Kundalini and unite her with Siva in the  sa  has  rara 
chakra. Shak ta universalists follow the reformed 
-edantic tradition eT   em plifi ed bU Sri  Æam a�rishna. 
 “Left-hand”  tan tric rites transcend traditional ethi-
cal codes. Sha�tism is chie_ U ad Raitic, de fi n ing the 
soul’s destiny as complete identity with the  Un-
man  ifest, Siva. Central scrip tures are the  Vedas, 
 Shakta Agamas  and Pur anas. The Devi Gita extols, 

“We bow down to the uni ver sal soul of all. Above 
and below and in all four directions, Mother of 
the universe, we bow.” Aum Chandikayai Namah.

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 � erce. Shaktas use mantra, 
tantra, yantra, yoga and puja to 
invoke cosmic forces and awaken 
the kundalini power. Aum.

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.
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 The worship of vishnu, meaning “per vad-
er,” dates back to Vedic times. The  Panchara-
tra and  Bhagavata sects were popular prior to 

=;; bce. +odaUXs fi Re -aishnaRa schools emerged 
in the middle ages, founded bU  Æamanu�a,  %adh]
va,   Nimbarka, Vallabha and  Chaitanya. Vaish na -
vism stresses  prapatti, single-pointed sur  render 
to Vishnu, or His ten or more incarnations, called 
 av a  taras. Japa is a key devotional sadhana, as is ec-
static chanting and dancing, called  kirtana. Tem-
ple worship and festivals are elaborately observed. 
Philosophically, Vaishna vism ranges from Madh-

RaXs pure  du alism to Æamanu�aXs  �ualifi ed nondual]
ism, to Vallabha’s nearly  monistic vis ion. God and 
soul are everlastingly distinct. The soul’s destiny, 
through  God’s grace, is to eternally worship and 
en joy Him. While general ly nonascetic, advocat-
ing  bhakti as the highest path, Vaish na  vism has 
a strong  mon astic community. Central  scriptures 
are the Vedas, Vaish nava Aga mas, Itihasas and 
Puranas. The Bhagavad Gita states, “On those who 
meditate on Me and worship with un divided heart, 
I confer  attainment of what they have not, and 
preserve what they have.” Aum Namo Narayanaya.

What Is the
Devotional 
Vaishnava Sect?
Vaishnavism is an ancient Hindu 
sect centering on the worship of 
Lord Vishnu and His incarnations, 
especially Krishna and Rama. 
Largely dualistic, profoundly 
devotional, it is rich in saints, 
temples and scriptures. Aum.

Vishnu is the infi nite ocean from which the world 
emerges. He stands on waves, surrounded by the 
many-headed Seshanaga, who represents agelessness, 
is regarded as an extension of divine energy and an 
incarnation of Balarama, Lord Krishna’s brother.

 Smarta means a follower of classical   
smriti, particularly the Dharma Shastras, 
Puranas and Itihasas. Smartas re vere the 

Ve das and honor the Agamas. Today this faith is 
synonymous with the teachings of Adi Shankara, 
the monk-phil os opher known as Shanmata Stha-
panacharya, “found  er of the six-sect system.” He 
campaigned India-wide to con solidate the Hindu 
faiths of his time under the banner of Advaita Ve-
danta. To unify the worship, he popularized the 
an cient Smarta fi Re]DeitU altarm�a na pati,   SurUa, 
 Vishnu,  Siva and  Shakti—and added  Kumara. From 

these, devotees may choose their  “preferred  Deity,” or 
Ishta DeRata. Each �od is but a re_ ection of the  one 
Sa guna Brahman. Shankara organized hun dreds of 
mon asteries into a ten-order,  da sha  na mi system, 
which now has five  pontifical cen ters. He wrote 
profuse commentaries on the   Upani shads, Brah   ma 
Sutras and  Bhagavad Gita. Shankara proclaimed, “It 
is the one  ÆealitU Shich ap pears to our ignorance 
as a manifold universe of names and forms and 
changes. Like the gold of which many or  naments 
are made, it remains in itself un chang ed. Such is 
Brahman, and That art Thou.” Aum Namah Sivaya. 

What Is the
Universalistic 
Smarta Sect?
Smartism is an ancient 
brahminical tradition reformed 
by Shankara in the ninth century. 
Worshiping six forms of God, this 
liberal Hindu path is monistic, 
nonsectarian, meditative and 
philosophical. Aum.

Adi Shankara lived from  to  ce, a mere  years, yet 
he gave Hinduism a new liberal denomination—Smartism. 
Here, wearing sacred marks, he holds his writings and is 
fl anked by the six Deities of the Smarta altar: Surya the Sun, 
Siva, Shakti, Vishnu, Kumaran and Ganesha.
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AS 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 

diff erences. All four believe in karma 

and reincarnation and in a Supreme 

Being who both is form and per-

vades 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 in-

trinsic evil, that the cosmos is created 

out of God and is permeated by Him. 

They each believe in maya (though 

their defi nitions diff er 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, noninjury, 

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 diff er 

somewhat. Here, now, is a brief com-

parison of these four denominations.

 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, 
fe male, worshiped as Rajarajeshvari, 
Parvati, Lakshmi, Sarasvati, Kali, Am-
man, etc. —the Divine Mother. 
VAISHNAVISM: Personal God and tem-
ple Deity is Vishnu, male. His incar-
nations as Rama and Krishna are 
also worshiped, as well as His divine 
consort, Radharani. 
SMARTISM: Personal God and temple 
Deity is Ishvara, male or female, wor-
shiped as Vishnu, Siva, Shakti, Ga-
nesha and Sur ya or another Deity 
of dev otee’s choice, e.g., Kumara or 
Krishna.

 On the Nature of  Shakti 
SAIVISM: Shakti is God Siva’s insepara-
ble power and manifest will, energy 
or mind.
SHAKTISM: Shakti is an active, imma-
nent Being, separate from a quies-
cent and remote Siva.
VAISHNAVISM: No special importance 
is given to Shakti. How  ever, there are 
parallels wherein the divine consorts 
are conceived as the inseparable 
powers of Vishnu and His incarna-
tions: e.g., Krishna’s Radharani and 
Rama’s Sita.
SMARTISM: Shakti is a divine form of 
Ishvara. It is God’s manifesting power.

 On the Nature of  Personal  God
SAIVISM: God Siva is pure love and 
compassion, immanent and tran-
scendent, pleased by our purity and 
sadhana.

SHAKTISM: The Goddess Shakti is both 
compassionate and terrifying, pleas-
ing and wrathful, assuaged by sacri-
fi ce and submission.
VAISHNAVISM: God Vishnu is loving and 
beautiful, the ob ject of man’s devo-
tion, pleased by our service and sur-
render.
SMARTISM: Ishvara appears as a hu-
man-like Deity according to devotees’ 
loving worship, which is sometimes 
considered a rudimentary, self-puri-
fying 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 
incar na  tions.
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) Truth by God Siva’s grace.
SHAKTISM: The Divine Mother, Shakti, 
is mediatrix, bestowing advaitic mok-
sha on those who worship Her. 
VAISHNAVISM: God and soul are eter-
nally distinct. Through Lord Vishnu’s 
grace, the soul’s destiny is to worship 
and enjoy God.
SMARTISM: Ishvara and man are in real-
ity Absolute Brah man. Within maya, 
the soul and Ishvara appear as two. 
Jnana (wisdom) dispels the illusion.

  Spiritual Practice 
SAIVISM: With bhakti as a base, empha-
sis 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 pra patti. 
Generally devotional and nonascetic.
SMARTISM: Preparatory sadhanas are 
bhakti, karma, raja yoga. The highest 
path is through knowledge, leading 
to jnana.

Major  Scriptures 
SAIVISM: Vedas, Saiva Agamas and 
Saiva Puranas.
SHAKTISM: Vedas, Shakta Agamas (Tan-
tras) and Puranas.
VAISHNAVISM: Vedas, Vaishnava Aga-
mas, Puranas and the Itihasas (Rama-
yana and Mahabharata, especially the 
Bhagavad Gita).
SMARTISM: Vedas, Agamas and classical 
smriti—Puranas, Itihasas, especially 
the Bhagavad Gita, etc.

  Regions of Infl uence 
SAIVISM: Strongest in South and North 
India, Nepal and Sri Lanka.
SHAKTISM: Most prominent in North-
east India, especially Bengal and As-
sam.
VAISHNAVISM: Strong throughout India, 
North and South.
SMARTISM: Most prominent in North 
and South India. 

Comparing the  Four Major Denominations
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SAIVISM: The path for Saivites is divided into four 
progressive stages of belief and practice called charya, 
kriya, yoga and  jnana. The soul evolves through karma 
and reincarna tion from the instinctive-intellectual 
sphere into virtuous and moral living, then into temple 
worship and devotion, followed by internalized wor-
ship, or yoga, and its meditative disciplines. Union with 
God Siva comes through the grace of the satguru and 
culminates in the soul’s maturity in the state of jnana, 
or wisdom. Saivism values both bhakti and yoga, devo-
tional and contemplative sadhanas, or disciplines.

SHAKTISM: The spiritual practices in Shak-
tism are similar to those in Saivism, though 
there is more emphasis in Shak tism on God’s 
Power as op posed to Being, on  mantras and 
yantras, and on embracing apparent oppo-
sites: male-fe male, ab so lute-relative, plea-
sure-pain, cause-eff  ect, mind-body. Certain 
sects within Shaktism un der take “left-hand” 
 tan tric rites, consciously using the world of 
form to trans mute and eventually transcend 
that world. The “left-hand” approach is some-
what occult in nature; it is considered a path 
for the few, not the many. The “right-hand” 
path is more con ser vative in nature. 

VAISHNAVISM: Most Vaishnavites believe 
that religion is the performance of  bhakti 
sadhanas, devotional disciplines, and that 
man can com municate 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, espe-
cially Rama and Krishna. Through total self-
surrender,  prapatti, to Vishnu, to Krishna or 
to His beloved consort Radharani,  liberation 
from  samsara (the cycle of reincarnation) is 
attained. 

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 progres-

sive stages are scriptural study (shravana), reflection 
 (manana) and sustained meditation (dhyana). Guided 
by a realized  guru and avowed to the  unreality of the 
world, the initiate meditates on him self as Brahman, 
Absolute Reality, to break through the illusion of maya. 
Dev otees may also choose from three other non-suc-
cessive paths to cultivate devotion, accrue good karma 
and purify the mind. These are bhakti yoga, karma yoga 
and raja yoga, which certain Smartas teach can also 
bring enlightenment.

Paths of Attainment

Paths of Attainment

With hands held above his 
head, a pilgrim treads his 
spiritual path, careful to follow 
in the footsteps of those in his 
lineage who went before.

The Divine is refl ected in four pots, representing Hinduism’s four main 
denominations, their common source being the radiant Aum, the sacred 
mystic sound and symbol of Sanatana Dharma.
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From Our Hindu Lexicon

Śāktism (Śākta): शा�  “Doctrine of power.” 
The religion followed by those who worship 
the Supreme as the Divine Mother—Shakti 
or Devi—in Her many forms, both gentle 

and fierce. Shaktism is one of the four primary sects of 
Hinduism. Shaktism’s first historical signs are thousands 
of female statuettes dated ca  BCE recovered at the 
Mehrgarh village in India. In philosophy and practice, 
Shaktism greatly resembles Saivism, both faiths promul-
gating, for example, the same ultimate goals of advaitic 
union with Siva and moksha. But Shaktas worship Shakti 
as the Supreme Being exclusively, as the dynamic aspect 
of Divinity, while Siva is considered solely transcendent 
and is not worshiped. There are many forms of Shaktism, 
with endless varieties of practices which seek to capture 
divine energy or power for spiritual transformation. Geo-
graphically, Shaktism has two main forms, the Shrikula 

“family of the Goddess Shri (or Lakshmi),” which respects 
the brahminical tradition (a mainstream Hindu tradition 
which respects caste and purity rules) and is strongest 
in South India; and the Kalikula, “family of Kali,” which 
rejects brahminical tradition and prevails in Northern 
and Eastern India. Four major expressions of Shaktism 
are evident today: folk-shamanism, yoga, devotionalism 
and universalism. Among the eminent mantras of Shak-
tism is: Aum Hrim Chandikayai Namah, “I bow to Her 
who tears apart all dualities.” There are many varieties 
of folk Shaktism gravitating around various forms of the 
Goddess, such as Kali, Durga and a number of forms of 
Amman. Such worship often involves animal sacrifice and 
fire-walking, though the former is tending to disappear.

Vaishṇavism (Vaishṇava): व�ैव  One of the 
four major religions, or denominations of 
Hinduism, representing roughly half of the 
world’s one billion Hindus. It gravitates 

around the worship of Lord Vishnu as Personal God, His 
incarnations and their consorts. The doctrine of avatara 
(He who descends), especially important to Vaishnavism, 
teaches that whenever adharma gains ascendency in the 
world, God takes a human birth to reestablish “the way.” 
There are either ,  or  avataras of Vishnu, according 
to various scriptures. The most renowned avataras were 
Rama and Krishna. The last to come will be Kalki, the har-
binger of a golden age on Earth. Vaishnavism stresses the 

personal aspect of God over the impersonal, and bhakti 
(devotion) as the true path to salvation. The goal of Vaish-
navism is the attainment of mukti, defined as blissful 
union with God’s body, the loving recognition that the 
soul is a part of Him, and eternal nearness to Him in Vai-
kuntha, heaven. Foremost among Vaishnava scriptures 
are the Vaishnava Agamas, Bhagavad Gita and Bhagavata 
Purana. Among the earliest schools were the Panchara-
tras and the Bhagavatas. The five major contemporary 
schools (founded between  and ) are those of 
Ramanuja (Shri Vaishnavism), Madhva, Nimbarka, Val-
labha and Chaitanya. Philosophically they range from 
Madhva’s pure dualism to Vallabha’s lofty monistic vision. 

Smartism: �ातर्  Sect based on the second-
ary scriptures (smriti). The most liberal of 
the four major Hindu denominations, an 
ancient Vedic brahminical tradition (ca  

BCE) which from the th century onward was guided and 
deeply influenced by the Advaita Vedanta teachings of 
the reformist Adi Sankara. Its adherents rely mainly on 
the classical smriti literature, especially the Itihasas
(Ramayana and Mahabharata, the latter of which 
includes the Bhagavad Gita), Puranas and Dharma 
Shastras. These are regarded as complementary to and a 
means to understanding the Vedas. Smartas adhere to 
Sankara’s view that all Gods are but various representa-
tions of Saguna Brahman. Thus, Smartas are avowedly 
eclectic, worshiping all the Gods and discouraging sec-
tarianism. The Smarta system of worship, called panchay-
atana puja, reinforces this outlook by including the major 
Deity of each primary Hindu sect of ancient days: Gane-
sha, Surya, Vishnu, Siva and Shakti. To encompass a sixth 
important lineage, Sankara recommended the addition 
of a sixth Deity, Kumara. Thus he was proclaimed shan-
mata sthapanacharya, founder of the sixfold system. One 
among the six is generally chosen as the devotee’s pre-
ferred Deity, Ishta Devata. For spiritual authority, Smartas 
look to the regional monasteries established across India 
by Sankara, and to their pontiffs. These are the headquar-
ters of ten orders of renunciate monks who spread the 
Advaita Vedanta teachings far and wide. Within Smartism 
three primary religious approaches are distinguished: 
ritualistic, devotional and philosophical.

Śaivism (Śaiva): शवै  The religion followed 
by those who worship Siva as supreme God. 
Oldest of the four sects of Hinduism. The 
earliest historical evidence of Saivism is 

from the ,-year-old Indus Valley civilization in the 
form of the famous seal of Siva as Lord Pashupati, seated 
in a yogic pose. In the Ramayana, dated astronomically at 
 BCE, Lord Rama worshiped Siva, as did his rival Rav-
ana. Buddha in  BCE was born into a Saivite family, 
and records of his time speak of the Saiva ascetics who 
wandered the hills looking much as they do today. There 
are many schools of Saivism, six of which are Saiva Sid-
dhanta, Pashupata Saivism, Kashmir Saivism, Vira Saivism, 
Siddha Siddhanta and Siva Advaita. They are based firmly 
on the Vedas and Saiva Agamas, and thus have much in 

common, including the following principal doctrines: ) 
the five powers of Siva—creation, preservation, destruc-
tion, revealing and concealing grace; ) The three catego-
ries: Pati, pashu and pasha (“God, souls and bonds”); 
) the three bonds: anava, karma and maya; ) the three-
fold power of Siva: icchha shakti, kriya shakti and jnana 
shakti; ) the thirty-six tattvas, or categories of existence; 
) the need for initiation from a satguru; ) the power of 
mantra; ) the four padas (stages): charya (selfless service), 
kriya (devotion), yoga (meditation), and jnana (illumina-
tion); ) the belief in the Panchakshara as the foremost 
mantra, and in rudraksha and vibhuti as sacred aids to 
faith; ) the beliefs in satguru (preceptor), Sivalinga 
(object of worship) and sangama (company of holy per-
sons).



48 hinduism today july/august/september,  2022 july/august/september,  2022 hinduism today 49

AYYAPPANISM: Ayyappan (also known 
as Shasta, Dharmasastha or Manikan-
dan) is the God of self-control, cour-
age and strength, riding on a wild tiger. 
His origin is depicted in diff erent ways 

across various regions but it’s commonly said He is the 
son of Siva and Mohini. Popular almost exclusively in 
South India, worshipers of Ayyappan can be found in 
Kerala, Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. A central practice of 
the tradition is an annual 41-day pilgrimage to His pri-
mary temple, Sabarimala, during which celibacy, teeto-
talism and vegetarianism must be strictly observed—a 
fi tting tapas for devotees of the Lord of self-control. 

GANAPATISM: This stream of Hindu-
ism is wildly popular in Maharashtra, 
where followers of Ganapati go beyond 
the universal reverence Hindus have for 
Ganesha as the elephant-headed Lord 

of Obstacles and declare Him to be the Supreme Being. 
Ardent acolytes distinguish themselves by a red circle 
on their forehead, as well as the tattoo of an elephant 
on their shoulder.

SURYAISM: Suryaites, or Sauras, wor-
ship the solar Deity, Lord Surya, as God. 
While sun worship has been present in 
India since the time of the Rig Veda, the 
most important Saura text, the Saura 

Samhita, was written in 941ce. Temples to Surya—built 
from 800 to 1000ce—can be found across North India, 
though many were destroyed by Muslim invaders. 
With decimation of temples and the killing of priests 

and followers, the Surya tradition declined in the 
12th century. Elements of the tradition have survived 
and are practiced to this day, notably the important 
Chhath puja, celebrated in West Bengal, Uttar Pradesh, 
Jharkhand and southern Nepal, in which prayers and 
austerities are off ered to Surya over a four-day period. 

KAUMARAM: Followers of the Kauma-
ram faith are found most commonly in 
South India and Sri Lanka. Kaumaras 
worship Lord Murugan as the Supreme 
Godhead, superior to even Siva, Shakti 

and Vishnu. Historically, the tradition came to promi-
nence when it was recognized by Adi Shankara, who 
incorporated Lord Kumara into his six-sect theological 
system, along with the Deity of fi ve other faiths, placing 
each on the Smarta home altar. Thus the renowned pro-
ponent of Advaita Vedanta strove to unify the various 
streams of worship under a single banner.

BALI HINDUISM: Widespread Hindu 
presence in Indonesia can be traced 
back to 78ce on the island of Java. As a 
result of Muslim invasions around 1400, 
Hindus were forced to consolidate in 

an area they could defend. Many Javanese Hindus fl ed 
to Bali, resulting in the development of Bali Hinduism. 
Known locally as “Agama Hindu Dharma,” it is a fusion 
of Indian Hinduism with indigenous Indonesian animist 
customs. Bali’s four million Hindus worship many Dei-
ties, including Ganesha and Acintya Siva, the Supreme 
Being, who is celebrated in wayang (shadow puppet) 
theater. He is the creator of Gods, Goddesses and all of 
existence.

DATTATREYA SAMPRADAYA: Follow-
ers of this sect consider Dattatreya, or 
Adinath, to be the Supreme Reality and 
Creator, the merger of Brahma, Vishnu 
and Siva. He is depicted as a sannyasin 

pursuing a simple life who achieves Self-Realization 
by observing nature. Followers are primarily found 
in Maharashtra, Karnataka, Goa, Telangana, Gujarat, 
Madh ya Pradesh, Rajasthan and Uttarakhand. Many 
traditions have ties to the Dattatreya lineage, includ-
ing the Natha sampradaya, Avadhuta sampradaya, 
Gurucharita tradition and various bhakti traditions.

Other Denominations

Hinduism is vast and varied. It has been said that it is 
best understood not as a religion, but as ten thou-

sand religions gathered under a single umbrella. Below 
are but a few of the many peripheral faiths and follow-
ings that make up Sanatana Dharma.

Procession: Village women carry off erings of 
decorated fruit baskets on their heads on their way 
to a local temple in Bali, Indonesia, June 25, 2012.
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By Rutvij Holay, 17

 S
ince perhaps the beginning of 
time, teenagers have been sneaking 
out of the cave, hut or house to hang 
out with their friends. When we 

think of these hangouts today, perhaps the 
mall comes to mind—though increasingly it 
tends to be online platforms like Discord. Yet, 
when we go back even further—centuries 
further, in factmSe fi nd that the traditional 
hangout has often been the local mandir.

Indeed, if one takes a look at the older 
literature in local languages (which tend 
to be less intellectual, primarily consisting 
of contributions composed by village folk), 
there are references to young people sending 
coded messages to each other, telling them 
to meet up in the mandir at night. To many 
modern teens (and the parents who struggle 
to get them into mandirs in the fi rst placeG, 
especially in such a materialistic world, this 
may seem rather confusing: why would 
anyone decide to have fun in a place as boring 
as a temple? Perhaps more importantly, why 
should anyone care today?

Both are important questions. In their an-
swers lies the secret to making our mandirs 
cool again, primarily because, in the past, 
all the cool things happened in the man-
dirs. While there certainly were pujas, other 
events—such as dances like Bharatanatyam 
and Kathak and various sangeets (group 
singing) and dramas—were regularly held in 
the mandirs. That these art forms often told 
stories to the audience made them more in-
teresting, and perhaps even like the movies of 
their time. Especially in rural areas where lit-
eracy was rarer, as it was in much of the world, 
books were evidently not an option for enter-
tainment, making such pastimes all the more 
entertaining compared to the alternatives.

The Temple’s Many Functions
In such a way, the mandir became the equiv-
alent of a movie theater: people could come 
together and enjoy a good story with friends 
and families. Perhaps even better, because, in 
cases where there was only one mandir in 
town, the vast majority of people in the vil-
lage (or, in the case of bigger gatherings, mul-

tiple villages) would come to these events. 
Given that these were agrarian societies, with 
no Voffi cesH Shere colleagues Sor�ed togeth]
er, it would make sense that the mandir was 
one of the premier places in the village where 
people would gather.

People came to attend the mandir’s religious 
and cultural events as well as to exchange 
news, talk politics or just gossip. Surprisingly, 
mandirs were even a place of business. San-
jee Sandyal writes in his wide-ranging book 
on the peoples bordering the Indian Ocean, 
The Ocean of Churn, “Much of Indian clas-
sical music, dance, drama, sculpture, painting 
and other art forms evolved in the temples 
rather than at the royal court. What is less ap-
preciated is that the temples were key to the 
fi nancing of trade, industrU and infrastruc]
ture building. It is well known that medieval 
temples were very wealthy, but the common 
impression is that this wealth was mostly due 
to royal grants. In reality, the reason that the 
temples accumulated so much wealth is that 
theU acted as ban�ers and fi nanciersgH

Invasion’s Impact
At the same time, however, as a result of all 
of these reasons, mandirs were targeted by 
invaders, and started to decline in their so-
cial prestige. As Muslim invaders (such as the 
Umayyads and Mughals) and Christians after 
them, began to attac� India, one of their fi rst 
targets was (and still is, in the case of coun-
tries such as Pakistan) the mandirs, in part 
because they were not only of religious sig-
nifi cance, but also the cultural, social and in 
some ways, political center of the village. Tak-
ing them over meant that the riches of some 
of the biggest corporations in the world at the 
time would belong to the invaders. While 
large sites like Somnath and Pandharpur 
were rebuilt due to their religious importance, 
many Hindus did not have the resources to 
afford similar reconstruction of the smaller 
mandirs in many villages. When there was 
no mandir, there was no gathering place, and 
thus no place to foment dissent and promote 
an VidolatrousH culture. .hen these mandirs 
were broken, so too was, in many ways, mass 
resistance and the teen hangouts. 

In the centuries that followed this destruc-
tive period, Hindus found a way to adjust to 
the lack of community centers by becom-
ing much more decentralized. When there 
weren’t pandits around to explain the San-
skrit Ramayana, the Hindi Ramacharita-
manasa grew in popularity. When no one in 
the village could read the tales in the Srimad
Bhagavatam, people began to listen to folk 
tales surrounding Radha and Krishna instead. 
And as the temples grew fewer, people in-
stead heard the Bhakti Movement’s Saint Tu-
karam remark that the body is God’s mandir.

Religious Transmission Changes
As a result of these foreign invasions, the 
onus for passing on cultural and religious 
values increasingly began to fall more on in-
dividual parents, rather than on institutions 
like mandirs. Thus, the development of many 
of the art forms the mandirs encouraged 

became decentralized as well, with dance 
(which would later on be banned by the Brit-
ish in the mandirs that still remained) and 
music being passed down from parent to 
child, more so than guru to shishya, a practice 
which continues, in some ways, to this day. 

Today’s Challenges
While this decentralization took away much 
of the mandir’s historical importance, per-
haps what has drawn people away from it the 
most has been modernization. Today, there 
are more things to do on our devices, espe-
cially as they’ve become more interconnected. 
The mandir and, for that matter, many things 
not on a screen have become more boring to 
kids who have more options than their fore-
fathers ever had. 

In many ways, this problem has increased 
as the reach of technology has grown. Even 
when I was younger, though we had devices 
in the house, the ability to connect with 
friends without leaving the house was still 
miniscule, and not something I had access to 
growing up until middle school. 

That may be why, though not as deep as it 
was two thousand years ago, my friends and 
I felt a deeper connection to the mandir than 
most. Growing up, the mandir I remember 
most visiting was the Sarva Dev Mandir in 
Oxford, Massachusetts. During that time, I 
would stand around with friends for a few 
aratis, and then go play tag through the man-
dir halls. 

While normally such behavior would have 
been frowned upon, our mandir had a big 
room to the side where prasad was served af-
ter the aratis. In the meantime, the room was 
empty, and ours to frolic around in. We would 
play with any kids in the temple, including 
those whose names we never knew, creating 
a larger bond between us not as individuals, 
but as a Hindu community. Even more im-
portantly, while we were in a separate room, 
we were always within earshot of the prayers 
going on. While it didn’t seem like it, some 

of those aratis became ingrained in our heads, 
and were subconsciously memorized by us. 

While I was talking with old friends, some 
of whom played with me in this mandir 
nearly a decade ago, many of them agreed 
with my sentiments. One, Jay Manjrekar, 
who now is in 11th grade and resides in San 
Diego, California, said, “These mandirs repre-
sent my childhood. Not only was the mandir 
a way for me to connect with my culture, but 
it also allowed me to make friends. I vividly 
remember Navaratri in 2012, when we had a 
blast. Looking back and reminiscing on those 
times ma�es me feel eRen closer to Hinduism.H

Some of our other friends, who were grow-
ing up on the other side of the country during 
that time, also agreed that the mandir helped 
deepen their bond with Hinduism, with one, 
Shivam Garg, recalling how whenever he vis-
ited, he loved to read “the stories on the wall, 
and eat the prasadam.H

Looking at this next generation of children, 
however, I rarely see anyone having the same 
experiences that we did. While I sit for bha-
jans at our local mandir, I seldom see kids 
running around and having fun, and I know 
that, despite the great memories my genera-
tion made at the mandirs, it is only a mere 
fraction of the memories our forefathers 
made at their local mandirs centuries ago. 

The Next Generation
That brings us to the question of utmost im-
portance: how do we make sure the next gen-
eration is able to have a bond at the mandir 
that is much greater than ours? How do we 
take these kids away from the metaphorical 
mall (and, perhaps more relevant to mod-

T E M P L E S

Making Mandirs Cool Again
Historically, the Hindu temple was not only the religious center of 
each Rillage but a social, cultural and eRen businessFfi nancial hub

Temple activities: (opposite) traditional 
temple activities included festivals, proces-
sions, classes, meetings with holy people 
and much more; (above left) practicing ran-
goli ò oor designs on pieces o� paper; XaboPe 
right) storytelling with younger students
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ern times, their ever ubiquitous phones) and 
put them back into the mandir? How do we 
make the mandir cool again?

To start from personal experience, it may 
be best to make sure mandirs are as “youth-
friendlUH as possible. .hile parents can drag 
kids to the mandir all they want, if they don’t 
want to pray, it becomes hard to change that, 
and the experience will only embitter them 
in the future. Rather, having a space for the 
older kids to hang out, and perhaps a larger 
space for younger kids to run around will 
make them willingly come to the mandir, 
and make good memories around the mandir 
in their minds. Perhaps more importantly, by 
merely being in such an environment, they 
will be exposed to their mother tongues, 
prayers, and anything else that they should 
imbibe to be good Hindus.

From there, bringing back plays, musical 
performances and dances on a regular basis 
is absolutely necessary. Historically speak-
ing, there were rarely days consisting solely 
of prayer, as dances and sangeet used to be 
an essential part of any worship 
ceremony. Today, however, they 
seem to be relegated to festival 
days or talent shows. By bring-
ing back such forms of enter-
tainment, we give the youth 
something to see and do, and 
thus motivate them even more, 
especially if their friends are 
amongst the performers. 

From there, it gets a bit harder. 
Even if we bring back the old 
mandirs where kids used to 

frolic, and bring back the entertainment they 
had, we still have to contend with the issue 
of modernization and technology, and the 
fact that if someone does not wish to go to 
the mandir, there are so many other things 
they can do.

To start, even though most kids may not 
have businesses that need banking, they all 
do have hopes for their future, and material 
wants that can incentivize them to come to 
any place. The mandir, wherever possible, 
ought to provide those.

There are so many areas where mandirs 
need help, whether it be the distribution of 
food, cleaning and maintenance, or simply 
advertising for festivals and whatnot. If other 
initiatives surrounding entertainment are 
added in, those are more opportunities for 
youth to get involved, and even take on lead-
ership roles. 

Someone skilled at cooking could, after 
some initial training, oversee the distribu-
tion of prasadam completely on weekends, 
while a skilled dancer could choreograph 
performances for the enjoyment of the audi-
ence every Sunday. For those who are more 
outgoing, perhaps fundraising for the mandir 
or coordination of interfaith visits could be 
done. Especially for those who are spiritu-
allU inclined, an VinternshipH Sith the puro]

hits may provide an opportunity for them 
to grow their skills, and help preserve our 
future. Others could help generate the tem-
ple newsletter, or add to its website.

For those youth blessed with a spiritual 
interest, but who have less religious parents, 
such initiatives are a better way for them to 
increase temple engagement and convince 
their parents to take them to the mandir each 
weekend. Perhaps while these parents wait for 
their kids, they may become enthralled with 
eRerUthing happening in the mandir, and fi nd 
the same joy in visiting that their forefathers 
did. In this way, our mandirs, while they may 
not be banks like they used to be, will provide 
a SaU for people Sho come to Risit to benefi t 
materially as well as spiritually.  

In Conclusion
Of course, such steps are no guarantee that 
our mandirs will become the hangout spots 
that they were during the time of Kalidasa 
and Chandragupta Maurya. Various pow-
ers, over centuries, have worked hard to 
dismantle traditional Indic systems of life 
which had the mandir at their center. Aside 
from that, we live in a different world where, 
for all faiths, the worship house is becoming 
less relevant to a younger generation. It may 
take centuries to restore our mandirs to their 

original position in our culture. 
That is not to say, however, that we 

should not get started. Before many 
invaders even existed, our mandirs 
were the center of Hindu society, and 
with their destruction, so too was de-
stroyed India’s golden age. If we wish 
to preserve Hindu society, and ensure 
that our next generation cares for our 
way of life as much as we do, we must 
take steps to make our mandirs more 
relevant in their lives, and thus make 
our mandirs cool again. ∏π�

Helping the poor: (left to right) 
young devotees engaged in handing out 
food to the needy; and helping prepare 
sandwiches for a homeless shelter
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By Divya Jain, Michigan

S
pring fl owers don’t last forever, 
yet they bring the most beautiful 
colors. +he fi rst step to conRersion in 
spring brought me the most enrich-

ing life experience. Yet, there were chame-
leons hiding, and I couldnXt tell Shereg I greS 
up in a Jain family of three in Indore, Mad-
hya Pradesh, India. We are a Hindi-speaking 
family who hold language and culture in 
high regard. My mother focused a lot on my 
Hindi and Sanskrit skills. She herself was a 
Hindi/Sanskrit teacher in a public school. 
My father, who was a geologist with the 
government, always had high regard for the 
Bharatiya culture and Hindu/Jain dharma. 
Ours was a middle-class family, and I have 
seen many such families being custodians of 
cultural and dharmic values. 

My mother is a staunch Dharmic. She 
taught me mantras and their meanings, how 
to recite shlokas, rituals and how to worship 
Gods daily. My father was into the utility val-
ues of Sanatana Dharma, such as yoga, dhyan 
and reading different books on dharma. They 
both were trying to raise a good and tradi-
tional Sanatani. I see this as a beautiful carv-
ing of a child by parents as a sculptor creates 
an artistic image for a temple.

Basking in Indian Culture
I imbibed as much as I could. Hindu culture 
has many festivals, each to be celebrated 
with exhilaration and joy. Even though I 
grew up in a Jain family, I like to acknowl-
edge myself as a Sanatani who is a Hindu 
first and a Jain later. I never saw the two 
Dharmic paths as separate from each other. 
The philosophy might be slightly different, 
but, as I understand it, they are not far apart. 
My parents taught Hinduism and Jainism 
to me as two Dharmic paths under one um-
brella. My favorite festival has always been 
Holi. The colors, food, fun and most impor-
tantly the joy of wishing each other well by 
dissolving any differences was my favor-
ite part. Every festival was a reason to buy 
clothes, cook delicious food, meet friends and 
family and spread goodness to more people. 

Just as I grew up, so did I have an amicable 
experience in school and with my peers. I 
never went to convent school, it was always 
one Hindu-oriented school or another. Yoga, 
pranayama and meditation were an integral 

part of these schools. My friends were from 
similar family backgrounds as mine. We 
were good peers, good kids and good Hindus. 

What was missing from the school sylla-
bus Sas the glorifi cation of dharma. It mostlU 
glorifi ed %ughals and taught us secularism. I 
knew very little about the truth of the Mu-
ghal invasion and the ideological differences 
between Dharmic and Abrahamic religions. 

�roSing up doesnXt come easUg It brings a 
lot of confusion, rebellion, and a zeal to try 
something new. As I entered university in 
India, I was driving myself away from the 
core values of being Hindu. Being liberal 
sounded fun and cool. Although I didn’t ap-
prove of everything liberal, my religious 
views certainly were so. Arts and humanities 
professors were our source of information 
about the ongoing events of the world. But, 
they mostly didn’t respect Sanskrit or Hindi. 

They themselves were confused about the 
greatness of Dharma, the rich Bharatiya cul-
ture and our history. There was a subliminal 
tone of .estern cultural superioritU in_ u]
encing our minds. 

Alone at College in Texas
I came to the USA in 2011 after completing 
college in India. With my good Graduate Re-
cord Exam scores, I gained admission to the 
highly ranked University of Texas. The com-
bined culture shock of both America and 
+eTas Sas defi nitelU something to face, but 
with the presence of Indian students on 
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E D U C A T I O N

My Unfortunate Conversion
How Christian evangelists slowly and rather deceptively lured 
me into joining their faith during my college days

 Rutvij Holay, 17, of Irvine, California, 
is an executive-committee member 
of Americans for Equality PAC and a 
Hindu political activist. He is  presently 
working with his school district and a 
textbook maker to change how Hin-
duism is depicted in education. He can 
be reached at rutvij.holay@gmail.com.
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Family: Divya, her mother and 
daughter Ahaana Majumdar after 
her head-shaving sacrament in An-
napurna Mandir, Indore, in 2019



campus and as guiding forces, it became easy 
to settle down. I found a few good friends 
among these students. A year passed. Little 
did I know a life-changing wave was com-
ing in my sea of emotions. The friends that I 
made in that fi rst Uear couldnXt staU Sith me 
through the second year. Some transferred 
universities, some dropped out and some 
didnXt find it Sorth carrUing forSard the 
friendship. For an outgoing and extroverted 
person li�e mUself, it Sas RerU diffi cult to 
not have friends. I was surrounding myself 
with loneliness and anxiety. 

My Christian Phase Begins
In these times of turmoil, tSo eUes identifi ed 
the desperation. They were of a new-found 

“friend” who apparently thought well of me 
and invited me to an on-campus gathering 
that happened every Thursday. Little did I 
know what I was invited to, much less what 
was coming next, but I joined him that week 
in this gathering. The first thing I noticed 
was smiling, young, pretty faces. The second 
thing I was amused by was the music! It was 
soothing and somewhat new for me. It was 
Christian worship music in English, which I 
found enchanting. Its message was clear: Je-
sus is the only way, and you need to submit 
Uour life to him to fi nd Uour permanent spot 
in eternal heaven. 

Amongst the smiles and melodious music, 
I SasnXt paUing attention to Shat Sas being 
delivered from that stage in that gathering. I 
Sas lonelU, and fi nding friends Sas the most 
important thing at that point in time. At this 
place I could easily make new friends, es-
pecially Americans, which I could not have 
made otherwise, and was a big bonus. I con-
tinued going to these meetings, which were 
organized by the Chi Alpha Campus Minis-
tries of the Assembly of God and held at their 
local church. 

All I was told by the person who took me 
there was that these are some meetings—and 
that was the start of deception. Had I been 
told at the outset that we were meeting at 
the church, I might not have shown so much 
interest in going. It reminded me of the pyra-
mid programs of network- or multi-level 
marketing, in which the customers are not 
told what they are going to be a part of, but 
come to understand it only after two or three 
meetings, during which they get hooked 
on the scheme. Similarly, I had gone to the 
church, enjoyed myself and become part of it. 

During the RerU fi rst church Risit, a mem]
ber approached me about attending some-
thing called “small groups.” These churches 
operate in a hierarchical order, with these 
small groups being a way a individual can be 
reached on an interpersonal level and made 

a permanent member of the church. I loved 
the idea, and started going to these sessions, 
which were organized by a young person in 
the congregation. This was another oppor-
tunity for me to know them personally and 
also to get more friends. 

.ithin the fi rst See� of mU fi rst church 
visit in my lifetime, I had decided to go to 
large Thursday meetings on campus and 
small group meetings every Wednesday. The 
small group church meetings were very per-
sonal. Five to seven girls would meet and dis-
cuss the Bible and do some fun activities like 
hanging out, eating outside, playing games, 
and more. Every time I went to the church, 
I would hear things like, “Jesus is the only 
way, and if you follow any other way you 
are damned to eternal hell.” It did not make 
sense to me, but I would ignore it totally be-
cause overcoming my loneliness was so im-
portant for me. 

In the small groups I asked the question, 
“My faith, which is Hinduism, does not teach 
like this. Why does the Bible say so?” The 
reply was that the Bible was written by God 
and needs to be believed more than what any 
other faith says. 

Most of those in the church had no idea 
about other faithsX teachings or Sorld reli]
gions in general. They were totally focused 
on what was in the Bible and how to share its 
teachings. The other problem that I faced in 
the small groups was the age gap (I was a few 
years older) and the consequent immaturity 
in their understanding of Christianity and 
other world religions. Still, I kept attending 
both types of events in spite of not getting 
answers to my questions about the compari-
son between Hinduism and Christianity. 

“When Will You Be Baptized?”
Eventually, I was asked by my group leader 
when I was going to get baptized. I did not 
know at the time that baptism would mean 
that I have converted to Christianity of-
ficially. Neither was I told that baptism is 
the confession to the world that I have ac-
cepted Jesus as the only God for my lifetime 
and I would not believe any other faith than 
Christianity. In spite of not knowing this, I 
re�ected baptism because I SasnXt readU. I 
hadnXt gotten ansSers to mU �uestions, and 
those questions were still bothering me 
noS. I Sas reallU see�ing ansSers, but didnXt 
know who to go to, as the church people def-
initelU didnXt haRe the ansSers. 

As time passed, I was going deeper into 
my Christian journey and enjoying my new-
found friends. But it seemed like the goal of 
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Not at face value: (left) Divya 
with two other members of Chi 
Alpha at a big meeting; (below) 
International headquarters of Cru
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my conversion was not being met 
by my new faith teachers—they 
wanted me to get baptized. They 
might have some quota to ful-
fi ll for conRersion, at least that is 
how it sounded to me. Since I was 
failing that quota, I was directed 
to a better teacher and a better 
classroom. The person who took 
me to church for the fi rst time in]
troduced me to new small group 
leaders and a family church which 
was an associated subsidiary of 
this on-campus church. The new 
teachers were mature in age and 
in their faith of Christianity, more 
convincing and more tactful. It 
would have been easier not to 
conRert had I not left the fi rst set of teachers. 
But now, in a better, bigger, and more con-
vincing classroom, I was fully entrapped. 

�our to fi Re months into this eTperience, I 
was attending two churches and two small 
groups. Three or four days of my week were 
dedicated to the Bible and learning about the 
new faith! I was reading the Bible on my own, 
too. I was listening to podcasts, watching vid-
eos of apologists and discussing this new faith 
with friends without telling anyone about my 
intentions of joining the church or not.

Jesus as the Only Way to Salvation
+he ironU is that I Sas on mU SaU to fi nding 
neS friends, SherebU I Sas forced to fi nd a 

“new God” and certainly the “only God” going 
forward. My family and my then-boyfriend 
SerenXt aSare of these changes in mU life, 
except that I was going to church. Neither 
ever opposed it. I was selective in what I dis-
cussed with them about my persuasion of a 
new God. 

As I was growing in this new faith, I was 
getting a push from everyone to get baptized. 

I SasnXt readU, and I said so. I thin� bU noS 
theU had fi gured out that I Sas a hard nut 
to crack, and they left the decision to me to 
make when I was comfortable with it. But 
they never stopped the process of persuasion, 
coercion and convincing, and they kept pur-
suing it wholeheartedly. 

In church, the method of worship was 
consistent: one would go and hear fantastic 
worship music followed by a sermon by the 
pastor. There were also other small portions: 
testimonials of disciples on a big screen, wa-
ter baptism and missionariesX information 
about where they were going next or how 
successful they were in building a church or 
gaining converts in other countries. 

The more personal small groups were a very 
good medium for addressing peopleXs person]
al lives. With my “matured in faith” mentor, 
Bible reading was a must. Attendees would 
cry profusely during prayers to Jesus. They 
would confess their inefficiency in submit-
ting to the Lord completely and show their de-
sire to do so once theU are Sith "esus as "esusX 
brides in eternal heaven. They were dedicated, 
humble followers who also saw bringing oth-
er faith people to Jesus as one of their biggest 
life goals. They were missionaries and were 
getting paid by the church to do the missions. 

Joining the Flock Formally
My inquiry and journey of exploring Chris-
tianity was going well and it was approach-
ing formalizing when I submitted in May of 
2014 and declared to my small group leader 
that I would be baptized. She cried profusely. 
I SasnXt sure ShUmI saS a sense of RictorU 
in her eyes, and a sigh of relief. 

I was going to be one of those who cries 
while praying to Jesus, who speaks in 
tongues as if a spirit which has infested the 
body speaks through you. It had all started 
with the new small group that I had joined 
with a mature Christian. I think the deci-
sion was more of a psychological reaction to 
what had been fed through me. The psycho-
logical effect was stronger than just speaking 
in tongues\ it also re_ ected in mU behaRior. 
When I visited my parents in India in 2014, 
I was abusing them for being Hindu and do-
ing idol worship. I called them evil people 
because that is what the Bible says idol wor-
shipers are. 

I was certain and sure that my parents were 
not going to go to heaven, which is eternal and 
that can only come if they converted to Chris-
tianity and followed Jesus as their only God. 
The Bible says it over and over, and I had heard 
these words until my baptism hundreds of 
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Geographical focus: (left) Chi Alpha’s 
annual report highlights their focus on 
students from other countries; (below) 
San Diego members of Cru conduct a 
prayer session at a homeless shelter
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By the editors

 One might think it would take jour-
nalistic sleuthing to uncover the ethi-
cally questionable strategies of the 

“friendship” or “relational” evangelism Divya Jain 
experienced. But that is not the case. Just google 

“college evangelism” to see literature completely 
devoted to the subject published by the campus 
ministries themselves. The manual at right, The
250 Evangelism Ideas, is published by Cru, for-
merly Campus Crusade for Christ, one of the 
largest religious organizations in the US, with 
an annual revenue of $600 million, mostly from 
donations. It is a collection of 250-plus strategies 
in use at campuses across the US. Divya said she 
personally experienced or witnessed 40 of them 
at her school.

%anU of CruXs methods could be called Vbait 
and switch,” with an event being announced for 
one purpose but with evangelism as the actual 
goal.  For example, #38: “One block from the 
University of New Mexico, a church meets in a converted movie the-
atre. The lobby of the church is made available for students to display 
their artwork. A group of artistic students meets at the church to cre-
ate art and to discuss the meaning of their art. This has opened doors 
to talk about the gospel.” Another, #42, states, “Michigan State [evan-
gelicale students are strategicallU placed in different in_ uential clubs 
on campusH for the purpose of fi nding li�elU targets. Cru members 
will host parties, show movies, set up soup kitchens, go river raft-
ing, hold pi��a]eating contests and more. Some actiRities are specifi ]
cally aimed at African American, Asian or other ethnicities. The book 
states, “Fraternities and sororities are one of the most strategic places 

to invest your time in ministry.” In all cases, the 
tactic is to form friendships which are subse-
quently dropped if the student shows no interest 
in being converted.  

Chi Alpha Campus Ministries, much smaller 
than Cru, publishes a magazine called Connec-
tion. Its summer 2017 issue (bit.ly/ChiAlphaMag) 
goes into detail on targeting fi rst]Uear students, 

“When students arrive on the university campus, 
they immediately begin the pursuit for com-
munitU. &ormallU, Sithin the fi rst tSo See�s of 
moving on to campus, students have made the 
friendships and entered the affi nitU groups that 
they will adhere to for the majority of their colle-
giate career. This is why it is imperative that Chi 
Alpha is present and highly visible on campus all 
year long, to welcome, serve, love and share the 
gospel of Jesus to incoming freshman.”

One student is quoted to show the impact of 
the program: “As a freshman, I had no idea where 
I Sould fi nd friends in college. Luc�ilU enough, 
they found me! Students from Chi Alpha met 
me at my car in the parking lot during move-in, 
helped me carry all of my stuff, and invited me 
to dinner that night. Though I had no interest in 

Christianity, I started attending one of their life groups and realized 
that theU SerenXt �ust acting nicemtheU genuinelU cared for me.H

Following the same strategy, Cru gives the example of Montana 
University, where they encourage their upperclass staff members 
liRing off]campus to moRe bac� into the schoolXs dorms Shere most 
fi rst]Uear students are housed. Cru members Vare trained to thin� 
strategically about how to reach everyone in their dorm, and how to 
build relationships with the residents.”

If UouXre a fi rst]Uear college student, Uou are adRised to not neces]
sarily take at face value every proffered friendship, especially from 
overeager upperclass students.

A Carefully-Crafted Campaign

I was hard-wired to hate other faiths than 
Christianity. My baptism had changed me. I 
SasnXt the same person. �fter baptism, I Sas 
abusing everything Hindu from its teaching 
to rituals, practices, culture, mandir and murti 
puja. It took a huge toll on my mental health, 
reasoning and logical implications. 

When I was away from my Christian men-
tormif I SasnXt tal�ing to her oRer the phone, 
or taking suggestions on personal issues—I 
would feel I was coming out of the quagmire 
of the Christian thought process. But, as soon 
as I spoke with her or met her in person, I 
would again feel Christianity is the only way 
out of my life problems. It would give me 
a false sense of relief, and I would take ten 
steps back in my journey of coming back to 
Sanatana Dharma. 

Transition back to Dharma
+he fi nal straS came Shen mU mentor tried 
to justify the attack on Hindu sadhus killed 
in the 2020 Palghar lynching, allegedly by a 
mob of converted Christians. According to 
her, it was OK because Christians are still 
being persecuted by Hindus in India—the 
narrative fed her by the Western media. 

+hat fi nal eTperience confi rmed the closed 
views about other religions that I saw re-
peatedly during my Christian journey. I de-
cided it was all reason enough to escape that 
deception and move forward on my journey 
within the Sanatana Dharma.

My inquisition became unstoppable. Even 
if I would take ten steps back, I would feel 
a sense of urgency as I had to decide how to 
teach mU fi rstborn daughter the moral prin]
ciples of life. It was very important for me to 
work from an authoritative reference rather 
than �uoting it for mUself. Due to the diffi ]
cult pregnancy, I was determined to give my 
daughter the best once she was out of the 
womb. I wanted to teach her religion, but the 
question was, which one? 

In the process of studying and 
thinking through what to teach 
her, I was learning how much I 
did not know of the basic tenets 
of Sanatana Dharma. I did not un-
derstand how beautiful its teach-
ings are. My confusions were 
slowly getting cleared. Even when 
I would go back to confusions, 
there were resources out there 

to bring me back onto the path of learning. 
One needs to be inquisitive to keep open that 
door of knowledge to be gained so that igno-
rance may be removed.

Today, blessed with a second daughter, I 
am of stable mindset, no longer confused, 
and on a beautiful journey of spirituality via 
meditation, nitya puja, chanting, temple dar-
shan and festival celebration. I simply enjoy 
every moment of life, whether in sickness 
or in health, e�uipped to face lifeXs diffi cult 
problems. I love teaching both my girls about 
dharma, culture, heritage and the oldest 
and the greatest civilization on Earth—the 
Hindu civilization. My husband appreciates 
my journey home to Sanatana Dharma and 
hoS it re_ ects in the raising of our �ids.   ∏π�

Divya  Jain, 35, has a M.S. degree in biotechnology 
and is presently a stay-at-home mom, Hindu 
rights activist, speaker and social worker. 
She and her engineer husband live in Troy, 
Michigan. jaindivya2806@gmail.com
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times. They were engraved in my brain and 
my brain had gotten rewired in a way that it 
could think of Jesus as the only way to eter-
nal happiness, heaven and salvation. 

Clash of Two Faiths
My Christian journey was going pretty well 
with the Bible reading, listening to videos 
about Bible studies, and so on until it got a 
shocker after my wedding in 2016, in which 
I married my boyfriend with whom I fell in 
love with in 2010. 

He SasnXt aSare of mU baptismmI hadnXt 
told him—but he knew that I had been go-
ing to church. Through the past few years 
we had intense discussions about faith, reli-
gion, Hinduism and Christianity. We would 
compare faiths and discuss Hindu dharma 
in essence. All through this time, his one 
good friend accompanied us in our journey 
and discussions. One thing this friend very 
rightly said was that Hinduism is a karma-
based religion, whereas Christianity is all 
faith-based. He also said one must be proud 
and live and die in Hinduism, which is the 
most advanced and logical faith. My boy-
friend and his friend tried every way to con-
vince me to be a proud Hindu, but all of it 
fell _ at. 

Six months after my marriage, I was 
pregnant. I did not know that Christianity 
had cultivated so many doubts in my mind. 
Confusion started seeping in my mind, and 
I kind of convinced myself that I should 
have married a Christian guy. This convic-
tion started to slowly grab me and became 
depression. I was engulfed by prenatal de-
pression and was in the most terrible preg-
nancy, because of other personal reasons, 
too. I could have dealt with these trials well 
enough had I been following Hindu/Jain 
dharma, as they offer far more clarity in un-
derstanding doubts, choices, confusions and 
suffering. Suffering, though, is a good thing 
in Christianity. 

I delivered a healthy baby girl. After see-
ing her, I was confused as to whether to raise 
her as a Hindu or Christian. My convic-
tion of raising her Christian would increase 
whenever I visited my small group leader 
and mentor back in Texas. I saw her raising 
her own kids as orthodox Christians, who 
were not allowed to learn or read about other 
religions! 

Looking More Deeply at Dharma
My confusion led me to explore more about 
Hinduism and Jainism. I started to compare 
more and, deep down, realize that Christian-
ity is a closed faith. I became more sure when 
my mentor would say things like, “Culture 
is human created and God is not interested 
in cultures,” or tell me that I have to leave 
the utility aspects of Hinduism such as yoga, 
meditation, kundalini yoga and dance, be-

cause they revere Hindu Gods, and so on. 
My love and fascination for Indian classi-

cal dance and music forms led me to rethink 
mU decision to folloS ChristianitU. I couldnXt 
trade my love for yoga, meditation, Indian 
dance and music forms for "esus. I couldnXt 
understand how a God could be so jealous 
and closed in His approach. For example, 
in Exodus, it is written: “You shall not bow 
down to them or worship them; for I, the 
Lord your God, am a jealous God, punish-
ing the children for the sin of the parents to 
the third and fourth generation of those who 
hate me but showing love to a thousand gen-
erations of those who love me and keep my 
commandments.”

I SasnXt readU for a �ealous �od. I Sas craR]
ing to go back to Hinduism, a religion and 

dharma that allows pluralism, teaches us to 
love all beings and every single entity on this 
Earth. Hinduism is the most ancient, logical 
and rational dharma.

I was craving to watch my favorite dances, 
classical Indian dance forms, such as Bharata 
Natyam, Kathak, Odissi and Manipuri. All 
of them have originated around devotion to 
Hindu Gods and Goddesses like Bhagwan 
Krishna, Siva and Ma Durga. I was restricting 
myself from watching them because I was 
a Christian, Shose V�ealousH �od SouldnXt 
like it if I showed devotion to other Gods and 
Goddesses. I would have been damned to an 
eternal hell for the same. 

Back to the Quagmire
Gosh! I was scared about it. And more than 
scared, in all honesty, I had started hating 
Hindu rituals, culture, teaching and my Hin-
du/Jain identity. Such is the way a brain can 
get wired if hate is inculcated against any-
thing. It had been a gradual process and took 
two years for me to be in that position where 
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Spreading the Gospel: (above) Chi 
�lphaVs maga�ine on be�riending fi rst[year 
students to bring them into the faith; (left) 
river rafting is one of the recommended 
group activities for evangelism 
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 Ia
 a  ̂ rst]generation �ind
]a
eri	an w�ose 
parents are from Guyana. My earlier ancestors left 
multiple parts of South Asia, including Uttar Pradesh, 
Bengal and Nepal, to work as indentured servants in 

the sugar cane fi elds in the Caribbean area for the ñritish 
Empire after slaRerU Sas abolished. +heU brought their 
traditions with them to their new land and developed 
their form of Hinduism, which I cherish. 

My parents immigrated to Miami, Florida, in the late 
<CB;s and earlU <CC;s. +heU Sere founding members of 
the %iami La�shmi &araUan %andir, the citUXs fi rst Hin]
du organization. I was very involved with the mandir as I 
grew up. I helped with the pujas and was an active part of 
their Bal Vihar, or youth group. I also played instruments 
such as the dhola�, tabla and dhantal. During mU time 
at ñal -ihar, I learned a lot about Sans�rit, Hindi, Uoga, 
Hindu philosophy and Hindu scriptures. 

I graduated high school in :;<> and began college at the ,niRersitU 
of &orth Carolina at Chapel Hill in the fallman enRironment Shere 
mU eTpression of faith Sas often belittled. %U faith, the teachings 
of the scriptures and the understanding of rituals outside of the 
temple served as a great coping mechanism and helped frame me 
into the person I am today. Here I present my university experiences 
to explore how young Hindus in college can retain their cultures and 
religious identities Sithout fear of becoming sociallU isolated.

�s a Hindu, one of the fi rst challenges I faced Sas not eating beef, 
por� or other tUpes of red meat that Sere regularlU aRailable to stu]
dents in the dining halls and through outside dining options. I was 
dependent on the on]campus dining halls for mU meals. +here Sere 
times where I did not have proper access to vegetarian foods and 
would have to eat pizza and french fries as a meal. I could not afford 
to eat out or to have food delivered to my dorm room regularly. 

�s a fi rst]Uear student neS to ,&C and the &orth Carolina com]
munity, I did not know many people on campus. I did not have a 
Rehicle, and the temples in the area Sere far aSaU. +here Sere times 
Shere I felt li�e I Sas the onlU Indo]Caribbean Hindu student on 
campus. I began to listen to pu�as and �hatas on 0ou+ube and the 
radio.   

During mU time in college, I had some problems focusing on mU 
classSor�, and I became burnt out bU the rigors of student life. In the 
summer of :;<A, three Uears after I started college, mU parents de]
cided to have my upanaya sanskaar. I could not have it earlier in my 
life due to the multiple passings of familU members Uear after Uear. It 
Sas then that I became initiated bU mU guru, SSami Chidghanand 
PariRra�a� of the International ñrahmrishi %ission based in India, 
and received my guru mantra. From that experience, I felt greater as 
a Hindu since I began to meditate regularlU and haRe a better under]
standing of Hinduism through my guru’s teachings. I felt like I was a 
part of something. 

Late in mU semester, I learned about a student club named Hindu 

0uRa that Sas a chapter of the national Hindu 
0outh for ,nitU, -irtues and �ction and began 
to participate in their programs on campus. 
Sometimes, I Sas the onlU member present 
at meetings along Sith some of the eTecu]
tiRe board members. I en�oUed the meetings 
because I learned about the diRersitU of Hindu 
practices, such as the South Indian traditions. 
+he students Sould discuss their faRorite 
shlo�as or a guest spea�er Sould spea� about a 
certain topic such as a festiRal. In Hindu 0uRa 
at ,&C, Shen celebrating a Hindu holidaU, the 
students Sould organi�e a small pu�a. +his 
happened about tSice a semester.

However, over the years, I noticed that the 
group became more of a social club and less 
of a religious club. ñecause of our busU college 
schedules with exams and other assignments, 
some students did not attend meetings regu]
larly. Some students who did attend seemed 
to be disinterested in obserRing holidaUs and 
Sere more interested in other topics on cam]
pus. %anU college students, regardless of reli]
gious preference, are not very religious while 
in school. +here Sere times Shen I receiRed 
funnU loo�s because of Searing a �urta on 
campus or some students would laugh if I told 
them I was a Hindu priest in Miami. 

Occasionally, I felt like even the leadership 
on campus was not respectful of my Hindu 

traditions. +here Sas a Risiting lecturer Sho became a part of Hindu 
0uRa and she presented Hinduism as more of a spiritual path instead 
of a ritualistic path. �fter spea�ing to them, I felt belittledmli�e 
mU rituals did not matter. +here Sas a time Shen I Santed to do a 
simple Durga pu�a on campus. I prepared a PoSer Point presentation 
about &aRaratri and Shat %other Durga represents in Hinduism. I 
prepared everything to perform the puja. When everyone came and 
I began the pu�a, this lecturer began to tal� oRer me and s�ip manU 
of the slides and points that I organi�ed. I felt embarrassed. �fter she 
fi nished, she simplU had eRerUone parta�e in prasadam and ended 
the puja portion of the event. One of the parents of a student walked 
up to me and asked me if I was going to do arati. At that point, I went 
Sith her, and Se began to do arati together. .hen eRerUone else saS 
us performing arati, they left what they were doing and joined us. 

Despite the negatiRe circumstances, I met some of mU closest 
friends through Hindu 0uRa. +heU made me feel empoSered as a 
Hindumthat I had a communitU on campus. I Sould spea� regularlU 
Sith one friend from ñihar about Hindu holidaUs and philosophies. 
Something as simple as texting her “Happy Maha Shivaratri!” made 
me feel good, because I felt li�e there Sas someone Sho Sorshiped 
li�e me. �nother friendXs familU Sas from Calcutta, and her mother 
was kind enough to prepare meals for me on special occasions. A 
third close friend, Shose familU Sas from HUderabad, Sould tal� to 
me about her South Indian heritage and hoS it differed from manU 
of the &orth Indian traditions that informed mU Indo]Caribbean 
traditions. She taught me about different South Indian Hindu festi]
Rals such as ,gadi. +hese friends Sere gracious enough to ta�e me to 
the mandirs in the area, including the Hindu SocietU of &orth Caro]
lina for their SatUanaraUana -rat #hata or �anesh Chaturthi pu�a 
and the Sri -en�ateshSara %andir for their DiSali pu�a.

In addition to the Hindu friends I made, I taught mUself to become 
more Sell]Rersed in describing Hindu traditions to non]Hindus. �t 
a college campus Shere there Sere manU deRout Christians, %us]
lims and folloSers of other religions, I Santed to be able to properlU 
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describe mU faith and traditions in the same SaU that other students 
spo�e about their faiths. �or eTample, some of mU friends Sho Sere 
non]Hindus Sould as� me about the Hindu concept of the afterlife 
to compare to their faith. It made me feel stronger as a Hindu that I 
could spea� to them about the concept of �arma and reincarnation, 
and I could quote scriptures such as from chapter two of the Shri-
mad Bhagavad Gita. 

ñU Santing to learn more about Hinduism to conRerse Sith mU 
friends, I began to fi ll in the gaps of mU �noSledge and eTpose 
myself to greater knowledge. Before college, I was not aware of the 
concept of different paramparas, or guru traditions. It was not until I 
learned about Srila Prabhupada, SSami ChinmaUananda or -isRat]
ma ñaSra "i %ahara� that I reali�ed that there Sere so manU differ]
ent commentaries and ideas eTpressed bU different Hindu reformers. 

+o ma�e mU space into mU personal Sorshiping space, I set up 
my altar with murtis so I could do the pujas in my room. I also kept 
copies of the Shrimad Bhagavad Gita and the Ramcharitimanasa to 
read. I brought a feS �urtas Sith me so I could dress for obserRances 
or when attending religious functions. Furthermore, I made social 
media postings about Hindu holidaUs and created an online commu]
nity. I explained my Hindu traditions to my roommates, so they were 
aware of what I was doing. 

�s a student, I Sas a biologU ma�or Sith chemistrU and Span]
ish minors. %U dream is to become an orthopedic surgeon. I too� 
tSo electiRe religious studies classes at ,&C that left a profound 
impact on me. In my second year, I took a Survey of South Asian 
Cultural HistorU class Shere I receiRed a great oRerRieS of the dif]
ferent religions and social historU of South �sia. +he professor I had 
was a scholar of Ramlila and there were many times I spoke to her 
fondlU about being a �uUanese Hindu. In mU fourth Uear, I too� a 
course about the historU of Indian classical dance forms. I learned a 
�uchipudi dance piece that Sas RerU diffi cult for me. HoSeRer, that 
professor was very patient and helpful to me. She was also someone 
Sho encouraged me to learn more about Hinduism from a scholarlU 
RieS. ñoth instructors made me feel li�e I mattered as a Carib]
bean Hindu or a diaspora Hindu, because I had neRer �noSn about 
Hinduism in a scholarlU approach. +heU did not consider me as 
�ust a Vpre]medH student but Sere both there for me as counselors 

Shen I spo�e to them about being aSaU from home or mU struggles 
of being a Hindu on campus. I did not haRe anU other professional 
personnel on campus that I felt comfortable spea�ing to about be]
ing Hindu, other than my professors. I felt like they made me into 
a scholar of religious studies through the way they spoke to me and 
taught me about academic Sriting. I did not �noS about the differ]
ence betSeen being a practitioner of faith Rersus a scholar of faith. 
Learning about Hinduism through that lens taught me about hoS 
the outsider perspective of a scholar leaves a different impression for 
a practicing Hindu.

I am currently a remote graduate student at the University of 
Florida pursuing my master’s degree in medical pharmacology and 
phUsiologU. %U eTperiences of being Hindu in college motiRated 
me to continue doing more to eTpound Hinduism. I serRe mU com]
munitU as a Rolunteer priest at the DeRi ñhaRan %andir in %iami, 
�lorida. I began an independent research studU about the SatUana]
rayana Vrat Katha and Hanuman puja in Guyana with a professor of 
religious studies at Florida International University. I attended the 
:;:; .�-ES Hindu StudentXs Council conference, Shere I presented 
mU research about hoS the Shri Ramcharitimanasa in_ uenced 
Hinduism in �uUana. In %arch :;:<, I became an intern for the 
-ishSa Hindu ParishadXs HinduP�C+, an adRocacU initiatiRe.

I sincerelU hope that sharing about being Hindu on campus Sill 
serve as motivation for future Hindu students to not give up on their 
dharma or heritage.

Dhanesh Rishi Budhram is a master’s student in medicine currently 
working as a science and math tutor who aspires to become an orthopedic 
surgeon. Apart from being a volunteer priest, he enjoys playing dholak, 
tabla, and spending time with his dog Tyson, peacocks and peahens at his 
home in Miami, Florida. E-mail: drbudhram1995@gmail.com. 
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At worship: Dhanesh with mother Indeera, father Deonarine and 
sister Shivani at Devi Bhavan Mandir, Florida
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By Mayuresh Visswanathan

I
f descending into the cold, dark 
depths of the seas doesn’t sound extreme 
enough for you, then you might want to 
try it without any breathing equipment.

Freediving is an extreme sport pushing 
the limits of the human body and mind un-
derwater, all without the use of scuba gear. 
Brave freedivers—on one breath—can dive 
hundreds of meters at a time, a feat requiring 
complete mastery of themselves to ensure a 
safe dive. Within the past 40-50 years, yoga 
techniques and practices have upgraded the 
sport, allowing divers to greatly increase con-
trol of their diaphragm, breath and mind.

To understand the use of yoga in freediv-
ing it’s essential to delve into the sport’s nu-
ances. To learn more I read Adam Skolnick’s 
book, One Breath: Freediving, Death, and 
the Quest to Shatter Human Limits. While 
it may sound simple, there are over ten dis-
tinct competitions testing ability to hold 
one’s breath for the longest time, to cover a 
specifi ed distance in the shortest amount of 
time and to dive as deep as humanly possible. 
Some disciplines, such as No Limit, allow div-
ers to use fi ns, Seighted sleds for descent, and 
lift bags or counterbalance pulley systems to 
aid in ascension. Yet, many would agree that 
the ‘purest’ discipline is Constant Weight 
Without Fins, in which a diver can use only 
their body, optional weights and a wetsuit to 

complete the dive. The world record for this 
fi nless eRent is an astonishing <;: meters or 
335 feet, equivalent to diving the height of a 
30-story building.

Competitive freediving started in the late 
<C?;s, dominated bU daredeRils trUing to push 
bodily limits. There wasn’t much emphasis 
on breath or mind control; it was a battle of 
reckless bravery. Enter Jacques Mayol. As 
a child, he was fascinated with dolphins 
and dedicated much of his life to emulating 
their behavior by pushing physiological and 
mental limits in the water. Mayol is credited 
as the first to integrate yogic philosophy 
after traveling across India to learn tools for 
controlling his diaphragm and mind. With 
pranayama and various asanas, Mayol set 
records and permanently changed the sport. 
He was pivotal in the sport’s transition to a 
practice more focused on the control of body 
and mind rather than pure fearlessness.

Yogic training for freediving emphasizes 

diaphragmatic control. This thin, dome-
shaped muscle below the lungs and heart is 
responsible for inhaling and exhaling; thus, 
control of it allows for breath control. Nearly 
all freediRers practice specifi c asanas such 
as the upward abdominal lock, or uddiyana 
bandha. The abdominal wall is sucked up as 
high as possible, creating a vacuum in the 
chest cavity. The organs in the abdominal 
area move up into the chest cavity and the 
diaphragm _ attens against the spine. +his 
exercise not only stretches the diaphragm, it 
allows for a better mind-muscle connection. 
Masters can “even ripple it in waves like a 
contortionist” according to Skolnick. Seri-
ous freedivers gain such incredible control of 
their diaphragm that they can pack air into 
the small alveoli (lung’s air sacs) behind the 
shoulder blades. Skolnick said in an interview, 

“It requires years of slow training, build-
ing more and more depth and _ eTibilitUH to 
integrate yoga exercises with the physical 

60 hinduism today july/august/september,  2022 july/august/september,  2022 hinduism today 61

Let’s dive: (clockwise from left) Using a 
single fi n mimics a dolphin �or �aster diPing; 
training sessions for adjusting to greater 
depths; the diaphragm muscle below lungs; 
 ac�ues #ayol in #arseilleJ �ecember :A@; 
when, at age 56, he set a world record for 
descending to :9= meters on a single breath
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Yogic
Freediving
How Going Deep Within 
Lets One Go Deep Below



practice of freediving; hence athletes dedicate tremendous time and 
effort to master their craft with yoga and intercostal muscle stretches 
pioneered bU %aUol to increase rib cage _ eTibilitU, alloSing them to 
Sithstand intense barometric pressure and fi ll their lungs to at least 
<:;c normal capacitU. +heU learn to moRe air from the lungs into the 
mouth and gradually funnel it into the sinuses through the soft palate 
in order to equalize on the way down.

 Beyond 30 meters, the pressure gradually compresses the lungs to 
less than a quarter of their normal size. Displaced air moves to dilated 
blood vessels in the heart and brain. The spleen also contracts, send-
ing a fresh supplU of red blood cells to conReU oTUgen more effi cientlU 
to the heart and brain. The human skeleton avoids total collapse at 
these depths by involuntarily constricting blood vessels in the limbs, 
shunting blood into the bodUXs core, Shich acts as a Racuum fi lled 
Sith _ uid to preRent further compression. Similar phUsiological re]
sponses occur in aquatic mammals such as sea lions during deep dives. 
�ar doSn, diRersX heart rates can decline to :;]=; beats per minute, 
which is less than half the average human pulse rate. Such a low pulse 
rate in healthy individuals has only been recorded in monks during 
periods of deep meditation. These physiological changes together are 
called the mammalian diRe re_ eT.

To help overcome fear during training, yoga techniques are accom-
panied by submerging one’s face, which stimulates nerves around the 
eUes and spar�s the diRe re_ eT. .ith conscious deRelopment of the 
re_ eT, learning to loSer the heart rate eRen before descending, one 
can dive deep without feeling anxiety or the slightest urge to breathe. 
It’s not just fear to overcome during apnea. Thorax compression, lactic 
acid and C': buildup cause strong pain. Pool training builds toler]
ance through disciplines of swimming as many laps as possible with 
and Sithout fi ns on one breath. Starting in the last decade after Side 
dissemination of a new equalization technique, many newbies have 
gone very deep too soon, resulting in a proliferation of lung squeeze, 
in which capillaries hemorrhage blood into the alveoli, often causing 
damage to the tissue and causing one to spit up blood.

While the physiology is impressive, the experience itself is awesome. 
Skolnick shares in his book: “As you go deeper and deeper, the ocean 
squeezes you. You feel held or cradled by the ocean. All of that gives a 
sense of merging with something much greater—you feel miniscule 
in this big blue amazing ocean.” In a way, freediving engenders one-
ness with an all-pervasive consciousness. The diver is akin to a drop 
of water within the ocean of consciousness. As he plunges deeper, 
increasing pressure forces him to remain calm and surrender. Bodily 
squeeze gets so tight that the divers often describe feeling a distinct 
merge into a singular consciousness and a complete “loss of I.” Thus, 
the water drop and ocean become indistinguishable; they become one. 
The spiritual aspect of freediving is similar to the experience of sama-
dhi in deep meditation, both of which are fundamentally controlled 
by breath. Just as samadhi is a state of enlightenment, of union, the 
experience of merging with the ocean runs parallel.

Yoga is indispensable for a maximized body and calmed mind. To 
votaries of freediving it’s not just another activity. Rather, Skolnick ex-
plains, “There is a reverence and love for the ocean. It’s more than just 
a sport. It’s a way of life.”                     ∏π
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Blending with nature: XaboPeE �dam 
(kolnickVs book on �reediPing; XrightE ma�es[
tic kelp �ound on the way down
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Follow Jacques Mayol’s journeys: X�rom top downE 
with �riend and competitor �n�o #aiorca XrightE; studying 
pranayama with a �indu yogi in �ndia; documenting his 
:9=[meterJ record[setting plunge in :A@;; demonstrating the 
uddiyana bandha asana �or stretching the diaphragm muscle
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)he eRcerpts below by #ark 
#urphy are reprinted with 
permission �rom Oyster Diving. 
+iew his �ull blog post at 
httpsHDDoysterdiPingIcomDblogD
�reediPing[recordD.

Herbert Nitsch is named 
as “the Deepest Man on 
Earth” and for a very good 

reason! He is a multiple World 
Champion and the current 
holder of the World’s Freediving 
Record. Nitsch Xphoto rightE
holds 33 world records and can 
hold his breath for more than 
nine minutes! How long can you 
hold your breath?

There are only four freediv-
ers in the world who have gone 
beyond 560 feet and two div-
ers died trying. Nitsch is the 
world’s only diver, so far, to have 
gone beyond 700 and 800 feet 
[sufffering a major stroke in so 
doing}. It has been the determi-
nation of passionate freedivers, 
pushing against the tide of nay-
sayers, who have made what 
once was thought impossible, 
possible! Let’s hear from some of 
the deepest divers.

In the early days, scientists 
and physiologists were con-
vinced that if humans dove be-
Uond <;; feet, their lungs Sould 
collapse. They had carried out 
extensive research and worked 
out what they could about how 
the human body works and 

the effect immense amounts of 
pressure can have. But freediv-
ers decided to risk it anyway and 
today they are swimming over 
seven times deeper than the 
depth initially recommended.

Martina Amati, a free diver, 
has tried to explain the mindset 
when taking up the challenge 
of this extreme sport. She told 
The Conversation, “There is an 
element of physicality but it’s 
mainly mental. That’s what is 
incredible about freediving. It’s 
not about your physical ability, 

but about your mental skills and 
training. You need to let go of 
everything that you know and 
everything that makes you feel 
good or bad. And so it’s a very 
liberating process. But equally 
you need to stay completely 
aware of your body and where 
you are, entirely in the moment.” 

�reediRing is one of the fi rst 
underwater sports to come into 
existence. It has been around for 
a very long time. Traditionally, 
people used to freedive for food, 
sponges, coral and pearls. Free-

diving only reduced after tech-
nology advanced, introducing us 
to more conRenient fi shing and 
foraging methods. However, in 
ancient cultures freediving was 
incredibly common and some-
times to around 50 meters on 
one breath!

Today, freediving is a competi-
tive activity and expert divers 
can last for up to :: minutes 
submerged under the water. Stig 
Severinsen holds the Guinness 
World Record for the longest 
freedive under ice on a single 
breath of air – and he earned it 
while in Speedos!

Sportsman James Nestor re-
lated to $ational �eographic, 

“Something amazing happens 
the second we put our faces into 
water. Our heart rates lower 
about :? percent. ñlood begins 
rushing from our extremities 
into the core. The mind enters 
a meditative state. At around 
:?; to =;; feet, the heart rate of 
some divers has been recorded 
at about <> beats per minute. 
That’s about a third of a coma 
patient’s. It shouldn’t support 
consciousness according to 
physiologists. And yet, deep in 
the ocean it does. But no one 
knows exactly how.” 

Freediver Jody Fisher shared, 
“When you’re doing deep diving, 
you might be able to see 40 or 
50 metres and there’s not really 
any sound. The only thing you 
probably will be hearing is your 
heartbeat. It feels like time has 
stopped.”

The Deepest, Longest Dives

Mayuresh Visswanathan is currently 
an undergraduate student at UC 
Berkeley, with interests in the 
environment and sustainable business.  
He enjoys growing aquatic plants, 
woodworking, and staying active.
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By Padma Krishnan

 O
n the seventh day of the kar thi-
gai deepam festival in 2018, I landed 
in Thiruvannamalai, or Thiru, as the 
ancient town is affectionately called 

by seekers who have made it their home. 
Thiru means holy in Tamil. I planned to stay 
three days but ended up living there, on and 
off, for three years.

The recorded history of the holy town dates 
back to the ninth century. And the geological 
history of Arunachala mountain in the mid-
dle of town goes back to the Archean age. The 
mountain is also called Annamalai, Arunagiri, 
Arunachalam, Arunai, Sonagiri and Sonacha-
lam in various scriptures. It is one of the Pan-
cha ñhuta Sthalas, fi Re elemental SiRa temples 
of Tamil Nadu. Siva is worshiped here as the 
fi re element Zsee the "ulUF�ugustFSeptember 
of Hinduism Today online for the origin 
story). According to the Puranas, the moun-
tain has gone through various transforma-
tions through the yugas, which are vast eras. 
In the SatUa 0uga, it Sas a mountain of fi re\ in 

the +reta Uuga, it Sas emerald\ in the DRapara 
0uga, it Sas gold\ and in the current #ali Uuga, 
it is a mountain of rocks. These transforma-
tions could also be correlated to the change in 
human consciousness in the cyclical progres-
sion of yugas.

Giri is mountain, valamØcircumambulation\ 
arunaØredFfire\ and achalam=unmovable. 
While the famous monthly full-moon giri-
valam around the mountain attracts massive 
crowds, devotees do girivalam every day. It is 
said there will always be one person walking 
around the mountain at any time.

Why Do People Do Girivalam?
DeRotees of SiRa belieRe He fulfills the 
desires of those who circumambulate 
�runachala Hill, Shich is considered to be a 
form of SiRa Himself. Indeed, a mere thought 
of the mountain will liberate a sincere seeker 
from the cycle of birth and death. Accord-
ing to legends, the fi rst one to perform the 
girivalam was Goddess Parvati, who did so 
to compensate for closing Lord Siva’s eyes 

playfully and plunging the world into dark-
ness. �fter Her �runachala penance, Lord 
SiRa blessed Her, bU giRing Her His left side 
and thus becoming Ardhanarishvara, “half-
female Lord.” 

Since the mountain is worshiped as Siva, 
walking around the mountain is done in rev-
erence. Sincere seekers follow various rules 
laid down in Puranas, such as keeping the 
mind focused on Siva and walking either in 
silence or chanting holy names and walking 
with awareness.

The 8.7-mile length of the pilgrim circuit 
is dotted with eight ancient temples in eight 
directions, where Gods Indra, Agni, Yama, 
&iruthi, -aruna, -aUu, #ubera and IsanUa 
worshiped Siva in the form of Arunachala. 
DeRotees Risit these temples and the main 
temple of Annamalaiyar during their walk.

My Many Walks
I did mU fi rst giriRalam in the morning Sith 
a few friends. We started at 5:30 and stayed 
mostly silent. Two of my companions, from 
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Spain, had been living in Thiru for many 
years and walked the mountain every day. 
The trek took us about four hours, stopping 
partSaU for a fi lter coffee brea�. .e did not 
enter any of the temples but prayed from 
outside. The next day, I walked alone in si-
lence. I went to each and every temple and 
meditated in the samadhis of Adimudi Sid-
dhar and IsanUa Desi�ar. DeRotees belieRe 

many siddhas, illumined beings, live here 
and circumambulate the mountain in their 
subtle bodies. Their blessings help pilgrims 
in their sadhanas, and the fortunate might 
even encounter them.

After two circumambulations, I would start 
my regular morning walking exercise around 
6am, without intending to do the girivalam 
as a spiritual practice\ but mU feet carried me 
around the mountain on their own volition. 
This happened many times, and I just went 
along Sith the _ oS.

The inner path that runs close to the hills 
has been prohibited to the public for the past 
few years, and one needs permission from the 
forest department to perform the inner giri-
valam. Pilgrims walk on the paved walkways 
and on the tar road that covers the holy circuit 

nowadays.
Even before the pandemic, I avoided 

crowded events that have poten-
tial for stampedes. During the first 
month of my stay, I had no intention 
of going for the famous full-moon 
girivalam. Then, on one full-moon 
night, I stepped out with a friend for 
a short after-dinner walk on the giri-
valam path. The palpable devotion of 
hundreds of thousands of pilgrims 
walking, their roar of “Annamalai-
yarku arogara,” the meditative Namah 
Sivaya chant from the speakers, the 
sound of bells, conches, songs 
and prayers, the moon and the 
hill in the moonlight, the smell 
of food, oil, people, popcorn, 
camphor, sambrani incense 
and holy ash enchanted us, and 
we decided to walk the whole 
circuit. We had stepped into 
another world, a world that ran 
on devotional fervor and moved 
in a cosmic rhythm controlled 
by Annamalaiyar and posed 

no threat of stampede. It was an unforgettable 
journey! I reached home by 12:30am, totally 
energized and in awe. After that, I tried to do 
the full moon walks every month.

On each full moon, about 200 to 300 thou-
sand of us from all walks of life, states of India 
and other countries join in one sea of move-
ment. I did the girivalam on a new-moon night 
once with a friend, and the energy was very 
different from the full moon. I felt it was an 
intense inward journey. After that, I regularly 
walked on new-moon nights also. This is done 
mainly by sadhaks and is less crowded, except 
for special amavasya days. Circumambulat-
ing the mountain during pradosham is also 
considered very auspicious and attracts many 
devotees. I have seen barefooted people breez-
ing around the mountain on the tarred road 
as if carried by a great power, some struggling 
with each step and others strolling casually 
while talking on their phones. I met a woman 
who does it every day and another man who 
has done it continuously for four years.

For those who practice intense sadhana in 
+hiruRannamalai the mountain is their guru\ 
the Sal� is their guide\ and their goal is to 
merge with the mountain, slipping into its 
eternity. Whenever I leave Thiru, not knowing 
when I will return to the magical mountain, I 
remember the words of a local woman who 
once walked the path with me: “Annamalaiyar 
will come with you wherever you go.” ∏π

A walk to remember: (clockwise from 
left) Serene Arunachala mountain; 
sincere devotion at stops along the way; 
the unpaved inner path which requires 
special permission to tread; this massive 
chariot is pulled during Karthigai Deepam 
festival; the main Annamalaiyar Temple 

Padma #rishnan is an 
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liRing in India. � certifi ed 
hatha yoga teacher, she is 
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mystical traditions.
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Girivalam—A Walk to Liberate
My circumambulation of Arunachala mountain in Thiruvannamalai for 
three years leads me towards ending the circle of birth and rebirth



By Mugdha Shinde, 14
Cupertino, California

L
ast december, i attended a hindu 
camp called SSV Prathamik Varga, run 
by the Hindu Swayamsevak Sangh. 
SSV stands for “Swayam sevika Shiksha 

Varg,” which loosely translates to “volunteer 
training session.” Though the main focus of 
the camp was how to become an ideal sway-
amsevak, or one who freely gives back to the 
community, there were also many Hindu 
ideas and traditions taught and practiced at 
the camp. Held near Mountain House town 
in California, on a HSS-owned site, the camp  
lasted four days. 

The campsite wasn’t far from the town, 
around a 15-minute drive, but it was far 
enough that we weren’t disturbed by city 
activities. This was the first time after be-
ing purchased that the campsite was heavily 
used, so Se had to fi gure out a lot of things 
as we went along, such as heating. It was cold, 
around 40°-50° F. Additionally, it was rainy 
and muddy, due to the time of year, and the 
location of the camp on top of a grassy hill, 
surrounded by grazing areas. Thus, we had 

to adjust the outdoor activities, to be able 
to do them indoors. We had to pack a lot of 
jackets and heavy clothes. Generally, there 
SasnXt a specifi c VHindu dress codeH. HoS]
eRer, for specifi c actiRities, traditional cloth]
ing was highly recommended. We also had 
a lot of people attending the camp, around 
@; girls and >; boUs, so Se had to fi gure out 
the sleeping situation as well. Each sleeping 
room had six sets of two-high bunkbeds. 
Due to Covid-19 restrictions, all participants 

had to be vaccinated and show a negative Co-
vid-19 test to participate. 

The camp was the first part of a three-
year process to become a full swayamsevak. 

Though there is no formal member-
ship to be a part of HSS, completing 
the three years allows you to start 
new shakhas (local groups) and lead 
them. This camp covered just a third 
of the fi rst Uear. It Sas for teens and 
young adults, led by people who had 
completed the three-year process. 
The leaders were mostly teens and 
young adults, though there were 
some special speakers who were a bit 
older. They all had a lot of knowledge 
on the topics and were well prepared 
to answer questions. The curriculum 
was set by the central HSS office, 
but we didn’t have to follow exactly, 
and ventured from it multiple times. 
Overall, it was a fun and informative 
experience.

In the mornings, we would wake 
up at 5:30. At 7am, we would do surya 
namas�ar. It Sas eTtremelU benefi cial 
to practice, as I got a good exercise for 
my body each day–like a warm-up 
for the activities ahead. However, it 
was tiring to do before breakfast. 

After breakfast, we had morn-
ing shakha. Shakha is the term used for the 
sessions conducted every week, usually on 
Sundays, all over the US, by Hindu volun-
teers in the community. At the camp shakha, 
we played games and learned music, prac-
ticed leadership and discipline by perform-
ing various activities such as the raising and 
loSering of the dRa�a, or _ ag, and giRing and 
following basic commands in Sanskrit. We 
then had lunch, which was vegetarian Indian 
food, prepared by shakha attendees who live 
close to the campsite. 

During the whole camp, we were not al-
lowed to use phones, except right before 
bed. I didn’t have a phone anyway, so I wasn’t 
affected by this rule. However, I did notice 
that the lack of phones made sure people 
interacted during the breaks. The no-phone 
policy also drastically reduced distractions 
ensuring everyone gave their whole energy 
and attention to the activities. By nighttime, 
everyone was so tired, no one had a lot of 
energy to mess around on their phone. I was 
surprised by how few people called their 
parents. Nevertheless, there were a few fun-
nU Rideos fi lmed. 
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Hindu Camp Was Fun!
A hundred of us enjoyed four days of classes, yoga, music, good 
food—and time to reflect on being young Hindus in America

After lunch, we had baudhik sessions, 
talks by older leaders, which focused on 
the intellectual side of being a swayamse-
vak. Several adults talked to us during these 
sessions, sometimes telling stories about 
great Indian personalities. At other times 
they talked about giving back to the com-
munity. I learned a lot of new things from 
these sessions, though sometimes they got a 
bit long. Some topics were the life of Swami 
Vivekananda, and what makes an ideal sway-
amsevak. After baudhik, we had afternoon 
shakha, which was basically a repeat of 
morning shakha. Then came a much wel-
comed tea break.

Between tea break and dinner, we had 
group conversations on topics such as the 
benefi ts of coSs, and the portraUal of Hin]
dus in society, especially in school textbooks. 
However, we were free to drift off to other 
topics, as long as they were somewhat rele-
vant. Thus, we went from talking about cows 
to wearing bindis at school. Many people 
mentioned the comments they got for wear-
ing a bindi at school. Some comments were 
genuinely out of curiosity, while others were 
plain rude. A lot of people mentioned they 
have gotten comments similar to “Is there 
something on your face?” 

All in all, these conversations were really 
useful, as I got to hear from others my age 
about Hinduism. For example, a lot of people 
mentioned that they did not like that their 
school focused only on pictures of a “pol-
luted” river Ganga. We unanimously agreed 
that while the Ganga is polluted, the prob-

lem is not specifi c to India. ÆiRers such as 
the Thames in London, or the Mississippi in 
the US are polluted as well. Moreover, people 
were frustrated that the textbooks do not 
mention the beautiful and rich culture of In-
dia and Hinduism. 

After the scheduled conversations, we con-
tinued discussing issues. Many shared their 
stories about being a Hindu at school. The 
textbook situation came up again and again, 
and people shared their personal efforts to 
improve it. One girl said that she refused to 
take a test on her school’s Ancient India unit, 
because the information they were being 
tested on was false. Overall, it was nice to 
see that others had experienced some of the 
things I had.

After these conversations, we would have 
ratri karyakram, which translates to “night 
program.” These programs were a way to re-
lax and enjoy ourselves in the night after a 
daU of hard Sor�. +heU Sere fi lled Sith fun 
group activities, and were one of my favor-
ite parts about the camp. One night, we had 
a scavenger hunt. We did a talent show to 
wrap up the camp, in which several comedy 
skits were performed. Multiple people per-
formed traditional dances, and some even 
performed rap songs. The night programs 
generally weren’t directly related to being 
swayamsevaks, being Hindu or being Indi-
ans. Mostly, they were an awesome 
time for everyone to socialize and 
make friends. 

Alas, the camp came to an end, 
and friends had to return home. Four 
days earlier, I hardly knew anyone, 
but at the end of the camp, I knew 
almost everyone. At the camp, I got 
to socialize, make new friends from 
all over the San Francisco Bay Area, 
gain new perspectives on Hinduism 
and shakha, and learn a lot of new 

things about my culture. 
I asked some of my fellow attendees about 

their thoughts on the camp. One attendee, 
who wishes to remain anonymous, said, “I 
thought it was fun having roommates and 
meeting different types of people.” San-
jeevani Dedge, an attendee of my age, re-
marked, “At SSV I met so many new people 
who I quickly became friends with, and I 
was exposed to so many new things such as 
self defense and yogchap [a musical instru-
ment combining two sticks and cymbals that 
is played in the HSS marching band]. I also 
got to explore and learn more about my cul-
ture and have discussions about it with my 
friends. It was truly a life-changing experi-
ence that I will never forget.”

Some improvements for the camp would 
include a shorter schedule—being awake 
from 5:30am to 10pm was exhausting. In 
addition, having another short break in the 
day would also drastically improve student 
participation in the activities. Finally, hav-
ing surya namaskar after breakfast would 
increase its benefi ts. Despite these issues, the 
camp was really amazing.

All in all, it was extremely fun to be with 
friends and experience being Hindu at a camp. 
In the future, I Sould defi nitelU participate 
in similar camps, and I hope that more such 
camps are conducted all around the world. ∏π

Home and community observances:
(clockwise from left) group of older 
students take a selfi e; dinner time; lucky 
campers get the top bunk; the nearby cows 
showed slight interest in the camp
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Helping Orphaned Children During this Pandemic
By AKHILA SATISH

“Far sweeter than divine nectar is simple boiled 
rice stirred by the small hands of one’s own child.” 
Tirukkural

One of the o� en forgotten fundamental truths of 
life is that no one chooses where they are born, or 
the circumstances of their birth. Infants and tod-
dlers display the purest and most natural behav-
ior among us; research studies show that they 
instinctively help others and act in altruistic ways. 
Children o� er us hope for the future and a fresh, 
inquisitive perspective on the world. As adults, it 
can be easy to forget or overlook how vulnerable 
and dependent this precious population is on the 
kindness and goodness of others.

However, the COVID-19 pandemic has shed painful 
light on the sensitivity of children to external global 
events. In Indonesia, children were su� ering in greater numbers from COVID-19, more than 150 children 
dying during the week of July 12, 2021 alone. In India, as of June 5, 2021, 3,632 children lost both parents 
to COVID-19 and 26,176 children lost one parent.

In the midst of this global crisis, it can feel overwhelming and hopeless to think of the magnitude of loss 
and su� ering. Channeling that emotion into helpful actions, however, can feel empowering and powerful.

� e Hindu Heritage Endowment has a speci� c fund dedicated to securing the future of children in need. 
� e Hindu Orphanage Endowment is designed to support � ve children’s centers in Sri Lanka, Malaysia 
and India, where the goal is to create an environment in which children can experience a sense of fam-
ily bonding and security. � is is an important and meaningful task, requiring teams of caregivers with 
patience, kindness and humility alongside a steady and impactful stream of resources. Donations directly 
support the daily needs of children and securing their futures through educational programming. Raising 
the children’s standard of living has an e� ect beyond mere comfort—it enhances their self-esteem, matu-
ration and independence. And it helps them learn and prepare for their future.

Making a donation is a fast and simple way to support children in need. However, if you have � nancial 
constraints, consider other ways to support this cause by sharing the message on social networks or choos-
ing to support the Hindu Orphanage Endowment during a birthday or social fundraising event. Every 
quarter, funds are directly transferred from the Orphanage Endowment to bring each fund up to a mini-
mum amount, which currently is $75,000.

Donations from all around the world have helped to set up a series of orphanage endowments. Five of 
these children’s centers who depend on HHE are listed below.

• Yogaswami Hindu Girls Home, Sittandy, Sri Lanka 
• Manjung Orphanage, Malaysia
• Pazhassi Balamandiram Orphanage, Kerala, India 
• Udayan Care, New Delhi, India
• Swami Vipulananta Children’s Home, Sri Lanka

For more information about the orphanage endowments, visit www.hheonline.org/orphanages.shtml. 

HHE supports � ve Hindu orphanages in India, 
Sri Lanka & Malaysia



Kauai Aadheenam Monastic Endowment
Kunal & Sanyogeeta Ghurbhurn US$ 7.16
Roshan Harilela 250.00
Gunasekaran Kandasamy 46.00
Mira Das & R. Mahalingam 500.00
Kulagan Moonesawmy 13.34
Gowri Nadason 84.27
Gayatri Rajan 50.00
Chamundi Sabanathan 78.75
Aran Sambandar 72.00
Hitesvara Saravan 63.00
Riorita Tkatchenko 100.00
Anonymous 298.96
Total 1,563.48

Iraivan Temple Endowment
Benevity 500.00
Ashvin Beezadhur 270.37
Frank Burkhardt 30.00
Bharat & Sunita Chaudhary 100.00
Bhola & Prabha Dhume 201.00
Kunchitha & Girija Gurumurthy 250.00
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Ashley Raman 11.00
Murari Singh 100.00
Nandi Devi Sivanathan 23.81
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Anonymous 326.40
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Vidyadevi Mooroogen 1.11
Logadhasan Murugesu 23.89
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Subscription Fund
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Manula & Easwaran 

Balasubramanian 249.00
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Subrahmanyam Boyareddi 249.00
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Nick Clark 249.00
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Sriram Ganapathy 299.00
Abhinav Gautam 249.00
Gananathamritananda Giri 249.00
Lalitha Kaipa 249.00
Juhivaasana Koothan 6.62
Narayan Krishnaswami 249.00
Kim Leffingwell 249.00
Rajiv Limaye 249.00
Ashwini Maureemootoo 11.01
Aiyappan Menon 249.00
Hasmukh & Mina Mistry 249.00
Bhaveshan Moorghen 6.62
Shanda Kumaran Moorghen 6.62
Udeyadeva Moorghen 6.62
Sveta Panchal 249.00
Karthik Prasanna 249.00
Sraddha Prativadi 249.00
Abhinav Raina 249.00
Shantha Rajakrishnamurthy 299.00

Steven S. Raman 299.00
Uday Shukla 249.00
Rajeev Singh 249.00
Nagula & Sutha Suthaker 249.00
Mayuresh Visswanathan 251.00
Krishna Viswanathan 249.00
Anonymous 322.12
Total 7,787.05

Kadavul Nataraja Ardra 
Abhishekam Endowment
Benevity 232.00
Umasankaran Mohambourame 117.23
Gowri Nadason 126.49
Parimala Selvaraj 93.00
P. Sivasothy 77.80
Anonymous 226.00
Total 872.52

Tirunavukkarasu Nayanar Gurukulam
Gayathri Sinmayanandan 50.00
Anonymous 324.00
Total 374.00

Sri Subramuniya Kott am Fund
Anonymous 375.00

Kumbhalavalai Ganesha 
Temple Endowment
Sathyainkara Balendra 2.00
Mano Navaratnarajah 75.00
Anonymous 40.00
Total 117.00

Hinduism Today Production Fund
Fidelity Charitable 250.00
Kunal & Sanyogeeta Ghurbhurn 7.16
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Murli Melwani 1,000.00
Kulagan Moonesawmy 13.24
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Gayatri Rajan 100.00
Chamundi Sabanathan 576.00
Aran Sambandar 72.00
Pathmini Saravanapavan 100.00
Anonymous 63.00
Total 2,355.65

Hindu Orphanage Endowment Fund
Benevity 810.75
Kunal & Sanyogeeta Ghurbhurn 7.16
Roshan Harilela 250.00
Gunasekaran Kandasamy 46.00
Ravindranath Krishnamurthy 101.00
Chamundi Sabanathan 78.75
Hitesvara Saravan 36.00
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Matthew Wieczork 20.00
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Anonymous 2,526.00
Total 3,910.66

Hindu Education Endowment
Fidelity Charitable 100.00
Arjun & Revathi Pennathur 75.00
Total 175.00

Alaveddy Pasupatheeswarar Temple Fund
Nuckiren Pyeneeandee 44.24
Gayathri Sinmayanandan 50.00
Total 94.24

Hindu Heritage Endowment 
Administrative Fund
Rogini Shummoogum 225.00

Murugan Temple of North 
America Pillaiyar Shrine Fund
Pathmini Saravanapavan 150.00

Thank You Bodhinatha Fund
Isani Alahan 108.00
Lutcheemee Curpen 301.00
Panshula Ganeshan 35.00
Debashis Ghosh 300.00
Gunasekaran Kandasamy 46.00
Murugesu Kandasamy 35.15
Akash Katir 1,008.00
Hitesh & Rishitaa Murugesu 35.15
Mano Navaratnarajah 150.00
Cassan Pancham 1,500.00
Nuckiren Pyeneeandee 44.24
Sumathi Raja 450.00
Aran Sambandar 108.00
Hitesvara Saravan 216.00
Nandi Devi Sivanathan 71.43
Karthik Suresh 108.00
Shanthi Suresh 108.00
Anba Dayananden Valayten 8.62
John Wahlen 36.69
Anonymous 1,876.21
Total 6,545.49

Udayan Care Endowment Fund
Benevity 24.00
Alok Kadakia 25.00
Total 49.00

Sri Chandra Madhab Debnath Endowment
Shyamal Chandra Debnath 150.00

Murugan Temple Yalpanam Festival Fund
Pathmini Saravanapavan 50.00

Mahajana College Fund
Texas Instruments Foundation 1,201.00

Manjung Hindu Sabha Orphanage Fund
Texas Instruments Foundation 108.00
Network For Good 210.00
Phui Chan 30.00
Emily Xin Rui Lim 20.00
Gayathri Sinmayanandan 50.00
Rajiv Verma 100.00
Total 518.00

Pazhassi Balamandiram Orphanage Fund
Steven Lee 30.00
Pathmini Saravanapavan 100.00
Total 130.00

Swami Vipulananta Children’s 
Home Endowment
Canaganayagam Kugendra 40.00

Hinduism Today Complimentary 
Subscription Fund
Rajagopal Krishnan 40.00

Himalayan Academy 
Publications Endowment
Vel Mahalingum 4.44
Nrusimhayya Manda 30.00
Mano Navaratnarajah 375.00
Pathmini Saravanapavan 100.00
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Kauai Aadheenam Yagam Fund
Anonymous 141.00

Yogaswami Hindu Girls’ Home 
of Sitt andy Endowment
Benevity 2,000.00
Steven Lee 30.00
Subramaniam Pennathur 50.01
Sivaruban & Carolyn Sivanesan 300.00
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Total 3,482.19
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Siva Poomi School Trust
Dharmalingam Siddhan 108.00

Murugan Temple of North 
America Puja Fund
Pathmini Saravanapavan 200.00

Rani Jothiswarar Memorial Fund
Anonymous 1.00

India Hindu Temple Cleaning Fund
Anonymous 40.00

Cows of Kadavul and Iraivan Temples 
(Kovil Maadu) Endowment
Benevity 300.00
Arun Aarooren 75.00
Asmita Akerkar 21.00
Anil Ananda Badhwar 30.00
Kunal & Sanyogeeta Ghurbhurn 7.16
Rajagopal Krishnan 153.00
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Anonymous 86.32
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Jaff na Kannathiddy Kali 
Kovil Endowment
Nigel Subramaniam Siva 150.00
Total 150.00

Hindu Temple of the 
Woodlands Endowment
Anonymous 108.36

Pakistan Hindu Empowerment Fund
Arvind Chandrakantan 501.00
Ishani Chowdhury 108.00
Total 609.00

Murugamoorthi Thirukkovil Endowment
Raj Padman Padmalingam 20,000.00

Panchangam Endowment Fund
Benevity 100.00

Digital Dharma Endowment
Digital Dharma Drive 2021 Grant 10,359.00
Kunal & Sanyogeeta Ghurbhurn 7.16
Chandraleela Hoezoo 108.00
Gunasekaran Kandasamy 23.00
Rajagopal Krishnan 153.00
Kulagan Moonesawmy 13.24
Nuckiren Pyeneeandee 11.11
Chamundi Sabanathan 576.00
Pathmini Saravanapavan 100.00
Anonymous 504.04
Total 11,854.55

Kauai Aadheenam Feed the Monks Fund
Benevity 353.00
Anandkumar Ayyachamy 75.00
Murali Balaji 251.00
Phui Chan 2.50
Kunal & Sanyogeeta Ghurbhurn 4.76
Meena Joshi 101.00
Suresh & Meena Joshi 101.00
Murugesu Kandasamy 35.15
Narayan Krishnaswami 251.00
Velika Lawrence 9.99
Bernard Lu 500.00
Srividhya Nagarajan 201.00
Bangalore R. Nagaroopa 51.00
Vasudev Parameswaran 501.00
Robert M. Petersen 50.00
Gayatri Rajan 150.00

Kasi Ramanathan 51.00
Padmini Samuthiran 162.00
Rajeshkumar Shah 753.00
Tarangadeva Sinhaputra 21.00
Devaladevi Sivaceyon 22.95
Nandi Devi Sivanathan 71.43
Avani Sukhadia 108.00
Kunjal Thaker 2.50
Ravi Thaker 18.00
Ravi & Kunjal Thaker 2.50
Subatra Dewi Veeriah 15.00
Saravan Veylan 324.00
Anonymous 4,517.00
Total 8,705.78

Total Contributions $79,740.22

Funds at Market Value, March 31, 2022

Grand Total $20,898,301.32

J A N U A R Y T O  M A R C H  E N D O W M E N T  C O N T R I B U T I O N S

MISSION STATEMENT: Hindu Heritage Endowment is a publicly supported, charitable or-
ganization recognized as tax exempt by the IRS on April 22, 1994. Employer ID 99-0308924. Founded 
by Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, its philanthropic mission is to provide secure, professionally 
managed fi nancial support for institutions and religious leaders of all lineages of Sanatana Dharma. 

PROFESSIONAL ADVISORS: Halbert, Hargrove, Investment Counsel; Lynn M. Gaumer, J.D., 
Stelter Co. and Sonoda & Isara LLP, certifi ed public accountants.  HHE is a member of the Partnership 
for Philanthropic Planning, the source for education, research and advocacy for professionals who 
have a role in designing and implementing donors’ philanthropic plans.

I WANT TO PARTICIPATE: Where should I Send My Donation? You can send your gift to an 
existing fund, create a new endowment or request information through the address below. Donations 
may be made online at www.hheonline.org to join our family of benefactors who are Strengthening 
Hinduism Worldwide. Thank you.

HINDU HERITAGE ENDOWMENT
KAUAI’S HINDU MONASTERY
107 Kaholalele Road, Kapaa, Hawaii, 96746-9304 USA
808-822-3012 • hhe@hindu.org
www.hheonline.org • www.facebook.com/hhecares 



minimela.com 

Newly released 3rd edition of Loving Ganesha
by Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami is now available with more exquisite illus-
trations and now in full color. In the clearest, most captivating terms, the 
satguru introduces you to this great God, shows the many ways to develop a 
rapport with Him so as to illumine and uplift your life  . Learn about this 
endearing God who, of all the Gods, is closest to us. Learn how to contact 
Him, pray to Him and celebrate His presence in your home.

M i n i M e l a
Kauai Hindu Monastery’s 
Spiritual treasure box

Newly released 3rd edition of 
by Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami is now
trations and now in full color. In the clearest, most captivating terms, the 
satguru introduces you to this great God, shows the many ways to develop a 
rapport with Him so as to illumine and uplift your life  . Learn about this 
endearing God who, of all the Gods, is closest to us. Learn how to contact 
Him, pray to Him 

Hinduism’s most essential
teachings as presented and illumined by 
Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami. The three 
volumes may be acquired together or separately. 
They elucidate Hinduism’s: 

• tenets and philosophy, vol. 1 
• lifestyle, culture, ethics, vol. 2
• metaphysics and mysticism, vol. 3  

Path to Siva • Composed by Satguru Bodhinatha 
Veylanswami to present Hinduism’s teachings in a 
way youth could more immediately appreciate. It 
contains all of Gurudeva’s teachings rearranged, 
compacted, trimmed, and turned it into a delightful, 
beautifully illustrated 96-page handbook of 
liberating knowledge and wisdom. 
(Adults are also fond 
of this book.)

14 great answers
to those 14 tough 
questions people ask you 
and your children (Why 
many Gods? Do Hindus 
worship cows?... etc.) —a 
9-page booklet created 
by Hinduism Today’s 
editors. 

5 rudraksha
beads grown at 
Kauai’s Hindu 

  Monastery and 
blessed by the 
swamis. 

And much more at:

36-bead 
rudraksha 
mala grown 
and assembled by 
devotees of Kauai’s 
Hindu Monastery 
and blessed by 
the swamis. 

Path to Siva • 
Veylanswami to present Hinduism’s teachings in a 
way youth could more immediately appreciate. It 
contains all of Gurudeva’s teachings rearranged, 
compacted, trimmed, and turned it into a delightful, 
beautifully illustrated 96-page handbook of 
liberating knowledge and wisdom. 
(Adults are also fond 
of this book.)
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Take advantage of our 
Wellness & Recreation 

Business Directory

Take advantage of our B�wel� !

A resource dedicated to uplifting our 
communities by promoting holistic 
practices and recreational 
activities that heal 
and nurture from 
within.

Free listings for 
your business on a 
directory curated 
exclusively for the 
wellness industry.

YogChakra.com
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Visit the spectacular gold-domed, all-
white-granite Iraivan Temple being 

constructed at Kauai's Hindu Monastery—
from stones quarried and hand-carved in 
India. Bring the children. Read more, see 
photos, videos and/or donate at:

www.himalayanacademy.com/iraivan.org
iraivan@hindu.org

  Your Hawaiian
    Pilgrimage Destination

  

Rely on a professional for
Retirement and Estate Planning 

For information, contact one of 
the most highly trained financial advisors: 

Niraj P. Baxi, msi, clu, chfc
Tel: 800-686-8436
niraj@baxifinancial.com
www.baxifinancial.com

Life Insurance 
and Estate Planning
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  ���
Invest in
   agriculture

Infl ation?

easan.katir@gmail.com
1-530.320.3287 (USA)

easankatir.com

private wealth management
since 1983



                  Touching the
              hearts of little ones

T
he true story of a rescued cow & 

her calves teaches compassion 

and hope. Told with humor and 50 

delightful photos. Feed a cow with 

every purchase. 

Available on Amazon, world-wide 

www.govindagoshala.org

:

Beautiful property, 2 buildings 
wrap-around covered balcony for
indoor-outdoor Hawaiian living

� main house: 3-bath, 3-bed 
� ocean breeze all year-round 
� spacious garage, extra room, full bath
� 10-min. drive to Hindu temple or town  
� 3D tour of the house: bit.ly/kauai-360

H awai  i H  eavenai  i H  eaveH a

Yelena Okhman Realtor®(S) • Remax Kauai
808-635-6552 •  yelenastars@gmail.com

:
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v
E  ternal Friend offers the keys 

to the Divine that ever resides 
within—is always there, ready to guide 
and help you attain that peace and 
contentment which is your true nature.

“Eternal Friend is a doorway to auspiciousness 
and infinite peace.”—Shri Sathya Sai Baba 

“Eternal Friend helps people manifest their 
deepest soul potentials.”—Dr. David Frawley:

By M. Hanumante, PhD • 142 p. 
hardcover • color

mukund@juno.com
https://akkalkotswamisamarth-usa.org

the Divine
within

the Divinethe Divine
Find
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CLASSIFIEDS
Classified ads are US$55 for 20 words, $1 
for each additional word. “Box ads” are 
$80 and $150 • 10% to 35% discount for 
repeat ads • 888-464-1008, 808-634-5407 
fax: 888-217-3108 • ads@hindu.org   
www.hinduismtoday.com

Appeal

Help Hinduism toward a brilliant future by 
helping Hinduism Today fortify its finances. 
Its growing digital presence has greatly in-
creased  readership. But it has also depleted 
print sales that we have been depending on. 
Help us through these changing times. Donate 
to Hinduism Today at: bit.ly/help-HT

Free Products & Services 

Shri Shivabalayogi Maharaj Meditation
Blessings. Peace, Bliss and Self-Realization 
are Guaranteed through Meditation. 
Receive vShivabalayogi’s photo, holy ash 
and meditation in    structions. Free. Sanjay 
Singh, 8300 Halston St. # 7, Louisville, KY 
40222 USA. thesksmail@yahoo.com 
www.meditate-shivabala.org

Home-Study Course in the Vedanta. Con-
tact Parashakti Vidya Gurukul, PO Box 
250, Spring Valley, NY 10977
parashakti vidya@aol.com

Professional Products & Services

Indoor/outdoor paint-
ing—No. California 
Residential, commercial, interior & exterior. 
Color consulting. Licensed, bonded & in-
sured. Vama’s Painting Co., 925-279-1051.

Indoor/outdoor painting—No. California 
Residential, commercial, interior & exterior. 
Color consulting. Licensed, bonded & in-
sured. Vama’s Painting Co., 925-279-1051.

Publications     

Dreaming Peace: The History of Posi-
tive Thinking and What It Means in the 
Post-Truth Era, by Nori Muster
norimuster.com/books/

Sri Aurobindo books. Ayurveda. Reiki. Ve-
dic astrology. Alternative health. Plus over 
14,000 health & wellness products. Whole-
sale-retail-mail order. Free catalogs. Lotus 
Press, HT Box 1008, Silver Lake, WI  53170 
USA • www.lotuspress.com

Lemurian Scrolls. Celestial messages given 
in 1973 to Satguru Sivaya Subramuniya-
swami, founder of Hinduism Today, that 
help us understand the times we live in and 
what it all means • www.minimela.com

Divine Life Society Publications

Choose from 
over 100 free e-
books and 300+
printed books 
on Hindu phi-
losophy, yoga, 
meditation and 
more by Swami 
Sivananda and 
his disciples. 
www.dlsebooks.org • www.dlsbooks.org
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     Hindu 
Global Charity

We are currently planning projects
in Nepal, Pakistan and Nigeria.

A        merican Hindu World Service (AHWS)  
       501(c)(3) nonprofit dedicated to educa

American public and the world about Hindu per-
spectives on global health and international develop-

ment.  It is now working on HIV/AIDS, nutrition 
awareness, women's empowerment and sustainable 

agriculture. It is active with other religious com-
munities on interfaith issues, and serves without 

discrimination as to ethnicity, gender, nationality, or 
creed. More at www.ahwsngo.org

AHWS • PO Box 1483, Laurel, MD 20725-1483, USA
626-475-7149 • ahwsngo@gmail.com

is a
  ting the
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Order this illustrated how-to booklet 
conceived and published by Hinduism 
Today. Available  by the case (250 
copies each ) at books@hindu.org
The booklets are free, and so is the 
shipping, anywhere in the world.*
These 16 beautiful, colorful pages tell all one needs to 
know to perform a traditional home puja  that anyone can 
perform. The chants are in Sanskrit with transliteration 
and English translation. The puja’s every aspect, gesture 
and signifi cance is described and illustrated. Included is 
a link to an audio of the Sanskrit.

Individual copies are available for purchase at 
www.minimela.com/puja 

* This benevolent project is sponsored by the Himalayan 
Academy Publications Endowment, one of over 70 endow-
ments under the umbrella of Hindu Heritage Endowment.

Ganesha
atmartha puja
booklets for distribution

FREE

     We specialize in
        orders from 
monasteries & temples

This magnificent
6-foot tall 

sandstone Surya 
and other fine, hand-

carved statues are
available in the USA

now, ready to be 
shipped anywhere.

713-668-2948
concept@wt.net

www.hindugods.net 

We offer group tours to visit temples in INDIAWe offer group tours to visit temples in INDIAWe offer group tours to visit temples in INDIA

Sacred Statues & Art
                   from India &
                           T ibet

Wisdom Wave Publications
Shrikrishna 
Kashyap was a 
beloved holy sage 
and Ayurvedic 
healer. Wisdom 
Wave offers Mantra 
CDs/downloads, 
plus books of his 
teachings on health, 
Vedic scriptures 
and philosophy. 
                       www.wisdomwave.org

Freight Forwarder
Ship >45 kg or more
Anywhere from US
Fx: 1-800-396-6659
Sales2@air7seas.us
www.air7seas.com

Indoor/outdoor paint-
ing—No. California 
Residential, commercial, interior & exterior. 
Color consulting. Licensed, bonded & in-
sured. Vama’s Painting Co., 925-279-1051.

Fine Quality Neem Products
Specializing in fresh 
neem leaf, neem 
sticks, living neem 
trees and other 
Ayurvedic herbs. 
Our complete line 
of neem products 
contains more neem 
than any other U.S. manufacturer,
all at fresh-from-the-farm prices.
             www.neemtreefarms.com
                      877-500-6336

than any other U.S. manufacturer,

Babaji’s Kriya Yoga Publications
Books, correspondence 
course, seminars, ashrams, 
audios, videos, pilgrimages. 

babajiskriyayoga.net
           1-888-252-9642

Sri Chinmoy Books
Sri Chinmoy’s sou
offerings in the form 
of books, music and 
art have been the 
source of inspira-
tion and wisdom 
for seekers for 
over 50 years.

734-994-7114 
srichinmoy.org
srichinmoybooks.com

lful
offerings in the form 
of books, music and 

srichinmoybooks.com

lful

Om-A Creation Story
Introducing Om and Hindu
cosmology to young readers.
Simple, clear, inspired.   
     Available on Amazon
         livingsattva.com

a creation
story

s

Om Workbook
Learn about Om in many 
cultures and practice writing 
it in many languages.
     Available on Amazon
         livingsattva.com

cultures and practice writing 
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American Institute of Vedic Studies
Expand your horizons in 
Vedic Knowledge and Hindu 
Dharma. Practical teachings 
of Pandit Vamadeva Shastri 
(David Frawley), D.Litt, 
Padma Bhushan. Authentic 
Vedic knowledge in a clear 
and modern idiom. Courses, 
publications, programs and 
retreats—with students from
all over the world.

   Recent books:
• Shiva: The Lord of Yoga
• Vedic Yoga: The Path of the Rishi 
• Art and Science of Vedic Counseling      
• The Yoga of Consciousness: From Waking, Dream 
   and Deep Sleep to Self-Realization 

  Institute Courses:
• Ayurvedic Healing Course 
• Yoga, Ayurveda, Mantra & Meditation Course 
• Ayurvedic Astrology Course
• Integral Vedic Counseling Course

American Institute of Vedic Studies
PO Box 8357, Santa Fe, NM 87504-8357 USA

vedicinstitute@gmail.com • www.vedanet.com 
Facebook: @drdavidfrawley • Twitter: @davidfraweleyved 

• Vedic Yoga: The Path of the Rishi 

Yogini Shambhavi Devi is 
a mystic yogini, spiritual 
guide and educator rooted in 
the ancient traditions 
of Bhakti Yoga, Shakti 
Sadhana, Vedic Astrology, 
Mantra Yoga and 
Ayurveda. 
Shambhavi is co-director of 
the American Institute of 
Vedic Studies. She is a direct 
disciple of Sadguru 
Sivananda Murty, who 
has empowered her as  
a spiritual teacher. 

� Vedic astrology consultations with Yogini 
     Shambhavi Devi         

�  Spiritual Guidance and Mantra Initiation with  
   Yogini Shambhavi Devi
�  Yoga Shakti retreats in India, Europe, Canada 
    and USA.
� One-year experiential Yoga Shakti training 
    programs

shambhavi.yogini@gmail.com
www.vedanet.com

Facebook: @yogini.shambhavi

Yogini Shambhavi Devi 



À

The Way to My Lord of Light, by Dr. Arjunan Subramaniam
Desa Parkcity, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia • 1st and 2nd December, 2019 

She said, “Give me gold,
The weight of this Tulsi leaf.”

The court laughed and mocked.

The gold was brought
But no amount could

Outweigh the Tulsi leaf.

“My Child, now
You know the way —

The Way to Me.” 

               y Lord of Light,
Teach me the way to Thee. 

What austerities must I endure?

“In the valley of the Kings
And in the valley of the Queens,

What struck you most?”

My Lord, I saw a mural:
A weighing scale with,

On one side,
The heart of a man,

On the other,
A  leaf.

“Indeed, my child; 
The lighter the heart

The higher a man will ascend. 
The heavier, the lower

He will go.
Such is the Law.”

My Lord of Light, 
I heard of a king

Who summoned a rishi’s wife
To his palace and said: 

“Tell me how much gold you wish, 
And it shall be yours.”

               y Lord of Light,
Teach me the way to Thee. 

M 



Kerala muralist Suresh Muthukulam depicts the three primary stages of yoga, one leading into 
the next. On the left, the youthful yogi is practicing dharana, concentration. He holds a Sivalinga 
in his hand, his eyes open as he seeks to have an unbroken sequence of thoughts about the 
subject. In the middle, the yogi’s eyes are closed as he draws inward in dhyana, or contemplation. 
On the right he has attained samadhi, oneness with Siva and all things, shown by the Sivalinga 
in his heart. The artist re� ects the long-term progression of these practices in the landscaping, 
which evolves from a tree’s � rst � ush to fully blossoming, from a nest of eggs to a � ock of birds, 
from a young deer to an antlered stag. A similar change is happening in the river below.
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Illustrating the Yoga Sutras!

www.hinduismtoday.com




