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One of 200 visiting Deities is greeted at the 
Madho Rai Temple in Mandi with an avalanche 
of fl owers and the thunder of drums and 
trumpets. . . page 18
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f r a n c e

Cambodia Sends Bronze for 
Restoration & Exhibition
The great reclining vishnu 

of Western Mebon, the larg-
est bronze statue found on the 
Angkor Wat site, arrived in France 
in June, 2024, to be studied and 
restored before its exhibition 
in 2025 at the Guimet National 
Museum of Asian Arts in Paris. 

The French embassy in Cam-
bodia writes that the restoration 
is a symbol of the exceptional 
Franco-Cambodian partnership. 
Dating from the 11th century, the 
sculpture was discovered in 1936 
by French curator Maurice Glaize. 

An unrivaled masterpiece of 
Khmer art, it captivates research-
ers and curators worldwide, 
particularly with its symbolism 
and unique form, unprecedented 
for a Khmer bronze of this size. 
After the Guimet museum, the 
reclining Vishnu will be exhibited 
in several cities in the United 
States before being returned to 
Cambodia.

n o r t h  a m e r i c a

Lord Ram Is Paraded to 1,000 temples across the US & Canada
For the first time in north 

America, a murti of Lord 
Ram road-tripped from temple 
to temple in March/April, 2024, 
to celebrate the inauguration of 
the finallU rebuilt Æam temple 
in Ayodhya, India. The Ram 
Rath Yatra, or chariot procession, 

echoed such a procession held in 
India in 1990 to inspire building 
efforts in Ayodhya. This new pil-
grimage lasted two months and 
covered 16,000 miles, reports 

Religion News Service. Temples 
in the US (851) and Canada (150) 
each made themselves available 
for a short but sweet darshan 
of Ram Lalla, the child form of 
the Deity. Perched in the back 
of a decked-out Honda Odyssey 

“chariot,” Ram visited an average 
of  14 temples per day, spending 
30 minutes at each. “I bought 
the van and said, ‘I’m going to 
go, anybody want to join?’” said 
Amitabh Mittal, joint general 
secretary of the World Hindu 
Council of America, the group 
behind the yatra. 

“I would say I had a blessing 
from Shri Ram,” said Manan 
Raval, one of the four road-
trippers who were on the move 
from 6am to midnight each day. 

“If He wishes something, He will 
make it done, and He has willed 
that Amitabh Mittal called me.” 
Raval is the head of Bharat TV, a 
online news service that covered 
the pilgrimage. 

For Catherine Vander Vliet, 

another passenger who works 
for Bharat TV, the journey has 
already made her a “different 
person,” meeting people she 
would have never met, whom 
she credits with introducing 
her to the “patience, warmth 
and perseverance” of the Hindu 
faithful. Americans like her, she 
says, “don’t know the real Bharat.” 

“At the end of the day, we’re all 
one, no matter who we say our 

prayers to,” she said. “They’re 
doing the same thing that we’re 
doing, they’re putting their heart 
and their soul into their God. 
That’s the same thing I do when I 
go to church.” 

e s t o n i a

First Siva Temple Inaugurated
EstoniaXs first siva temple 

was opened in June, 2024, in 
the picturesque region of Lil-
leoru, near the capital Tallinn, 
reports News18.com. Nestled 
in a forested area, the complex 
spans 5,500 square meters.

Surrounding the main circular, 
dome-like structure are many 
murtis for Ganapati, Murugan, 
Karpaga Nadhar, Brahand Nayagi, 
18 Siddhas and more.

Founder Ingvar Villido 
Acharya Ishwarananda, who 
teaches Kriya Yoga, said the 
temple “symbolizes our dedica-
tion to the eternal teachings of 
Sanatana Dharma, following the 
footsteps of the great rishis and 
siddhas.”

There are only a few hundred 
Hindus in Estonia, which is one 
of the least religious countries 
in the world today. They include 
Estonians who have adopted 
Hindu practices, Indian expatri-
ates and students. Hinduism has 

in_uenced Estonian societU par-
ticularly through the teaching 
of yoga and meditation. Many 
Estonians practice yoga and 
other Hindu-derived activities. 
Historically, Estonians wor-
shiped nature, with thousands 
of ancient sacred sites scattered 
throughout the country.

Remains: The original sculpture 
must have measured more than 16 
feet long by 14 feet high
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The founder: Ingvar Villido 
with chief priest from Tamil 
Nadu during the consecration

Road trip: (left) The decorated 
“chariot;” (below) Ram Deity 
gives brief darshan in front of 
Ganesha at the Hindu Temple of 
Siouxland in Tea, South Dakota
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Kashi Vishwanath Temple Innovates
Kashi vishwanath temple

of Varanasi, Uttar Pradesh,
one of the 12 Jyotirlinga temples,
has introduced 12 minutes of
virtual reality darshan starting
in June, 2024. PTC News reports
this will cater to devotees who
wish to avoid standing in a
long queue in the scorching
heat. It is partly in response to
the increase of pilgrims since
the recent massive expansion
of access to the temple. In the
adjacent Durlabh Darshan Ken-
dra hall, pilgrims can witness
rare sights of Lord Bholenath
and Satch the fiRe]part arati 
through virtual reality headsets.
Temple CEO Vishwa Bhushan

Mishra said, “3D virtual reality is
a new technique which has been
implemented in various temples
like Ujjain’s Mahakaleshwar and
Mata Vaishno Devi temple."

Meanwhile, Varanasi Police
Commissioner Mohit Aggarwal
is making changes within the
police force to more harmoni-
ously manage bustling crowds
and facilitate smooth darshan,
according to the Organizer.
Police officers noS dress as pu�a-
ris to help foster a sense of rever-
ence and warmth among visitors.
They adhere to a no-touch policy

to prevent incidents of
pushing or mistreatment.
'fficers in uniform 
are stationed outside
the sanctum to main-
tain order, while those
dressed as pujaris are
inside, guiding devotees.
Aggarwal emphasized
that these officers must 
undergo rigorous train-
ing, including learning
basic English to com-
municate effectively with
non-Hindi speaking
devotees.

v i d e o  s e r i e s

Benoy Behl’s Lens on India
Documenting india’s art

heritage is a monumental
task, and historian Benoy K. Behl
has embraced the challenge for
nearlU fiRe decades. His Si�i-
pedia page says he has taken
more than 50,000 photographs
of Asian monuments and pro-
duced 140 documentaries which
are regularly screened at major

cultural institutions worldwide.
Behl’s photos of Brihadeesh-

wara Temple and Ellora Caves
have been featured in magazines
like National Geographic. He
produced a series of documenta-
ries called Spectacular India for
Doordarshan TV channel, cover-
ing temples and sites from north
to south. �or a time these films 

were only on TV, but now are
available at youtube.com/@art
nbuddhism/videos. In The Tem-
ple Cosmos, uploaded in June,
2024, Behl visually explores how
Indian temples are conceived as
a place of self-transformation
for devotees, where the noise
and confusion of the material
world are left behind.

s c o t l a n d

Global Yoga Day Turns Ten
T he international day of

Yoga celebrated its tenth
year on June 21st, 2024 with the
theme, “Yoga for Self and Soci-
ety." The message is that yoga
enhances personal well-being
and fosters a more positive and
harmonious society.

In Scotland, North Edinburgh
News says the annual event is
hosted by the Scottish Hindu
Foundation. This year’s function,
held at the Kelvin Hall Art Gallery
in Glasgow, began with tradi-
tional Vedic chants to bless the
proceedings and participants.

Attendees then witnessed a
Bharatanatyam dance recital ded-
icated to Lord Siva, performed by
Mrs. Manimegalai Arun, invoking
the spirit of rejuvenation, well-
being and positivity for the soul.
It was followed by the live hatha
yoga demonstrations and lessons
by instructors. Guest speaker
Shri Amit Kumar Chaudhary,
Vice Consul of India, shared that
India’s government Ministry of
Ayush is enthusiastic to collabo-
rate with Scotland in advancing
yoga as a holistic health system
beyond just physical postures.

6 hinduism today october/november/december,  2024

Modern darshan: devotees sit in the cool Durlabh
Darshan Kendra hall to attend puja virtually

Heritage capture: Benoy Behl
on location to photograph and
film at an archaelo3ical site.

Celebrating a decade: Some of the attendees at the tenth annual
International Day of Yoga hosted by the Scottish Hindu Foundation
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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.

I was in a state of ecstasy
hearing devotees chant “Jai 
Sri Ram” and sing soulful 
bhajans while watching Ram 

Lalla’s Prana Prathisthapana 
(installation) live on a large 
LED TV at the Hindu Temple of 
Atlanta. Seeing the divine Ram 
Lalla adorned Sith _oSers and 
precious jewels was spiritually 
elevating and a feast for my senses. In a 
moment of deep love, I adopted Ram Lalla 
as mU precious son, filling mU heart Sith 
motherly affection. My intense bhakti (deep 
love) for God grows each time I gaze at Ram 
Lalla on my smartphone.

Swami Sarvapriyananda (of the Ramak-
rishna Order), in his YouTube video “Bhakti 
Yoga: The Path of Devotion,” emphasizes 
the power of the form of God for bhakti, 
explaining that having an image or picture 
of God provides a divine focus for love 
and devotion. This principle explains why 
devotees have personal Deities like Ladoo 
Krishna or Bala Murugan. I also enjoy lis-
tening to and singing devotional songs from 
various sources on YouTube. These songs 
inspire joy and devotion in me. I memorize 
and sing these songs while cooking, and 
share recordings with my mom. During a 
video call with my sister from Tiruvanna-
malai, I feel the bliss from the sacred land of 
Ramana Maharshi. I also join a weekly call 
with devotees to learn kirtans and stotras. 
Listening to and memorizing these songs 
guides me on the path of dharma.

Seeing or visualizing religious things has 
an amazing impact on calming my mind. 
Beautiful images of Lord Siva on Instagram 
aid my meditation. Once or twice a week, I 
immensely enjoy reading the Kauai Hindu 
Monastery blog, where Saiva monks pray, 
meditate, garden and publish this very 
magazine, to spread the eternal glory of 
Hinduism to the world. I loved witness-
ing the Iraivan Temple’s crystal Sivalingam 
Pratishtapana live on YouTube. Whenever 
my mind is agitated, I imagine Lord Siva 
emerging from the crystal Sivalingam 

to embrace me. Instantly, I feel 
composed and calm, and I can 
think clearly! Narada Muni in the 
Bhakti Sutra says, “At all times, in 
all ways, without worrying—love 
and worship God.” Lord Ram 
explains nine types of bhakti that 
bring one closer to God. They are: 
satsang, hearing the divine attri-
butes of God, service to the guru, 

devotional singing, chanting Vedic mantras, 
control of the senses, sel_ess serRice to oth-
ers, contentment, simplicity and humility in 
every moment.

Despite my spiritual practices, I some-
times experience negative emotions when 
faced with challenges. In such times, I men-
tally chant “Om Namah Sivaya,” recall Ram 
Lalla’s beauty and visualize divine scenes, 
which instantly bring me calmness. Narada 
Bhakta Sutra emphasizes virtues like non-
violence, truthfulness and compassion, 
which I cultivate through my devotion to 
Ram Lalla. This devotion makes me kinder 
and more empathetic, and I maintain bal-
ance in praise and criticism.

+he Internet, though filled Sith distrac-
tions, is essential. Following Swami Gaur 
Gopal Das’s advice on moderation and 
awareness, I use the Internet judiciously. 
Setting weekly spiritual goals helps me stay 
focused. The Internet deepens my connec-
tion with the Divine, providing wonderful 
satsang that melts mU ignorance and fills mU 
heart with devotion.

Living by Swami Chinmayananda’s words, 
I strive to make each day beautiful with love, 
goodness and �oU. -isuali�ing and re_ect-
ing on divine events keep my mind aligned 
with loving and surrendering to God. Bhakti 
has made mU life fulfilling and happU. I am 
eternally grateful to God, my guru, and the 
Internet for increasing my devotion and 
helping me to be a better version of myself.
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IN MY OPINION

Digital Tools for a Spiritual Life
How the Internet’s spiritual resources offer me 
support in my religious life and practices
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CHRISTIAN MINISTRIES OPERAT-
ing in India are continuing
to lose the government’s
authorization to legally collect
foreign donations, reports
Christianity Today,  which is
a deRastating financial bloS. 
This March, Vision India, an
organization that provides
leadership training for Christian
Uoung people, Sas unable to 
reneS its �oreign Contribution 
ZÆegulationG �ct license.

THE DIVINE LIFE SOCIETY OF
South �frica celebrated the 
opening of Sivanandashram
in Sandton, Gauteng province,
this "une. +heir press release 
explains that this center will

support the significant migra-
tion of deRotees from Durban 
and elsewhere to the northern
suburbs of "ohannesburg.

CONFLICT IN MYANMAR CONTIN-
ues to escalate, with increased
fighting betSeen the militarU]
led Junta army and ethnic
rebel groups across manU 
parts. New Idian Express
reported this May that nearly
5,000 homes of Buddhists
and Hindus were destroyed
in ñuthidaung, �ust <?.? miles 
from the ñangladesh border.  

HINDUS IN SWITZERLAND CAN
now scatter ashes of their
deceased in the Aare River

in ñern state. Baern Today
wrote this January that the
Saivanerikoodan association
obtained a VSater protection 
permit,H but for onlU :; times 
a Uear. .ith around @;,;;; 
Tamils living in Switzerland,
theU hope to increase the limit. 

TARANAKI, A COASTAL AND MOUN-
tainous region on the west-
ern side of New Zealand’s
North Island, welcomed it’s
first Hindu temple in &eS 
PlUmouth in late :;:=. Indian-
neSslin�.co.n� said it features
Lord Rama as the main De-
itU. +arana�i Hindu Cultural 
Trust received a very positive
response from local residents.

ON THE OCCASION OF GUYANA
Hindu Dharmic SabhaXs ?;th 
anniversary this January, Guy-
anaXs president, Dr. Irfaan �li, 

noted that it plays a pivotal role
in producing well-rounded lead-
ers and driving positivity within
society, as reported in the Guy-
ana Times. 'Rer time, the Sabha 
has expanded its work to include
social issues, health and well-
being, and communitU serRice.

Global Dharma
news is provided by

HINDU PRESS
 INTERNATIONAL

Subscribe to a free daily
news summary about

Hinduism worldwide at
hinduismtoday.com/hpi

p a k i s t a n

Hinglaj Yatra Festival Brings
Mountainous Region to Life
The ascent of steep mud

volcanoes mar�s the begin-
ning of Hindu pilgrims’ rituals
in southwestern Pakistan. +hey
climb hundreds of stairs and 
clamber oRer roc�s to reach the 
summit, tossing coconuts and
rose petals into the shallow
crater while seeking divine per-
mission to visit Hinglaj Mata, an
ancient cave temple that is the
focus of their three]daU Sorship.

The dramatic surroundings of
Hingol National Park in Baluch-
istan province are the setting for
Pakistan’s largest annual Hindu
festival, Hinglaj Yatra, reports
&eSs<B.com, which takes place

in late �pril. 'rgani�ers saU 
more than 100,000 Hindus
participated this Uear. %uslim]
ma�oritU Pa�istan is home to >.> 
million Hindus, �ust :.<>c of the 
population, and Hinglaj Mata is
one of the few Hindu sites that
continues to draS large numbers 
of pilgrims yearly from across
the countrU.

Hindus belieRe Hingla� %ata 
is one of the places where the
remains of Sati, the Goddess of
marital felicity and longevity,
fell to Earth after she ended her
life. %ahara� �opal, the templeXs 
senior priest, eTplains, VIt is the 
most sacred pilgrimage in the

Hindu religion here. .hoeRer 
visits and worships accordingly
during these three days will
haRe all of their sins forgiRen.H

+he �ourneUs begin hundreds 
of miles away, mostly from
neighboring Sindh proRince. 
Hundreds of pac�ed buses 
depart cities li�e HUderabad 
and Karachi, traveling along the
Makran Coastal Highway that
hugs Pakistan’s south and south-
Sest. +hereXs scant Rehicular 
access to holy sites in Pakistan,
so manU pilgrims disembar� and 
complete their traRel bU Sal�ing 
over parched and rocky terrain,
sometimes barefoot and carrU-
ing children or luggage. ItXs a feS 
miles from the main road to the
mud Rolcano and then almost :? 
miles to Hingla� %ata. 

.inds buffet the desert]li�e 

conditions, churning up dust
that whips the eyes, nose and
mouth. +he pilgrimsX festiRe 
cheer and brightlU colored 
apparel are in contrast to the arid
landscape. Strong gusts distort 
peopleXs celebratorU cries of V"ai 
%ata DiH and V"ai ShiR Shan�argH

#anSal #umar, :B, Sas Risit-
ing the temple for the first time 
in :;:> Sith her husband. V.e 
have yet to conceive a child after
six years of marriage, so we are
hopeful for help from the God-
dess,H she said. V.e belieRe that 
no one returns emptU]handed. 
�ll Sishes are granted bU Hing-
la� %ata.H
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Oasis: (left) After ascending
a barren volcano; (right)
pilgrims reach the remote cave
temple beside a cold stream
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difficult, because itXs abstract. +o do a phUsical 
tas� Sell is a lot easier. +o studU a sub�ect and 
do Sell on a test is also a lot easier, because itXs 
not abstract\ itXs concrete. +his ma�es it easier to 
strengthen our SillpoSer and improRe our abil-
itU to concentrate Shen inRolRed in outer tas�s. 
+hatXs ShU eTternal tas�s are important and not 
to be neglected bU the meditator. .e are deRel-
oping our concentration and SillpoSer, Shich 
Sill be aRailable Shen Se sit to �uiet the mind.

�urudeRa giRes us a simple �eU for strength-
ening SillpoSer. He taughtJ V�inish eRerU �ob 
Uou start.H Sounds easU, rightI ñut Se donXt nec-
essarilU do that. .e all haRe things in life Se 
start and then giRe up. .hUI � ma�or reason is 
starting things impulsiRelU, not thin�ing them 
through before Se begin. Perhaps our friends 
are doing it, our neighbors are doing it, so SeXll 
do it, too. +hatXs not necessarilU a good enough 
motiRation to finish a tas�, because Shen theU 
giRe it up, maUbe Uou Sill as Sell. 

ClearlU, Se donXt Sant to be impulsiRe Shen 
Se start something, because then itXs li�elU Se 
Sill not folloS it to completion, and that Sould 
create a negatiRe habit pattern in the mind. +o 
aRoid that, itXs good to giRe ade�uate thought to 
a pro�ect before Uou embar� on it to maTimi�e 
Uour chances of finishing it. Each time Uou com-
plete a tas� or a pro�ect, Uou strengthen the pat-
tern, Uou set the stage for completing the neTt 
one and the neTt. Such positiRe habits are Sorth 
deReloping. � second statement from �urudeRa 
on strengthening SillpoSer adds this ideaJ Do 
it Sell. ñut he doesnXt stop thereJ Do it eRen 
better than Uou initiallU planned. +hen Uou are 
using a little eTtra SillpoSer, more than Uou 
normallU use to get bU, and that strengthens 
Uour SillpoSer.

In summarU, get rid of anU conceptual diRi-
sion Uou haRe betSeen the eTternal and the 
internal. #eep in mind that a great deal of our 
spiritual progress is made in the eTternal Sorld. 
ItXs Shere Se learn to concentrate and use our 
SillpoSer. +hose abilities are needed to control 
our thoughts Shen Se sit doSn to meditate and 
succeed in going deeplU Sithin. 

IdeallU, Se donXt stop meditating Shen Se 
open our eUes\ nor do Se stop Sorshiping Shen 
the pu�a ends. +he most adRanced practice is 

controlling aSareness throughout the daU, not �ust Shen Se are sit-
ting �uietlU. .e Sant such continuitU. �urudeRa too� it eRen into the 
night, saUing restraint of our mental moRements eRentuallU eTtends 
eRen into our dreams, so Se do not go Shere Se donXt belong, eRen on 
the astral plane. +hatXs an adRanced state Se can Sor� toSard. In the 
meantime, ta�e each moment to practice\ use each moment to deRelop 
the SillpoSer needed to achieRe Uour spiritual goals. 

distractions are abundant. +he energU comes Shen Se draS on it\ the 
energU increases Shen Se are interested.

HoS do Se strengthen our SillpoSerI �irst of all, itXs easier to cul-
tiRate it in eTternal things. +hatXs one of the adRantages of not diRid-
ing life into eTternal and internal and thin�ing about the internal in 
a RerU precise SaU and the eTternal in a RerU undisciplined SaU. +o sit 
in meditation for an hour and concentrate and control our thoughts is 

Undistracted: � yo3i sits in firm 
padmasana, s�rro�nded by astral and 
Qorldly �orces o� distraction. �ssailed by 
threats, temptations and desires o� all sorts, 
he is not moved, b�t �ses his QillpoQer 
to remain centered on his meditation.
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W e all know individuals who don’t 
connect their inner life to their outer 
life. They give meditation a high prior-
ity when they sit to meditate and want 

to go within. Outside of meditation, when they 
are at work or school, they don’t apply the same 
level of willpower and concentration. Some even 
belittle ordinary life, taking a “whatever” attitude: 

“It doesn’t matter as much. The inner life—that’s 
what’s important. The outer life—that’s some-
thing to be endured.” What’s wrong with such 
an attitude?

What’s wrong is that it’s the same us. There 
aren’t two of us. There isn’t one us that meditates 
and another us that works or goes to school. It’s 
the same us—the same mind, the same soul. We 
don’t become a different person when we turn 
within to meditate and then come out to meet 
our responsibilities, our dharma. We are the 
same person, inside or out.

Concentration is focusing the mind on a single 
object or line of thought, not allowing it to wander. If we seriously 
focus on our inner goals when we meditate and then come out and 
don’t strive to control our thoughts at work or school, it’s counter-
productive. It’s like exercising intensely for one week and then not 
eTercising for three See�s. Is the one See� going to benefit usI &ot so 
much! If we go within and meditate and successfully concentrate our 
thoughts for an hour and then come out of meditation and go to work 
or school for eight hours and let our mind wander where it will, is 
that one hour of meditation going to do us any good? Some, of course. 
But just like in the exercise example, not as much as it could!

For spiritual progress, we need a continuity of effort between our 
inner life and outer life—between what we do in meditation, and 
what we do when we are actively and positively engaged in the world. 
Conversely, if we pay attention to what we are doing at work or school 
throughout the day—if we concentrate and don’t allow our mind to 
just wander because it can, because we know how to do what we are 
doing—then we will enhance our progress in our outer activities and 
that adds power to our meditations. 

Take driving, for example. We know how to drive; we could think 
about anything as we do. We are washing dishes; we could do it 
blindfolded, while pondering all kinds of things. But if we don’t allow 
ourselves to do that, if instead we concentrate on what we are doing, 
that helps our inner efforts. That enhances our restraint of the mind 
which tends to meander. It’s a continuity of effort. When we don’t 

draw a line between the inner and the outer, the 
control gained in our meditative moments stabi-
lizes our emotions and mental prowess, and the 
willpower gained by harnessing the mind during 

the day adds to our focus during 
meditation. 

Having concentrated on what 
we are doing in the external world, 
when we sit down to meditate, 
what happens? The improvement 
is cumulative. We have controlled 
our mind during meditation and 
we have controlled our mind dur-
ing work or study. Each day our 
concentration will improve, similar 
to exercising. If we exercise every 
day, what happens to a muscle? It 
has to get stronger. It has no choice. 
That’s the way the body works. If 
we control our thoughts when we 
meditate and when we work or 
are at school every day, our ability 
to concentrate has to improve. It 
works the same way. 

Let’s look next at willpower. 
Willpower is the channeling of all energies toward one 
point for a given length of time. An example of lack-
ing willpower is the student who wants to get up early 
to study to do well on a test, but then sleeps in any-
way. The desire is there but the willpower isn’t strong 
enough.

Willpower is an interesting phenomenon. Generally, 
the more you use something, the less you have. If you 
spend money, your bank account decreases. You go into 
the kitchen, you take some food, you cook it, you eat 
it and the amount of food in the kitchen goes down. 
Willpower isn’t like that. The more you use, the more 
you have to use. It’s like having a $3,000 bank account 
and spending Ë:,;;; onlU to find the balance increased 
to $5,000. Why is that? Willpower is like a muscle. The 
more we use it, the more we have to use. 

Another interesting aspect of willpower is interest. 
My guru, Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, says that aware-
ness, energy and willpower are one and the same thing. 
If we are doing something we don’t enjoy, it never 
seems to end. It may only take five minutes, but it 
seems like an hour. When we are doing something we love to do, an 
hour seems li�e fiRe minutes. +hatXs aSareness, energU and SillpoSer 
being the same thing. The more we are interested in something, the 
more energy we draw out to do it, and it seems effortless. The less we 
are interested in something, the harder it is to do. If Se can find a SaU 
to be engaged in whatever we are doing, it’s a lot more fun and we are 
a lot more focused. If we are bored, then it seems to take forever and 

PUBLISHER’S DESK

Concentration & Willpower
Exploring how our meditative life strengthens the outer 
and our external life sharpens the tools to go within
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of this summary paragraph on the site’s his-
tory. There was no intention to cast doubt
upon the fact the Muslims did indeed tear
down Ram’s temple to build the mosque, as
they had thousands of others in India. For the
benefit o� readers o� that article, this is the 
paragraph in question:

“The genesis of Ayodhya’s transforma-
tion can be traced back to the land dispute
involving Babri Masjid mosque, which was
built in the 16th century by the Mughal
emperor Babur. Hindu groups claimed the
mosque was constructed on the birthplace of
their God Ram. A series of legal battles and
communal tensions led to the demolition of
the mosque in 1992, sparking widespread
riots across India which claimed 2,000 lives,
mostly of Muslims. A 2019 Supreme Court
ruling allowed the construction of the Ram
Janmabhoomi Temple at the site.”

The text on our website will be revised
to read as follows: The genesis of Ayodhya’s
transformation can be traced back to a
land dispute involving Babri Masjid mosque,
which was built in the 16th century by the
Mughal emperor Babur after demolishing a
large temple marking the birthplace of Lord
Ram. Hindu protests to reclaim the sacred
site started in 1853 and continued until mod-
ern times, culminating in the demolition
of the mosque in 1992 which sparked riots

across India and neighboring Pakistan and
Bangladesh. In 2019, India’s Supreme Court
ruled that the site belong to Hindus. The
decision was based on an investigation of
the site by the Archeological Survey of India
which clearly showed the mosque was built
after the destruction of a Hindu temple on
the same location. Construction of the new
temple started almost immediately after the
decision.

The Editors

Sri Adi Shankara
I thoroughly enjoyed reading your article,

“Adi Shankara, India’s Great Spiritual Gen-
eral” (Jul/Aug/Sep 2024) written by Swami
Advayananda, Brahmacharini Taarini Chait-
anya and Sudarshan Ramabadran.

Shankaracharya’s Advaita Vedanta is con-
sidered superior to other philosophies in
academic circles for its logical rigor, compre-
hensiRe commentarU on sacred teTts, unifi-
cation of diverse philosophical strands, and
profound spiritual depth. His systematic
approach, dialectical skills, and ability to
synthesize various philosophical traditions
into a coherent non-dualistic framework
have cemented his legacy as a preeminent
philosopher. The practical and experien-
tial dimensions of his teachings further
enhance the relevance and appeal of Advaita

Vedanta, ensuring its enduring influence
and academic recognition.

Pradeep Srivastava
pradeepscool@hotmail.com

God’s Favorite Flower
Reading this article (July 1999), I never real-
i�ed hoS deeplU ingrained the lotus _oSer is 
in Hindu culture and religion. It’s fascinating
to learn about its symbolism, from represent-
ing purity and divinity to being associated
with various deities.

David Mooore
mrdavidmooore@gmail.com

Neem Karoli Baba
Thank you for this lucid story (Jan/Feb/Mar
2024) of a saint who inspired many. His life
was a spark of devotion and love that has
ignited the quest in many. Love is a mighty
force that makes many things possible.

Jay Thakar

Giving Temple Goers Much-Needed Knowledge
The center of this issue is a good example of the resources we provide to the world

By Satguru Bodhinatha Veylanswami,
publisher of Hinduism Today

V
isiting a Hindu Temple,” the Educa-
tional Insight in this issue, states, “Be
they luxurious palaces, rustic ware-
houses, simple halls or stone sanc-

tuaries, Hindu temples are springing up all
over the world, numbering in the hundreds
of thousands. Yet outside of India and a few
places like Sri Lanka, Nepal and Bali, what
happens inside these temples remains a
mystery—to young generations of Hindus
as well as to curious newcomers. It’s all a bit

intimidating at first.H ClearlU there is a need 
to demystify the Hindu temple in order for
young generations of Hindus as well as new-
comers to feel comfortable enough to enter
the temple and participate in the worship.

 This feature does just that in answer-
ing common questions that arise: Why are
temples important? What are the customs
and protocols, the dos and don’ts? What atti-
tudes should one hold inside? Do all those
rituals have a meaning? What is the priest
chanting? All these musings and more are
addressed here to help newcomers—both
Hindus and non]Hindusmen�oU and benefit 
from their temple visits.

To mention three of the major sections:
The section “What Is Puja All About?” pro-
vides a detailed description of the sequence
of actions the priest performs during a
typical puja—a ceremony similar to a grand
reception for a king.

In the section “Puja Is Communion” the
inner, mystical perspective of the rites is
explored. “Chanting and satsanga and cere-
monial rituals all contribute to this sanctify-
ing process, creating an atmosphere to which

the Gods are drawn and in which they can
manifest. By the word manifest, I mean they
actually come and dwell there and can stay
for periods of time, providing the vibration is
kept pure and undisturbed.”

CertainlU a ma�or confidence builder for 
newcomers is “18 Steps for Visiting a Hindu
Temple.” Each of the steps, from arrival to
departure, is described and has a photograph
of devotees performing it to provide addi-
tional clarity.

 We encourage our readers to share “Vis-
iting a Hindu Temple” with individuals
they know who are interested in attend-
ing a Hindu temple but are not confident or 
knowledgeable enough to do so.

 Help our magazine navigate today’s shift-
ing currents, remaining strong and able to
continue fulfilling its Rital mission. .e as� 
all who would support HINDUISM TODAY to
direct donations—yearly, monthly or occa-
sional—to the Hinduism Today Current
Expense Fund to meet day-to-day expenses:

Donate at: bit.ly/help-HT, or contact us
at: +1-888-464-1008 • support@hindu.org

By Satguru Bodhinatha Veylanswami,
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LETTERS 
Historic Ram Temple in Ayodhya
I read the article “Ram Janmabhoomi” (in 
July/Aug/Sep 2024) with great interest. 
However, I was disappointed with the sec-
tion titled “The New Ayodhya,” where the 
author echoed the stance of various Hindu-
phobic publications when it comes to the 
history behind one of our most sacred sites. 
She completely omitted the Hindu commu-
nity’s perspective, along with overwhelming 
historical evidence, and simply wrote that 

“Hindu groups claimed the [Babri Masjid] 
mosque was constructed on the birthplace of 
their God Ram.” The history of Ram Janmab-
hoomi does not begin with the Babri Masjid 
and is not a concocted modern day claim. The 
Indian Supreme Court gave a unanimous 
5-0 decision in favor of Ram Janmabhoomi 
because of overwhelming evidence that there 
indeed eTisted a magnificent Hindu temple 
that was destroyed and repurposed into a 
mosque. The Archeological Survey of India 
has recovered countless Hindu artifacts from 
this site and 16th century historians have 
definitiRelU chronicled the destruction of this 
temple. A more recent British publication in 
1891 entitled “The Monumental Antiquities 
and Inscriptions in the Northwestern Prov-
inces and Oudh” clearly mentions there was a 

significant temple called V"anmasthanH at the 
time of the Islamic invasions. In addition to 
all of this, Hindu civilizational memory never 
forgot, even after 500 years, that this was 
the sacred space once dedicated to Bhagwan 

Ram in his child form. Instead of repeating 
the dominant narrative set by certain biased 
media platforms, it is imperative that we as 
Hindus not be afraid to speak our truth to 
power.

Rajesh Verma 
rverma2001@yahoo.com

Editors’ response: Thank you very much 
for pointing out the unintended implications 

FROM: “FOURTEEN QUESTIONS PEOPLE ASK ABOUT HINDUISM”

Why do many Hindus wear a dot on their forehead?

T he dot worn on the forehead is a 
religious symbol. It represents divine 
sight and shows that one is a Hindu. 
For women, it is also a beauty mark.

It is called the bindi in the Hindi language, 
bindu in Sanskrit and pottu in Tamil. In 
olden days, all Hindu men and women wore 
these marks, and they both also wore ear-
rings. Today it is the women who are most 
faithful in wearing the bindi. 

The dot has a mystical meaning. It repre-
sents the third eye of spiritual sight, which 
sees things the physical eyes cannot see. 
Hindus seek to awaken their inner sight 
through yoga. The forehead dot is a remind-
er to use and cultivate this spiritual vision to 
perceive and better understand life’s inner 
workings—to see things not just physically, 
but with the “mind’s eye” as well. The bindi 
is made of red powder (called sindur, tradi-
tionally made from powdered turmeric and 
fresh lime juice), sandalpaste or cosmetics. 

In addition to the simple dot, there are 
many types of forehead marks, known as 
tilaka in Sanskrit. Each mark represents a 

particular sect or denomination of our vast 
religion. We have four major sects: Saivism, 
Vaishnavism, Shaktism and Smartism. 
Vaishnava Hindus, for example, wear a v-
shaped tilaka made of white clay. Elaborate 
tilakas are worn by Hindus mainly at reli-
gious events, though many wear the simple 
bindi, indicating they are Hindu, even in the 
general public. By these marks we know 
what a person believes, and therefore know 
how to begin conversations. 

For Hindu women, the forehead dot is 

also a beauty mark, not unlike the black 
mark European and American women 
once wore on the cheek. The red bindi is 
generally a sign of marriage. A black bindi 
is often worn before marriage to ward off 
the evil eye. As an exotic fashion statement, 
the dot’s color complements the color of a 
lady’s sari. Ornate bindis are even worn by 
actresses in popular movies and TV shows.

Men and women of a particular religion 
wishing to identify themselves to one an-
other often do so by wearing distinctive 
religious symbols. Often these are blessed 

in their temples, churches or synagogues. 
Christians wear a cross on a necklace. Jew-
ish boys wear small leather cases that hold 
scriptural passages, and the round cap called 
yarmulka. Sikh men wear their hair in a 
turban. In many countries, Muslim women 
cover their head with a scarf, called hajib. 

Do not be ashamed to wear the bindi on 
your forehead. Wear it proudly. The fore-
head dot will distinguish you from all other 
people as a very special person, a Hindu, a 
knower of eternal truths.

The Ram Temple: The prana 
pratishtha dedication ceremony held on 
January 23, 2024, attended by thousands

g
o

v
er

n
m

en
t 

o
f 

in
d

ia
 p

r
es

s 
o

ff
ic

e
g

o
v

er
n

m
en

t 
o

f 
in

d
ia

 p
r

es
s 

o
ff

ic
e

12-13_LETTERS OCT 2024_r8-co-SR.indd   12 8/2/24   1�:13 $M



october/november/december 2024 hinduism today 15

The only difference between a rich man
and a poor man is that the poor man suffers
uncomfortably, while the rich man suffers
comfortably. Swami Brahmananda
(1863-1922), direct disciple of Ramakrishna

Con_ict eTists strictlU as an opportunitU 
to raise our consciousness. Carl Gustav
Jung (1875-1961), Swiss psychiatrist

The entire world is God. Sant Tukaram
(1608-1649), Marathi saint and poet

All sorrow is due to the fact that many are
seen where there is only one. Duality is pain.
So long as man does not wake up to his
identity with the One, the round of birth
and death continues for him. Anandamayi
Ma (1896-1982), Indian spiritual teacher

Especially in times of collective neurosis,
the eTistence of mature people is of 
crucial importance. Marie-Louise
von Franz (1915-1998), psychologist

Today well lived makes every yesterday
a dream of happiness. Kalidasa (c. 4th-
5th century ce), classical Sanskrit writer

We are slowed-down sound and light waves,

a walking bundle of
frequencies tuned
into the cosmos. We
are souls dressed up
in sacred biochemical
garments and our
bodies are the
instruments through
which our souls play
their music. Albert
Einstein (1879-1955)

What we observe
is not nature itself,
but nature eTposed 
to our method of
questioning. Werner
Heisenberg (1901-
1976), quantum
physicist

It’s the challenges
of life, when we
face them through
eTercising self]
control, that bring us a lot of spiritual
progress. Not just sitting on the
mountaintop in a quiet place. Satguru
Bodhinatha Veylanswami,
publisher of Hinduism Today

The only real security comes from within.
Gain security, and if your security comes
from within you, you become unburdened.
Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami
(1927-2001), founder of Hinduism Today

Instructions: in the Qord clo�d, find and circle the Qords 3iven beloQ. 
)hey mi3ht be hori�ontal, vertical, dia3onal or even spelled in reverse. 
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“True strength is not in the force of our actions,
 but in the patience of our responses.”

ChatGTP4o OpenAi

Hinduism would not be eternal were it
not constantly growing and spreading, and
taking in new areas of experience. Precisely
because it has this power of self-addition
and re-adaptation, in greater degree than
any other religion that the world has
even seen, we believe it to be the one
immortal faith. Sister Nivedita (1867-
1911), disciple of Swami Vivekananda

Inhale, and God approaches you. Hold
the inhalation, and God remains with
you. Exhale, and you approach God.
Hold the exhalation, and surrender to
God. Tirumalai Krishnamacharya
(1888-1989), �nò�ential yo3a instr�ctor

Knowledge has a beginning but no end.
Geeta Iyengar (1944-2018), yo3a teacher

The task is not to see what has never
been seen before, but to think what has
never been thought before about what
you see every day. Erwin Schrodinger
(1887-1961), ��ant�m physicist

The mind says there is nothing beyond
the physical world; the Heart says there
is, and I’ve been there many times. Rumi
(1207-1273), S�fi mystic and poet

You have simply to shine as the Soul of All.
Then energy, life activity, will naturally
begin to radiate from Uou. +he _oSer 
blooms and fragrance begins to emanate
of itself. The way to gain anything is to
lose it. Swami Rama Tirtha (1873-
1906), �ndian saint and philosopher

+hat �noSledge Shich purifies the mind 
and heart alone is true Knowledge, all
else is only a negation of Knowledge.
Ramakrishna (1836-1886), �ndian mystic

Just as when we touch a live wire the
electric force infuses itself into our body,
when we deeply meditate on God, the
power of the whole universe seeks entry
into our personality. Krishnananda
Saraswati (1922-2001), 3eneral 
secretary o� Divine "i�e Society

Spiritual awakening is the most essential
thing in man’s life, and it is the sole
purpose of being. Is not civilization, in
all its tragic forms, a supreme motive for
spiritual awakening? Khalil Gibran
(1883-1931), "ebanese[�merican poet

A
kalasha is a metal pot, or kumbha,
with a large base and small neck,
made of brass, copper, silver or gold,

its mouth large enough to cradle a coconut.
ÆituallU adorned, filled Sith Sater, topped 
with a coronet of mango leaves and a coconut,
it is used as a temporary vessel for Divinity. It
holds the energy of the God or Goddess dur-
ing puja, much as does a granite or marble
statue in a temple. The kumbha can be used
to represent any Deity.

The entire arrangement (see photo) is
called purna-kalasha or purna-kumbha.
+he �alasha is filled Sith Sater and some-
times coins, grains, herbs, gems or even gold
are included. The mango-leaf coronet, with
5, 7 or 11 leaves, touches the water inside. A
sacred thread is tied around the metal pot
and incantations are intoned.

Worship with purna-kumbha dates from
the time of the �i3veda. Scriptures speak
of how the kalasha temporarily contains
amrita, the elixir of life, bringing abundance,

wisdom and knowledge of our inher-
ent immortality. Rich in mysticism
and symbolism, the purna-kalasha
is associated with the five elements
in sacred scriptures; with elements
of the human body, such as the head,
hair, the nerve system and the chakras.

In addition to its use during puja,
the kalasha plays a significant role
in the consecration of new temples.
During the prana pratishtha cer-
emony, the life force of the Deity is
transferred from the kalasha to the
murtis of the temple, imbuing them with
divine presence. This sacred process involves
the invocation and establishment of the
Deity’s energy in the temple, making it a liv-
ing, vibrant center of worship.

The kalasha is also used in the transfer
of spiritual power to new shrines. When a
shrine is being established, the energy from
an existing consecrated shrine is ritually
transferred to the kalasha. This pot, now

charged with divine energy, is then used to
consecrate and empower the new shrine. Its
usage ensures that the sanctity and power of
the Deity are preserved and extended to new
spaces, fostering spiritual growth and conti-
nuity in worship.

Preternatural pots: tQo �alashas are 
blessed Qith the sacred poQer d�rin3 a 
templeVs consecration.  
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D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?

Encapsulating Divinity
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65. Do not pursue if sure of defeat.

@@. Hold firmlU to goodness.

@A. �ct in SaUs that are acceptable to the countrU.

@B. Do not depart from a good position.

@C. Do not plaU in dangerous Saters.

A;. Do not eat tidbits that are unhealthU.

A<. StudU manU boo�s.

A:. Plant rice fields.

A=. �olloS good morals.

A>. Do not become inRolRed in destructiRe actions.

A?. Do not spea� insulting Sords.

A@. Do not bring illness on Uourself.

AA. Do not utter Rulgarities.

AB. Do not associate Sith people Sho are li�e sna�es.

AC. Do not spea� of misdeeds.

B;. �olloS the path that brings honor.

B<. Protect and cherish Uour supporters and prosper.

B:. Plough the land and cultiRate crops.

B=. Procure the support of great men.

B>. Eradicate ignorance.

B?. Do not associate Sith the immature.

B@. Protect Uour Sealth and prosper.

BA. Do not cause �uarreling to occur.

BB. Do not SaRer in Uour mind.

BC. Do not accommodate Uour enemU.

C;. Do not spea� eTcessiRelU.

C<. Do not desire to eat too much.

C:. Do not tarrU Shere Sarfare has bro�en out.

C=. Do not associate Sith obstinate people.

C>. Hug Uour Sife of tender nature and good character.

C?. Listen to the Sords of high]minded people.

C@. #eep aSaU from a house of immoral Somen.

CA. Spea� Rirtuous Sords.

CB. �iRe up infatuation for that Shich is impermanent.

CC. Do not boast about Uour proSess.

<;;. Do not argue Sith elderlU, Sise people.

101. Desire to learn.

<;:. �olloS the path that leads to mo�sha.

<;=. ñe a person of integritU.

<;>. LiRe amicablU Sith the people around Uou.

<;?. Do not spea� harsh Sords.

<;@. Do not do bad deeds SillinglU.

<;A. Æise from sleep before daUbrea�.

<;B. Do not trust enemies.

<;C. Do not spea� biased Sords..

FROM ATTI CHUDI

Words for Youth 
Part Two
� Continuation of �uRaiUarXs 
�dRice for 0oung People 

d
a

ll
-e

 a
i

Below are the last 45 of the 109-verse �tti Chudi,
a poem by second-century-bce saint Auvaiyar, 
in which she offers terse advice for youth—one 
topic for each letter of the Tamil alphabet. 
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See the videos at: bit.ly/TempleTourPlaylist

These four ten-minute videos capture class visits to a Hindu, Buddhist, Jain and Sikh temple.
They were developed by Hinduism Today for use in California sixth and seventh grade social
studies classes in which the history of these four Indian-origin faiths is taught. Each visit was
hosted by a member or clergy of the temple and approved by the temple management. By
these tours, students learn the basics of the related faiths and experience their sacred spaces.

JoinJoinJoin Us Us Us at at at 4 4 4 Dharmic Dharmic Dharmic Temples Temples Temples in in in L.A. L.A. L.A.
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I Want to
Be a Monk

Life at Kauai’s Hindu Monastery in Hawaii is profound, spiritually
demanding and richly rewarding. If you or someone you know feels called
to a life of selfless service and meditation, we welcome the discussion.
Candidates must be male, under age 25, single and ready to embrace a
strict and traditional Hindu way of life.  E-mail: monklife@hindu.org

More details
about the Saiva
Siddhanta
Yoga Order can
be found by
scanning the
QR code.
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Join our reporter for the little-known, week-long celebration of Maha-
sivaratri in the Himalayan foothills, attended by some two hundred Deities 
paraded to Mandi town on the shoulders of the devotees from villages far 
and near. Hundreds of thousands of devotees converge for days of worship, 
music, dance, drama, sporting events and fun with family and friends. 

By Dev Raj Agarwal, Himachal Pradesh

P
repare to reimagine everything you know 
about Sivaratri. Welcome to the town of Mandi 
in Himachal Pradesh, which suddenly comes 
to life after the long, cold months of winter in 

preparation for the International Sivaratri Festival 2024. 
In this grand event, some 200 Gods and Goddesses from 
temples all over the district of Mandi congregate in the 
town, along with hundreds of thousands of devotees 
gathering to seek blessings. Started by the town’s royal 
family in the 18th century the festival is today carried 
on by the district administration. 

I arrive in Mandi on March 4, three days before the 
festivities begin, allowing me time to get a feel for this 
old town once ruled by kings. I meet a native journal-
ist and photographer, Birbal Sharma, who explains how 
the people interact with the visiting Gods (Devatas) and 
Goddesses (Devis).  

The Divinities are brought from Their home temples 
to Mandi, some far away, on ornate wood-frame palan-
quins usually carried by two men. Mounted in front 
are mohras, gold or silver masks of the Gods, the most 
prominent represent the main temple Deity, and have 
been consecrated in a pran prathishta ceremony to carry 
the power of that Deity. The function is similar to the 
parade Deity in a South Indian temple, which is taken 
out on special occasions, but otherwise kept inside the 
temple and regularly worshiped in a shrine. Here, the 
parade Deities are taken far outside Their local area to 
join with other such Deities in large numbers.  

One must understand, I was told, that the hill people 
regard these Gods as living beings, able to talk with you, 
understand your problems and offer guidance. Com-
munication is facilitated through the gur, a person who 
serves as a medium, directly conveying the words of the 
Deity.

Birbal Sharma further explained that the Gods also 
communicate with one another—apparently a conse-
quence of so many convening in the same place at once. 
When two palanquins meet, each with its respective 
God, interaction between them may be evidenced by in-
voluntary movement of the palanquins, which become 
difficult for their carriers to control. +he gur for one 
Deity may speak to the gur of another. It is a hypnotic 
sight—mood, sentiment, even insistence is expressed. It 
may seem exotic to outsiders, but for the hill people, the 
Divinities are living inner-plane beings able to bless you 
with peace and prosperity and make prophesies for the 
future. People find solace in +heir companU.

A visit to Mandi is incomplete without walking 
through  the rustic lanes and enjoying the small, sleepy 
bazaars, just a stone’s throw from the main road. Di-
minutiRe temples dot narroS lanes, and the air is filled 
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200 Deities Pilgrimage to 
Mandi for Mahasivaratri

S P E C I A L  F E A T U R E

Huge numbers of devotees take part in the fes-
tival’s second grand procession (inset) a palan-
quin of one of the visiting Deities, represented 
by one or more mohras (masks) usually the one 
top one, and related Gods and Goddesses
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  Two Hundred Gods and Goddesses Arrive to a Kingly and Sacred Welcome       
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(Left to right) Kamrunag being received by Deputy 
Commissioner Apporv Devgun inside the Madho 
Rai temple; Dev Khuddi Jahal of Dehru reaches the 
town; Omeshwar Sen, descendent of the last reigning 
king of Madhi, the ceremonial head of the event, 
greets one of the Deities; each Deity bows in respect 
at the Madho Rai Temple; (above) newly arrived 
Deities approach the central festival grounds

18-29 Mandi Sivaratri_r19-co-SR.indd   21 8/2/24   1�:18 $M

with the aroma of spicy Himachali delicacies 
cooking in roadside restaurants and kiosks. 
The old part of Mandi has many historical 
temples. 

History of the Fair
The tradition of celebrating Sivaratri in this 
way began during the reign of Raja Ajber 
Sen, who in 1527 built the Bhootnath (“Lord 
of Ghosts”) Siva temple. During Sen’s reign, 
Mahasivaratri was celebrated each year in 
the temple’s courtyard, with a several Dei-
ties coming in from other temples. Over a 
century later, Raja Suraj Sen, who ruled from 
1664 to 1679, had no heir to the throne, as all 
his sons died, leaving him alone and totally 
dejected. His advisors suggested he give over 
the throne to God. Embracing the idea, the 
king built a temple for Madho Rai, a form of 
Vishnu, not far from Bhootnath and the royal  
palace. He engaged the goldsmith Bheema 
to make a silver murti of Madho Rai. That 
murti was declared the king of Mandi region 
and remains so regarded today. Bahu Sen, the 
King’s brother, carried on the lineage as the 
representative of the royal family. Today, his 
descendant Omeshwar Sen has a central cer-
emonial role in the festivities, greeting each 
visiting Deity personally after they visit the 
Madho Rai temple. 

During the reign of Raja Ishwari Sen 
(1784–1826), the fair was linked to the Ma-
hasivaratri festival. Ishwari Sen was held a 
prisoner of war for twelve years after los-
ing a battle with the king of Punjab in 1792. 
He was freed during the Gurkha invasion of 
Kangra and Mandi states. Upon returning 
home, the people welcomed him with great 
enthusiasm on the day of Mahasivaratri fes-

tival, to which he invited all Deities from all 
parts of Mandi. Ever since then, the week-
long fair of Mandi begins with Mahasivar-
atri. It is proudly stated that the mela, which 
started with the establishment of Bhootnath 
Vishnu Temple, became a harmonious blend 

of two religious traditions, Vaishnava and 
Saiva, after Madho Rai Deity became the su-
preme head of the state. 

Similar festivals are held elsewhere in Hi-
machal Pradesh, most notably the massive 
International Kullu Dussehra festival. Dating 
from the 17th century, it is celebrated in Sep-
tember/October, starting on Vijaya Dasami.

Kamrunag, God of Rain, First to Arrive
I was lucky to have located the party of Kam-
runag—God of Rain and first to arrive in 
Mandi—at the house of Mohan Lal Saini on 
March 6 in Chandiyal, a picturesque village 
on the outskirts of Mandi. Saini and his fam-
ily are deeply devoted to Kamrunag, the most 
respected of all the Gods and Goddesses at-
tending the festival each year. His temple is 
in Bath Valley, about 37 miles from Mandi on 
the Kamrunag Lake at an altitude of 11,000 
feet. The journey on foot along a traditional 
route takes about two weeks, with many 
stops along the way. Each year, Saini hosts 
the God, Who is represented by a large, heavy, 
ornate spearhead, greeting all those accom-
panying Him. 

Kamrunag. Pandit Shiv Pal Sharma, head 
of the Committee of Devatas (as the Gods 
are locally called), receives Kamrunag in 
Pulgharat, the main point of entry to Mandi. 
The committee maintains a list of Deities to 
be invited from the more than 500 temples in 
Mandi District, keeping in mind the scarcity 
of space and the possibility of overcrowd-
ing. Sharma is responsible for each temple’s 
accommodations and care in Mandi. All the 
Deities and the accompanying musicians are 
paid honorariums by the government. 

Instead of being carried on a palanquin 
with mohras (images of the Deity) and deco-
rations, the Kamrunag spearhead, attached 
to a long silver pole, is carried by one of His 
devotees. The crowd swells as the procession 
reaches Madho Rai Temple. Deputy Commis-
sioner Apporv Devgan welcomes Kamrunag 
before Kamrunag offers His prostrations to 
Madho Rai.

Devgan, one of the principal organiz-
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devotees, the gur and, in many cases, a police 
escort. Accompanying the musicians, with 
their drums and enormous horns, are people 
carrying chharis, beautifully decorated silver 
staffs with colorful cloths tied atop. A total of 
:<@ �ods and �oddesses haRe been officiallU 
invited to the festival by the local administra-
tion this year. So far, 193 have arrived for the 
fair.

Let the Fair Begin
+he International SiRaratri �air officiallU be-
gan the morning of March 9, but there is a 
small procession (locally known as jaleb) to 
Bhootnath Temple on the 8th to seek Siva’s 
permission to start the festivities and invit-
ing Him to �oin. � haRan fire Sorship is per-
formed in the courtyard of the Madho Rai 
Temple. As per tradition, only the palanquins 
of Shukradev Rishi, Jaidev Shri Jhati Veer and 
Dev Dhangaru participate. The Deities offer 
their obeisance to Madho Rai and then meet 
among Themselves. Mounted police lead the 
colorful procession, with bajantris playing 
their drums and loud trumpets just behind. 
Mandi’s deputy commissioner, Apporv Dev-
gan, walks behind the procession with other 
officials. His family take darshan of Bhoot-
nath, symbolically inviting the Deity to the 
festivities. 

Three processions are organized during the 
See�]long fair on the first Z%arch CG, fourth 
and seventh days. Following the traditional 
system, only certain Gods and Goddesses take 
part in these processions. The others remain 
in their respective places of stay, spending 
the daU in the festiRal grounds, a large field 
known locally as paddal. Here nearly all Dei-
ties are assembled in rows. A few of the Gods 

Pomp and Ceremony
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(Left to right) Musicians on their way 
to the festival grounds; God Shri Jahal 
from Khuddi Gad visiting Madho Rai 
temple; policemen lead the procession to 
Bhootnath Temple; Tara Mata Temple
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ing officials, said the goRernment has spent 
usË?;;,;;; on the eRent this Uear alone. 
+heU organi�e RolleUball, Srestling and cU-
cling championships, theater performances, 
poetrU recitation and painting competitions. 
Hundreds of traders come, adding tremen-
douslU to the local economU. V'ur focus is to 
promote our language, art and culture,H DeR-
gan declared.

%ahant DeRendra shared, VERerU person 
of %andi is �odli�e. It is a citU of faith, of in-
tense religious belief.H Æituals begin long be-
fore %ahasiRaratri. Each daU of the preceding 
month, from tara ratri Zthe ninth daU of the 
Saning moon in the month of Shu�laG to Si-
Raratri, the SiRa Lingam in ñhootnath +emple 
is coRered Sith butter into Shich a represen-
tation of a different �od is scribed. .omen 
of the neighborhood bring homemade coSXs 
mil� butter for the purpose. �rtistic Uoung-
sters create each daUXs image.

Mahasivaratri Day
+odaU, %arch B, is %ahasiRaratri, the daU Lord 
SiRa married ParRati, according to local tradi-
tion. It is perhaps the most important festiRal 
celebrated in Himachal Pradesh. +housands 
celebrate bU fasting, Sorshiping at a temple, 
offering �anga Sater to the SiRalingam and 
more. Long �ueues braRe the morning cold 
in Chauhatta S�uare, Saiting to Sorship in 
ñhootnath +emple. +he templeXs narroS alleU 
is �am pac�ed.

�s deRotees Sait Sith their offerings of 
mil�, bilRa leaRes and floSers, a sUmbolic 
marriage procession of SiRa and ParRati 
ma�es its SaU past the s�uare, headed bU 
%ahant DeRananda SarasSati, head priest 
of the ñhootnath +emple. %ahasiRaratri is 
obserRed as a night of Sorship, bha�an and 
meditation, and thousands of ardent deRo-
tees �eep the traditional all]night Rigil in 
ñhootnath and other SiRa temples in %andi, 

such as PanchRa�tra and %aha %ritun�aU.   
SiRaratri is the daU the �ods and �oddesses 

reach %andi. �ll roads leading to the toSn 
haRe caraRans of bajantris ZmusiciansG, dev-
lus ZdeRoteesG and the �uintessential palan-
�uinmlocallU called a rath, though a rath is 
normallU a Sheeled chariot pulled bU hand. 
People Selcome them Sith folded hands 
as theU inch their SaU to the %adho Æai 
+emple. +he melodious music of drum beats 
and trumpets resonates through the toSn. 
Some of the Deities haRe come from long 
distances, spending nights in the forests and 
Rillages. +heU haRe their fiTed halting places. 
Each group coming into the toSn includes 

Pomp and Ceremony
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Festival scenes: (left to right) So-
nam Thakur (interviewed) before a De-
ity; young devotee; girls whisper their 
prayers into Nandi’s ears; line-up of 
palanquins at the festival grounds 
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Music and Dance Are Major Parts of the Event 

They are easily recognized by their unique 
palanquins. In the center of everything, the 
palanquin of Madho Rai marches past. A few 
more Gods bring up the rear, followed by 
the Chief Minister of the State, Sukhvinder 
Singh Sukkhu.

The procession culminates at the festival 
grounds. The chief minister then formally 
inaugurates the exhibitions set up here by 
government agencies, cooperative societies 
and self-help groups. Two other processions 
proceed along the same lines, with the same 
Deities but different dignitaries. The evening 
features popular singer Hansraj Raghuvanshi. 
The spell-bound audience sings Siva bhajans 
with him until late in the night. The huge 
stage at the Seri Manch is continuously oc-
cupied by artists. There are competitions 
for children and women in the morning. 
Evenings are cultural programs by visiting 
troupes. 

The Festival Grounds
The entire area is a sight to behold. The riot of 
colors, the air redolent with myriad incenses, 
the soothing effect of the balmy Sun and 
the charged atmosphere are enough to send 
anyone into a trance. Every God and Goddess 
has a designated place to settle in a particu-
lar order. The amount of space given to a De-
ity depends on His or Her rank and status. 
There is a distinct appearance of the Deities 
from each region, in the size and nature of 
palanquins, and their gold and silver masks 
or mohras.

Hundreds of thousands of people throng 
the grounds over the festival’s nine days. 
Nearly everyone, young and old, including 
children and university students, spares time 

Divine Palanquins

The Parade Deities: Palanquin in the 
courtyard of Tarna Mata Temple

T
he diversity of palanquins is not limited 
to their varied colors and shapes. Every 
valley has its own style. Locally called a 

rath, each has several mohras, bas-relief im-
ages of Deity faces in metal. The main De-
ity face is made of an alloy of eight metals, 
ashtadhatu, while the others, depicting the 
same or related Deities, can be of any other 
metal, including gold or silver. 

The rath’s purpose it to allow the Deity to 
be taken out of the temple. Before so 
used, the pran pratishta consecration 
is done for it. “This give the mohras 
the same divine power as the image 
in the temple. Taking darshan of a 
moRing DeitU is as beneficial as the 
darshan of the Devata in the temple,” 
states Bhagat Ram Thakur, from the 
party of Markandeya Rishi. 

The tops of the rath, called the 
mandap, differ from one region to the 
other. Some are made of silver, while 
others are of made of beautifully em-
broidered velvet, or even cuttings of 
white cotton cloth. The raths are dec-
orated with artifacts, such as crowns 
and pieces of jewelry donated by 
devotees, including the royal family. 
Each rath is carried on two long wood 
poles, are often encased in silver. 
+hese are strong but _eTible, so theU 
can bend freely during the dancing. 

Usually, two men carry the rath 
on their shoulders. They have to be 
strong enough to bear the weight, as 

well as any sudden twists, turns and side-
ways bends caused by the Deity. This phe-
nomenon can be seen in videos of the event. 
When the carriers do not understand what 
the Deity intends by some movement of the 
palanquin, the gur is nearby to explain.

18-29 Mandi Sivaratri_r19-co-SR.indd   25 8/2/24   1�:1� $M

(above) Devotees take darshan of Kamrunag at 
the Tarna Mata Temple; (left to right); master 
craftsman Ghimar, with his grandson, in his 
shop in the �airZ �al3�li Dancers in the first 
Jaleb procession; dancers from Panjai region in 
their traditional dresses perform near their God, 
Pundrik Rishi; procession of the second Jaleb

Music and Dance Are Major Parts of the Event 

do not go to the festival grounds. Kamrunag, 
for example, remains in the Tarna Mata Tem-
ple for seven days, while  Dev Shri Parashar 
Rishi and Budha Bingal reside in the Narol 
courtyard of the palace.

Today, March 9, the Siva Lingam has re-
turned to its unadorned form after the ab-
hishkam bath, and the temple has been 
opened to the long queues of devotees. A 
squad of young boys and girls, joined by IT 
professionals, teachers and doctors, offer 
their services for the daily chores at  all tem-
ples in %andi. +he first procession begins on 
March 9—in the afternoon, giving people a 

chance to recover from the previous long 
night of Sivaratri festivities and worship. In 
the Chauhatta square adjacent to the Bhoot-
nath Temple, passersby are attracted to three 
majestic palanquins of important Deities 
seated on the pavement: Magru Mahadev, 
Shri Hari Vishnu Narain, and Nag Chhap-
landu. Late-arriving Gods continue to visit 
Madho Rai Temple.

The Main Procession
Deities escorted by their musicians and 
devotees wait to take part in the procession 
to the festival grounds. Meanwhile, crowds 

swell gradually at Seri Manch, an 
open-air stage a few hundred feet 
from Madho Rai Temple and Chau-
hatta Square. There, turbans are be-
ing tied on the heads of honored 
members of society, including the 
chief minister of the state. In Him-
achal Pradesh, the turban is a part of 
the dress code for men at auspicious 
ceremonies, especially weddings. 

One of the highlights today is the 
huge drum called tamak from the 
Tungal region, saved from extinction 
by the collective efforts of adminis-
trative and cultural agencies. Men 
and women dancers from Saraj valley, 
in traditional costumes and jewelry, 
dance with the procession. Faguli 
dancers are the center of attention, 
their faces mas�ed Sith �ute]li�e fi-
bers and Searing loose Sool outfits. 

Amidst the thunder of drums and 
trumpets appear the magnificent 
palanquins of the Gods in an order 
followed since olden times. Only the 

foremost Divinities, totally 26, take part in 
the processions. 

The Gods Dev Chhamahu Sheshnag and 
Dev Chhanjanu lead the procession. Close 
on their heels follow the Gods from Saraj 
valley: Markandeya Rishi, Dev Kotlu, and 
Vishnu Matloda. Behind them are Dev Shet-
ty Nag and Devi Ambika. The trio of Magru 
Mahadev, Bayala Narayana and Nag Chhap-
landu follow; then Vitthu Narayan, Luxmi 
Narayana and Ambika Nau. Next some the 
four quintessential Gods of Chauhar Val-
ley:  Pekhra Gahri, Dev Pashakot, Bada Dev 
Hurang Narayan and Dev Ghadauni Narayan. 
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with his wife, children and his sister’s fam-
ily. Their purpose of coming was dual, to take 
darshan of all the Deities and take the chil-
dren around to pamper them. “If we casually 
ma�e a Sish, it Sill neRer be fulfilled. 0ou 
have to wish for something with complete 
faith, and then only the wish comes true,” he 
said. All his wishes have come true so far. 

The Festival Concludes
In the early morning of the last day is the 
Chauhatta ki Jatar—“journey to Chauhatta.” 
Instead of going to the festival grounds today, 
all the Deities gather in and around Chauhat-
ta Square, facilitating darshan to their devo-
tees. Prophecies are made by Deities through 
the gurs. Rituals are performed to cast off evil 
spirits. The Deity Adi Brahma takes a round 
of the town to protect everyone with His di-
vine power. The accompanying devotees tie 
a raksha thread on wrists for the safety and 
well-being of everyone. 

Badadev Kamrunag comes down and bids 
farewell to Tarna Mata Temple. But before 
leaving the town, the Deity comes to Seri 
Manch, where devotees bid farewell to Him 
and seek His blessings. With heavy heart, the 
devoted inhabitants of Mandi bid farewell to 
the Deities, some of Whom visit Their devo-
tees’ homes before leaving town. 

Many more religious and cultural festivals 
of India need to be promoted on the lines of 
Mandi International Sivaratri Fair to keep us 
rooted for the sake of posterity. With a little 
effort and initiative from the people and the 
government, we should be able to conserve 
our rich cultural heritage and showcase it to 
the outside world. ∏π

Speaking for the Deity

Speaking for the Deity: Gur Chaman Lal 
Sharma looks on as the Khuddijal Maharaj 
Deity is worshiped during the festival

T
he most important component of the 
Devata system of religious practice is 
the gur. The gur is not a priest but a 

person who speaks on behalf of the Deva-
ta. The Devata is regarded as a living being, 
with pran and vani—life and voice. The gur 
remains in constant touch with the Devata 
through dreams and thoughts. There is a 
mysterious and unquestioned connection 
between the two. 

EasilU identified among the mass of deRo-
tees by his white turban, the gur usually 
remains silent when not speaking as the 
Devata. When he does speak, every single 
word is patiently listened to by devotees 
and village folk. At Mandi there were gath-
erings (photo lower left) in which the wise 
men of a village held discussions with the 
Deities through the gur, working hard to 
understand the right meaning.

Tall and lanky, Chaman Lal Sharma is 
the gur of Khuddijal Maharaj of Dehuri. 
He is from a family of gurs among which 
no one had been a gur for 18 generations. 

“One night, I was woken up by the Devata 
at 11:30. I almost lost my reason, unable to 
know what happened to me,” recounts Cha-
man Lal. “It was a call from the Devata to 
become His gur.” 

In the dead of night, Chaman Lal left 
home, running madly on jungle roads. He 
went from one temple to another, drawing 
inspiration and gathering the power re-
quired for the job. He remembers, “My ac-

tions were following some unknown com-
mand. My body and mind were fueled with 
a strange energy, I could feel something 
happening inside me.” After a lot of ritu-
als and pujas in the presence of many hun-
dreds of people, Chaman Lal was initiated 
as the gur of Khuddijal Maharaj.

Although they lead a family life, gurs are 
very disciplined. It is not their duty to per-
form rituals in the temple, yet they have to 
be there nearly all the time. On the advice of 
the Deity, they convey prophecies and pre-
scribe rituals and remedial practices to the 
followers to overpower the ill effects of evil 
spirits on people.

Festival Scenes
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(Left to right) Village elders consulting 
with their Deities through a gur; a devotee 
has darshan of Kamrunag at Tarna Mata 
Temple; another worshiper at Tarna Mata; 
Naina Devi in Naina Mata mandir in 
Khaliyar, where Markandeya Rishi is staying; 
a large stack of currency notes offered to 
Mahunag Taraur on the festival grounds
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each day of the celebrations to bow down in 
front of the diRine figures, one bU one, and 
ma�e offerings large or small. Some deRo-
tees can be seen consulting the priests and 
gurs, see�ing solutions to their problems. It is 
heartening to see little children folloSing in 
the footsteps of their parents, Sith a prom-
ise to carrU on the beautiful traditions to the 
neTt generation. 

�t the stall of Pundri� Æishi from Pan�ai, 
a group of men in traditional costumes are 
dancing as ba�antaris plaU ecstaticallU. Some 
dancers perform Sith sSords, the sUmbolic 
arms of the DeitU Shich are proudlU car-
ried along Sith the palan�uin. �ccording 
to Promil �uleria, the district Language 'f-
ficer, �alguli dancers and the mas�ed danc-
ers of Sera� -alleU are star attractions of the 
�aleb procession. V+o �eep the tradition aliRe, 
Se inRite them especiallU on the occasion of 
%ahasiRaratri �air.H

Related Venues
+here are other �eU places besides the festiRal 
grounds, ñhootnath +emple and %adho Æai 
+emple. 'ne is the +arna %ata +emple on a 
small hilloc� oRerloo�ing the toSn. #amru]
nag sits here in the rear corridor of the tem-
ple. +arna %ata is �oddess ShUama�ali. She 
is so poSerful that no one dares to face Her 
directlU. Inside the sanctum, Her murti faces 
to the left, so deRotees see Her from one side. 
+he atmosphere is especiallU charged Shere 
#amrunag is placed. +he priest and Rolun-
teers attending #amrunag are busU, tUing the 
roli red thread on the Srists of the deRotees, 
giRing them rice grain as prasad and blessing 
them. 

�nother �eU place is the courtUard of the 

palace, Shere the siT DeRis Z�oddessesG of 
&arol are staUing. �s told bU one Rolunteer, 
in olden daUs, the �ing of %andi Sould go to 
the fair alone, leaRing the �ueen at the pal-
ace. �eeling lonelU and slighted, the �ueen re-
�uested these siT Risiting DeRis to remain in 
the &arol courtUard after being Selcomed to 
%andi. +o this daU, the siT DeRis remain in-
side the palace for the festiRal. DeRotees come 
bU the thousands to paU obeisance to +hem. 

+his Uear, onlU four of the siT attendedm
ñaglamu�hi, ñudhi ñhairaRa, #ashmiri and 
ñusain ñaglamu�hi. �part from the DeRis, 
the large room also hosts the famous Deities 
Parashar Æishi and ñudha ñingal.

Meeting the Devotees
I encountered Sonam Thakur at the festi-
Ral grounds. She Sas Risiting eRerU �od and 
�oddess, one bU one. VI haRe reached this far 
in tSo daUs, Sith fiRe more daUs to finish 
ta�ing darshan of all the �ods. I am here for 
mental peace. �or achieRements, Uou haRe to 
Sor� hard and then it comes true Sith bless-
ings of all the Deities here.H Sonam is �een 
on becoming an armU officer. She failed in 
her first attempt and became depressed. V�s 
I praUed to +hem, WPlease be Sith 
me,X I could feel +heir presence 
as a constant un�noSn force 
around me. +hen came the mo-
ment, I found mUself out of that 
traumatic time of mU life. I did mU 
postgraduate degree in English 
literature Sith the �ods being mU 
guiding force.H 

Shubhanya Thakur and her 
tSo friends from nearbU Sundar-
nagar are here for tSo reasonsm

first, the darshan of the �ods and, second, 
shopping and en�oUing the festiRal. �or friend 
Sukanya, the charged atmosphere Sith the 
presence of such a gathering of diRine fig-
ures and the music of drums and trumpets 
is RerU special. V0ou can almost feel the Di-
Rine around Uoug +his is an entirelU different 
feeling here, so diRine amidst the mundane. 
+he moment Uou are here, Uou find Uourself 
at a different leRel of consciousness.H She Sas 
told bU her parents to paU Risits to all the De-
ities, especiallU +arna %ata and #amrunag. 

ShubhanUa personallU re�uests the �ods 
to bless the Shole of man�ind Sith peace 
and prosperitU. V�rom #amrunag, I had 
wished at an earlier festival for my admission 
in a goRernment college. .ith His blessings, 
I am noS pursuing mU engineering degree 
from "aSahar Lal &ehru Engineering Col-
lege in our toSn. ShubhanUaXs second friend, 
Shose name I did not catch, is a staunch fol-
loSer of HateshSari %ata. She remembers 
hoS her Sish of getting admission in the 
goRernment engineering college Sas fulfilled 
last Uear. +his Uear she is busU than�ing the 
�ods bU Risiting each of +hem. 

Babloo Soni is en�oUing the eThibitions 

Dev Raj Agarwal of Dehra-
dun, India, is a photogra-
pher who loves to capture 
Bharat’s immense diversity 
of people, cultures and 
nature, especially in the 
Himalayas. Email: devraj-
agarwal44@gmail.com

THE AUTHOR
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the God’s prophesies. He narrated the story 
of last UearXs _oods. .hen people re�uested 
the DeRata to send rains, He replied, W0ou tal� 
of rainsI It Sill be difficult to saRe man�ind.X 
%anU ignorant people could not interpret 
Shat the DeRata meant bU saUing this. .e 
had unprecedented rains and landslides in 
the entire Beas valley.”

Hurang Narain is the prominent �od of 
Chauhar RalleU. His Æath is much different 
from others, Sith its dome coRered Sith cut-
tings of Shite cotton fabric. He is �noSn to 
bless people Sith children.

Balakameshwar BanyuriJ DeR ñala�a-
meshSar is the DeRata of loRers. � boU and 
girl Sho cannot marrU because their horo-
scopes  do not match go the temple of ñala 
#ameshSar, fifteen miles from %andi. %ar-
riages are solemni�ed there Sithout astrolog-

ical compatabilitU. It is said the success rate of 
such Seddings is one hundred percent. 

Shri Dev Parashar Rishi, the father of 
%aharishi -eda -Uaasa, is one of the most 
important Deities of the area. ñut instead 
of ta�ing part in the festiRities, He staUs in 
ÆupeshSari temple, Shere the siT &arol 
Devis also stay. Instead of having a rath for 
Himself, Parashar Æishi traRels in the form of 
a chhadi, a long silver staff.

+he natiRe place of Magru Mahadev
is Chhatri, about A? miles from %andi. +he 
main mohra of the DeitU Sas found in a field 
in ShSan Rillage. His temple is one of the 
finest eTamples of the #ath #uni stUle of ar-
chitecture. It is said to haRe been built from 
a single cedar tree, Sith the craftsman be-
ing personallU helped bU the DeRata, .ho is 
�noSn for His generositU.

DeR -ishnu %atloda is the most important 
DeRata of the Sara� -alleU. Situated at a height 
of C,;;; feet, His temple is ?? miles from 
%andi. If a childless Soman comes there 
see�ing blessings, she is certainlU blessed 
Sith a babU. -ishnu %atloda, one of the rich-
est �ods, is a star attraction at the fair. His 
rath alone is Ralued at half a million ,S dol-
lars, His gold nec�lace Seighs tSo �ilos, and 
He has land in manU Rillages.

Maa BaglamukhiJ �ifteen miles from 
%andi, in ña�hli Rillage, is the temple of the 
poSerful %aa ñaglamu�hi. It replaced the 
original Shich Sas submerged in the Saters 
of Pandoh Dam. She is one of siT �oddesses 
Sho remain in seclusion during the festiRal. 
ñaglamu�hi is Sorshiped specificallU for 
vaksiddhi, Vperfection of speech,H such as in 
the arts of oration, debate and discussion.∏π

Mandi’s Magnificent Himalayan Setting
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Shri Dev 
Parashar Rishi

Maa Baglamukhi
Bada Dev Hurang Narain
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(left to right) Mandi town in the evening with 
the large white festival-ground buildings just 
above and left of the photograph’s center; a 
priest accompanying one of the Deities; the 
Panchva�tra temple at the conò�ence o� the 
Suketi River at right with the Beas River, one of 
the state’s major rivers which eventually joins 
the Sutlej in Punjab and later the Indus.

Mandi’s Magnificent Himalayan Setting

Bhagwan Anant Balunag last came to the 
Mandi Mahasivaratri festival 144 years ago. 
He is regarded as an avatar of Lakshma and 
His temple is in a remote region bordering 
Kullu and Mandi. His arrival this year was 
the talk of the town. With no knowledge 
of the route they had followed more than a 
century ago, the party marched forward, led 
by the Devata himself, devotees behind him 
camping wherever the God directed a halt.

“The Devata had been expressing His desire 
to come to Mandi since last few years,” Balbir 
Thakur told me. “We were a little reluctant as 
we never came to Mandi after 1880. We have 
been able to convince the Devata about the 

situation during the last fiRe Uears, but this 
time He was adamant and said, ‘Whatever 
you do, I have to go.’ ” 

Khuddijahal of Dehuri, like Anant 
Balunag, is in Mandi after more than a cen-
tury’s absence, at the insistence of the God. 
+raffic came to a halt Shen the DeitUXs large 
procession of musicians, dancers and devo-
tees reached Mandi. His palanquin was ac-
commodated in Ekadash Rudra temple, next 
to the historical Victoria bridge. It travels to 
the festival grounds daily, though not as part 
of the main jaleb procession. As with Anant 
Balunag, His absence had to do with changes 
in district boundaries. 

Khuddijahal is the richest of all Devatas. 
During the 1962 war with China, Khuddi-
jahal and many other Deities gave gold to the 
government, which was returned after many 
years. Khuddijahal owns orchards, land and 
other properties. He has given land for 70 
schools, =? post offices, and other public util-
ity facilities. 

Shri Dev Markandeya Rishi from 
Aut is staying in Naina Mata Mandir in the 
village of Khaliyar, about three miles from 
the town. I was invited to Khaliyar by some 
boys carrying His rath. The entire neighbor-
hood gathers in the temple to greet the visit-
ing Deity. I asked Bhagat Ram Thakur about 

Meet the Prominent Gods
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Khuddijahal of DehuriShri Dev Markandeya RishiBhagwan Anant Balunag
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the elephants and perform rituals related to
them, including preparations for the capture
of wild elephants and training them for em-
ployment at the royal court.

Similar to the brahmins in India, the
Thai brahmin lineages are patriarchal, but
their mothers need not necessarily be from
brahmin families. However, being born into
a brahmin family does not guarantee
selection as court brahmins. One must
undergo rigorous training and ordination,
including becoming a Buddhist monk,
before being eligible and proven worthy
to be selected as court brahmins.

In modern times, Thai brahmins are
identified bU their last names, giRen bU 
King Rama VI in the early 20th century,
when the Western practice of having
first and last names Sas adopted in +hai-
land. Last names include Gurukul, Sivay-
abrahman, Thavornbrahman, Chandrab-
rahman, Raksabrahman, Vedbrahman,
Devaratna, Senakalpa, Shankhabrahman,
Sucharitkul, Charusena, Chueabrahman,
Vindubrahmanakul, Sirivadhanakul,
Singhaseni, Svastivedin, Nagavedin,
Ratnabrahman, Bhavanganang and
Rangsibrahmanakul.

The Siamese brahmins’ headquarters, the
Devasthana, is located at the very heart of
old Bangkok, where Rama I, the founder of
the present Chakri Dynasty, allocated land
to build their temple. Now, the Devasthana
houses three main shrines, dedicated to Siva,
Ganesha and Vishnu. The temples display
old Thai and Indian bronzes of Deities from
different periods, including a few early Chola
bronzes of Nataraja, evidence of the Thai
brahmins’ connection to India.

The Present Rajaguru
Chawin Rangsibrahmanakul, 71, inherited
the position of Æa�aguru, Sith the official 
title “Phra Maha Rajaguru Vidhi Sri Vi-
suddhikhun,” a role previously held by his

grandfather and great-grandfather. He heads
a group of 15 brahmins who have been of-
ficiallU ordained as the roUal priests of the 
palace.

When he was young, besides receiving
training from the senior court priests, the Ra-
jaguru was also tutored by Vidyadhara Shukla
Pandit, an Indian priest who served at the
Hindu Samaj and Vishnu Mandir in Bang-
kok. Vidyadhara initiated Rajaguru with the
Gayatri mantra and taught him Hindu scrip-
tures. The North Indian pandit also took him
to India, visiting many important pilgrimage
centers in northern and southern India. He
later studied Sanskrit privately with Padma
Sri awardee Dr. Chirapat Prapanvidya, a pro-
fessor of Sanskrit at Silpakorn University.

Outside the palace walls, the Rajaguru used
to enjoy driving his classic cars around Bang-
�o� on free daUs. He is also a collector of fine 
gems, a keen photographer and enjoys listen-
ing to Pavarotti.

The Rajaguru does not have any children.
He is now mentoring young brahmins in
the court rituals. In a bid to preserve and re-

juvenate ancient traditions, he has sent
a few young Thai brahmins to India to
study subjects of their choosing under
the guidance of His Holiness Vijayendra
Saraswati, the current Shankaracharya of
Kanchipuram. These young scholars are
also receiving training in ancient Indian
brahmin customs and rites, such as the
Sandhyavandana.

The South Indian Connection
The present Rajaguru believes his clan,
the Ransibrahmanakul, hailed from the
famous Nataraja Temple of Chidam-
baram in Tamil Nadu. It is believed that
his forefathers, the Deekshitars, em-
barked on a journey across the Andaman
Sea hundreds of years ago and landed at
Nakhon Si Thammarat port. This prov-
ince contains evidence of the Indian con-

nection in its material culture, food, perform-
ing arts and textiles. The nearby original Thai
capital, Ayutthaya, was razed by Burmese in
1767ce during a war. Bangkok was later estab-
lished as the new capital city in 1782. Brah-
mins who had been scattered in the war’s
aftermath were regrouped and brought to
officiate the roUal coronation and other state 
ceremonies, legitimizing the new reign.

Although there is no written or epigraphi-
cal record of their ancestors hailing from Chi-
dambaram, one of the most significant clues 
lies in the royal brahmins’ core hymns. These
hymns, the Thiruvempavai and Thiruppavai,
are chanted during their most important lit-
urgy of the year in the original Tamil, despite
the brahmins not speaking any Tamil and

Devasthana shrines: (far left to right)
Rajaguru and team perform puja at Siva
shrine, chanting mostly in Thai; Rajaguru
3ives the neQ �in3 sanctified river Qater to 
bathe with during coronation ceremonies;
Thai Grantha script, similar to Tamil;
(below) priest chants at Ganesha shrine

a
ll

 p
h

o
to

s 
c

o
u

r
te

sy
 r

o
ya

l 
th

a
i 

d
ev

a
st

h
a

n
a

30-34 Thailand brahmins oct 2024_r3_r5-co-SR.indd  31 8/2/24   1�:22 $M

30 hinduism today october/november/december,  2024

BY HURDITYA DEVA, THAILAND

A
mong the indian diaspora scat-
tered across the globe, their settle-
ment in Thailand, formerly known
as Siam, often goes unnoticed. This

likely stems from the seamless integration of
Indian religions, culture and society into Thai
life since ancient times. The propagation of
Buddhism and Hinduism was primarily led
by monks and priests who built monasteries
and temples to promote their faiths. In early
modern times, Hindu priests became known
as Siamese Brahmins, an esteemed group
headed by the Rajaguru, appointed by the
monarch. They have played a pivotal role in
shaping the country’s spiritual and cultural
landscape since the Sukhothai period (13th–
14th centuries ce) or earlier. Descendants of
ancient lineages, these brahmins conduct
royal ceremonies, preserve traditional ritu-
als and provide spiritual guidance to the Thai
monarchy.

Of all rituals, the most important task for
the court brahmins is the royal coronation,
Rajyabhisheka. After several decades, Thai
people witnessed the grand coronation cer-

emony on May 4th, 2019, including through
live telecast. The Rajaguru was at the fore-
front, as the head brahmin is entrusted to
sanctify the sacred water collected from vari-
ous rivers in Thailand and offer it to the king
to bathe with, signifying the very moment he
becomes the monarch. Additionally, the Ra-
jaguru handed the royal regalia to the king as
he sat on the throne, including the tiara, scep-
ter, sSord, _U Shis�s and parasol.

After the king was fully enthroned, the
Rajaguru read a secret passage to the king,
during which the telecast was muted. This
solemn moment is known as “Opening of the
Gate of Mount Kailash.” It is said that the pas-
sage invokes Gods to come down from Kai-
lash to bless the king. In India, this moment
would be equal to the Rajopadesha, in which
the Rajaguru transmits the mantras and oth-
er teachings to a newly crowned monarch.

The Siamese Brahmins
In ancient times there were three groups of
brahmins in Thailand, each divided into four
branches. The Horachrya Brahmins, belong-
ing to the ÆigReda branch, serRed as official 

court astrologers, calculating auspicious
times for royal ceremonies. The Adhvaryu
Brahmins, from the Yajurveda branch, per-
formed various recitations in both Thai and
Sanskrit for royal and religious ceremonies.
The Udgatha Brahmins, from the Samaveda
branch, performed similar recitations to the
Adhvaryu Brahmins. The Brahman Brah-
mins, from the Atharvaveda branch, con-
ducted religious discourses and assisted
other brahmins in palace rituals.

In the Rattanakosin period (1782 ce to the
present day), three groups of brahmins are
recorded, with the Vedic branches seem-
ingly lost. The Vidhi Brahmins, who are
Saivas, serve as the main priests at the Grand
Palace. They conduct or assist the monarch
in various royal ceremonies and hail from
a brahmin lineage of Nakhon Si Thamma-
rat, an ancient port where ships from India
used to make stopovers before journeying
to other countries in Southeast Asia. The
Horacharya Brahmins, from the Sukhothai
lineage, perform the same duty as official
court astrologers. The Phrithibat Brahmins,
from the Cambodian lineage, take care of

T H A I L A N D

Siamese Brahmins Assist the King
For 800 years Hindu priests have guided Thailand’s royal court rituals
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ceremony, where a hair tuft of a young boy
is cut, signifying his transition into adult-
hood. Moreover, the brahmins participate
in palace Buddhist ceremonies, such as the
changing of the costume of the Emerald
Buddha, which occurs at the beginning of
each season.

In the Contemporary World
In modern times, the Rajaguru faces an ar-
ray of new challenges. Rapid urbanization,
technological advancement, and global in-
_uences pose significant �uestions about 
the preservation of traditional values and
practices. The swift pace of change can
sometimes overshadow ancient customs,
creating a tension between maintaining
cultural heritage and embracing modernity.
Despite these changes, the Rajaguru’s role
remains as vital as ever, providing a stabi-
lizing force in a rapidly evolving world.

+he Æa�aguru fre�uentlU Risits pilgrimage 

centers of South India, to which he has an
affinitU due to his lin� Sith Chidambaram. 
These visits are not just spiritual journeys
but also opportunities for cultural exchange
and scholarly interaction. After a long ab-
sence due to the loc�doSns and a tight 
schedule, including the �ingXs coronation, 
the Rajaguru and fellow royal brahmins
most recently visited India in February 2024.
+heU first paid a Risit to His Holiness Sri -i-
jayendra Saraswati at the Kanchi Mutt, dis-
cussing the establishment and exchange of
�noSledge and research, Shich the goRern-
ment of India has expressed willingness to
support. This includes digitization projects
of Thai and Indian manuscripts and com-
parisons of chanting styles, such as those
of the Thiruvempavai and Thiruppavai, as
well as studying ancient Indian migration
routes to Southeast Asia. Such initiatives
are crucial in preserving the rich tapestry of
spiritual traditions and understanding their

F December: Royal Boat Ceremony. It
was held immediately after the monsoon sea-
son. During the Ayutthaya period, this ritual
was of great importance as the city, essentially
an island surrounded by rivers, was prone to
_ooding. +he �ing and his familU, dressed as 
Deities, sailed on a royal barge, believing their
divine presence would lower water levels and
protect the rice fields.

F January: Thiruvempavai and Thirup-
pavai Festival. It is the grandest brahmani-
cal ritual in Thailand.

F February: Royal Plowing Ceremony.
%ar�ing the beginning of the agricultural sea-
son, the brahmins conducted the sacred plow-
ing of the field to ensure a bountiful harRest.

F March: Paying Homage to Teachers.
Students offered _oSers, incense and candles 
to their teachers as a symbol of respect and
appreciation.

F April: New Year and Water Blessing.
Priests chanted and sprin�led holU Sater on 
participants, for purification and reneSal.

F May: Second Royal Plowing. Similar
to February, this one also included the release
of sacred oxen, which were believed to predict
the agricultural fortunes of the year based on
the food they chose to eat.

F June: Homage to Land Guardians.
This ritual was performed to honor the Dei-
ties and spirits that protect the land and its
inhabitants..

F July: Buddhist Lent. This mar�ed the 
beginning of the rainy-season retreat for Bud-
dhist mon�s.

F August: Welcoming the Monsoon.
Lord -aruna Sas inRo�ed to ensure sufficient 
rainfall for the agricultural season.

F September: Rice Harvest. New rice was
offered to express gratitude to spirits and Dei-
ties for a bountiful harvest.

F October: Ancestor Worship. Offering
food, flowers and incense to ancestral spir-
its along Sith sacred chants to inRo�e their 
blessings.

F November: Loy Krathong. +his mar�s 
the end of the Thai ceremonial calendar. Par-
ticipants _oat decorated bas�ets on SaterSaUs 
to see� forgiReness for anU harm caused to 
bodies of water.

 Historical Rituals
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using a uni�ue tune that differs significantlU 
from the version sung in South India. The
hUmns are recorded on manuscripts made of 
mulberrU bar�, Sritten in the +hai �rantha 
script, Shich feS people haRe the �noSledge 
to read. +he +hiruRempaRai and +hiruppaRai 
festiRals ta�e place in December or "anuarU, 
Shich falls in the +amil month of %arga�hi. 

In +amil &adu, these hUmnsm+hiruRem-
paRai dedicated to SiRa and +hiruppaRai dedi-
cated to -ishnumare still chanted todaU, but 
separatelU in each �odXs respectiRe temple. 
+he +hiruRempaRai, composed bU the SaiRa 
saint %ani��aRacagar, is part of the larger 
collection �noSn as +hiruRasagam. +he 
+hiruppaRai, composed bU the female saint 
�ndal, is Sithin a collection of the +amil 
DiRUa Prabandham composed bU tSelRe 
-aishnaRa saints Z�lRarsG.

In the +hiruRempaRai, Lord &atara�a is 
praised manU times. It is also belieRed that 
this hUmn Sas first chanted bU the saint]
composer himself in the presence of the 
Lord in front of Chitsabha Zthe sanctum 
sanctorum of &atara�aG. It is customarU to 
chant V+hiru Chidambaram,H Shich can be 
looselU translated as VHail to the HolU Chid-
ambaram,H at the RerU beginning of the hUmn. 
+hus, it is not surprising that &atara�a is Sor-
shiped as the main DeitU at the DeRasthana 
and ShU the Æa�aguru firmlU belieRes he is 
a descendant of the priests of the famed &a-
tara�a temple. It is uni�ue that the aforemen-
tioned hUmns of SiRa and -ishnu are chanted 
at the DeRashana in the same precinct. 'n 
the first ten daUs, +hiruRempaRai is chanted 
in the SiRa temple, folloSed bU the +hirup-
paRai during the neTt ten daUs in the -ishnu 
temple.

+he festiRal culminates in the V�iant SSingH 
ceremonU, Shich inRolRes the Sorship of a 
large Sooden plan� along Sith celestial bod-
ies li�e the Sun, %oon, %other Earth and the 
riRer �oddess �anga. �fter the Sorship, the 
plan� is fiTed Sith ropes, hung on poles, and 
mounted bU a court official and a brahmin 
�noSn as nalivan. In this ritual, the brahmin 
sUmboli�es a naga, Shile the court official, 
representing the �ing, sUmboli�es SiRa. +he 

V�iant SSingH itself Zphoto rightG is no longer 
used, deemed too dangerous. 

+he ritual corresponds to a mUthological 
storU recounting a bet betSeen SiRa and Par-
Rati. ParRati doubts the stabilitU of the earth, 
and SiRa proRes her Srong bU as�ing a naga 
to stretch itself betSeen tSo trees Shile He 
stands on it on one leg as the naga sSings 
about. +his imagerU is also reminiscent of 
the image of &atara�a, representing the cos-
mic dance of SiRa. �urthermore, the mUth 
bears resemblance to the sumudramanthana
Zchurning of the mil�U oceanG ,Shere �ods 
and demons battle oRer the eliTir of immor-
talitU, a giant sculpture of Shich greets Risi-
tors at ñan�o�Xs main airport. 

ItXs Sorth noting that +hai �ings in the 
Cha�ri dUnastU haRe regnal names prefiTed 
Sith VÆama,H such as the current monarch, 
Æama /. +his tradition signifies the belief 
that the �ings embodU -ishnu, Sho is re-
Rered as the ideal �ing in numerous ancient 

Hindu scriptures. HoSeRer, the most im-
portant liturgU at the DeRasthana is dedi-
cated to SiRa. +his coeTistence of SaiRism 
and -aishnaRism in +hailand demonstrates 
a uni�ue blend and tolerance not commonlU 
seen in India in the past.

Twelve-Month Ceremonial Cycle
�fter the fall of �UutthaUa in <AA@, manU 
roUal liturgies conducted bU the brahmins 
Sere discontinued. #ing Chulalong�orn 
ZÆama -G compiled a Sor� based on Sritten 
and oral records called The Royal Ceremonies
of Twelve Months. +he boo� outlines Rarious 
sacred and secular ceremonies Zsee sidebar 
for listG that the �UutthaUa �ings conducted 
eRerU month for the Selfare of the state and 
the people. %anU of these ceremonies are 
undoubtedlU Indian in origin and Sere most 
li�elU conducted bU brahmins, Shile others 
are ñuddhist in nature, militarU or sociallU 
related. +he first +hai month begins in De-
cember and ends in &oRember. +here Sere 
probablU manU more rituals per month, but 
the �noSledge Sas li�elU lost. +odaU, the boo� 
serRes as the onlU record of ceremonies in the 
premodern historU of +hailand. � handful 
are still conducted todaU.

+he court brahmins also conducted seR-
eral rite]of]passage rituals �noSn as sam-
skaras. 'ne of feS such rituals still per-
formed in the modern period is the tonsure 
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Pilgrimage and festivals: (clockwise from above) Rajaguru and retinue are welcomed
at Chidambaram Temple by Deekshitars in 2024; (inset) discussing Thiruppavai hymns
at the Srirangam Temple; the Royal Plowing Ceremony on May 9, 2019; the “Giant Swing”
ceremony held at the end of the Thiruvempavai/Thiruppavai festival at the Bangkok royal
court; small Deities swing on a wooden swan as prayers are chanted in a lullaby-like melody
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E D U C A T I O N A L  I N S I G H T

Be they luxurious palaces, rustic
warehouses, simple halls or stone sanctuaries,
Hindu temples are springing up all over

the world, numbering in the hundreds of
thousands. Yet outside of India and a few places
like Sri Lanka, Nepal and Bali, what happens
inside these temples remains a mystery—to
young generations of Hindus as well as to
curious newcomers. It’s all a bit intimidating
at first. +his Insight is designed to ansSer 
the common questions that arise: Why are
temples important? What are the customs
and protocols, the dos and don’ts? What atti-
tudes should one hold inside? Do all those
rituals have a meaning? What is the priest
chanting? All these musings and more
are addressed here to help newcomers—
both Hindus and non-Hindus—enjoy
and benefit from their temple Risits. 

Brihadeeswarar: A massive
stone temple in Thanjavur,
Tamil Nadu, built by Raja
Raja Chola ten centuries ago
and still vibrant today. The
capstone, weighing 80 tons,
is the largest in India.
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historical spread and in_uence.
Next they visited Chidambaram, where a

group of Dee�shitars aSaited and Selcomed 
Æa�aguru Sith a parade that led him to Sit-
ness abhishe�a of the rubU &atara�a and crUs-
tal SiRalinga. Srirangam Sas the neTt stop. 
�fter darshan of Sri Æanganatha, the reclin-
ing -ishnu, theU Risited surrounding shrines, 
ma�ing a longer stop at the �ndal shrine, 
Shere a feS -aishnaRa priests demonstrated 
the chanting of the +hiruppaRai. +he Æa�a-
guru noted that some pasurams (chapters)
resemble chants at the DeRasthana. In +hai-
land, the +hiruRempaRai and the +hiruppaRai 
are not chanted outside the festiRal in Decem-
berF"anuarU, unli�e in India Shere theU can be 
chanted in homes and as an upacara (service)

to the Deities in temples on other important 
occasions.

+he group ended the South Indian pilgrim-
age at Rameshwaram, welcomed by descen-
dants of the Sethupathi clan, hereditarU cus-
todians of the temple. Æa�aguru offered the 
abhishe�a to the "Uotirlinga, after Shich the 
Uoung +hai priests got a chance to bathe Sith 
Sater from the tSentU]tSo sacred Sells for 
the first time.

+al�ing about the Uounger generation, there 
are currentlU feS practicing brahmin priests 
left in +hailand. %anU born into brahmin 
families haRe chosen careers in business or 
the corporate world, driven by the de-
mands and opportunities of contem-
porarU societU. ñesides officiating roUal 
ceremonies in the palace, a handful of 
priests earn their living by establishing
spirit shrines, conducting houseSarm-
ing ceremonies, inaugurating businesses 
and practicing astrologU. +his diRersifica-
tion of roles re_ects the adaptiRe nature 
of brahmin priests in the face of modern 
economic realities.

Conclusion
Adapting to these changes while preserving
the essence of +hai spiritualitU is delicate. 
+he current Æa�aguru, li�e his predecessors, 
naRigates it Sith integritU and Sisdom. He 
ensures that Hindu teachings, Shich haRe 
harmoniouslU merged Sith ñuddhism, re-
main releRant and accessible to societU. +he 
fusion of ñrahmanical and ñuddhist tradi-
tions in the +hai ceremonial calendar eT-
emplifies +hailandXs uni�ue cultural identitU 
and underscores the importance of continu-
ity and adaptation in preserving ancient tra-
ditions in a modern conteTt. ∏π�

HurditUa DeRa is an 
opera singer and scholar,
Sith a %asters and PhD 
in Sans�rit Studies. He 
researches Sans�rit teTts 
and epigraphU in India 
and Southeast �sia.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

2024 India visit: (clockwise from below)
Royal brahmins in a hall at Kanchipuram;
younger brahmin receives arati at a Kanchi
Mutt shrine; Rajaguru inspects a potential
royal Devasthana purchase at Sukra Jewel-
lery, which recently made puja items for the
new Ayodhya Ram Temple
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structured as a simple hall with a stage in front, and Deities on
pedestals usually around the perimeter of the room. The style
of worship here is often congregational, with temple mem-
bers gathering at a set time for a structured service conducted
by a priest or elder. In some mandirs devotees may do a simple
puja themselves. Services may include some form of teach-
ing, such as a lecture by a swami or lay leader, and devotional
singing or dramatic readings from the epics, Ramayana and
Mahabharata.

Here is the format followed at the Hindu temple in Midland,
Texas, as described by Dr. Padmaja Patel: “Every week on Sun-
day we gather at our temple from 10:30 to 12:30. After remov-
ing our shoes in our shoe room, we enter the main hall. The
men and women sit separately. There are a set of shlokas and
stutis that everyone chants together, followed by bhajans, which
are usually in the call-and-response fashion. At the end of the
session, our priest will perform a short puja to a particular De-
ity. Then we sing a food-offering song, followed by the ‘Om Jai
Jagadish Hare’ arati, where everyone can come forward. There
are usuallU four or fiRe arati traUs Sith Shich people can offer 
arati to their Ishta Devata, or chosen Deity. Then we adjourn to
a separate hall and enjoy the blessed food offerings as prasad.”

It is prudent to consult members of the community in ad-
vance to learn how best to prepare yourself to attend a particu-
lar temple.

What Is Puja All About?

7
he Hindu worship service called puja, literally “adoration,”
is the central activity in most temples. Conducted by a
priest, or pujari, puja is similar to a grand reception for a

king. The ritual can last from ten minutes to several hours.
�ll pu�as folloS one basic pattern. �irst, the pu�ari purifies 

himself, the sacred implements and the place of worship.
He chants in Sanskrit the time, place and nature of this
particular puja. Through hand gestures (mudras) and mantras,
he beseeches the Deity to come and dwell in the image.
Ringing a bell and intoning mantras and hymns from the
ancient Vedas and Agamas, the pujari then offers precious
substances to the Deity, including water, uncooked rice, holy
ash, sandalwood paste and kumkum. Some rites include a
ritual bath, called abhishekam, in which water, sesame oil,
turmeric water, saffron, milk, yogurt, ghee, honey, lime juice,
Ribhuti, sandalSood paste, panchamritam ZmiTture of fiRe 
fruits), coconut water and rosewater are poured over the Deity.

Devotees are seated during most of the puja, usually on the
_oor. �fter abhishe�am, the DeitU is dressed in neS clothes 
and beautifullU decorated Sith _oSers. �t this point, deRotees 
may sing devotional songs. After decorating the Deity, the
pu�ari offers incense, oil lamps and food. He offers _oSers 
while chanting 108 names of the God. At the high point of
the puja, a large lamp is waved before the Deity and bells are
rung loudly as God sends His power through the holy image of
Himself. When the lamp is lowered, everyone prostrates to the
Divine. The lamp is then carried out to bless the worshipers,
who often leave a donation on the tray (or later in the temple
offering box). Finally, depending on the tradition, sacraments
such as sacred ash, blessed water, sandalwood paste, kumkum,
fruit, sSeets and _oSers are passed out to bless all present. 
+hese include a portion of the offeringsm_oSers, coo�ed food 
and more—often brought by devotees. Devotees may then sit
in meditation, basking in the blessings invoked by the puja.
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Sanctuaries for God: (above) The BAPS
Swaminarayana Mandir of Houston, Texas; (right)
a priest holds the arati òame be�ore "ord �anesha 
at the Sri Manika Vinayakar Alayam in Paris
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Why Are Temples Needed?
BY SATGURU BODHINATHA VEYLANSWAMI

A
few years ago at a temple in Australia, while I
was chatting with sons and daughters of key
members, one youth challenged: “Swamiji, since

God is omnipresent, what is the need to build large temples
to worship Him? The cost of construction is large, plus then
you have the ongoing cost of monthly maintenance that has
to be met. Couldn’t all that money be spent in a better way?”

“Good question!” I responded. “Yes, it is true that God is
everywhere, permeating everything, including this room.
By looking intently around us, we should be able to experi-
ence God, right? But look around you now. How many of
you can see God?” They all smiled and admitted they could
not. I continued: “Practically speaking, God’s omnipres-
ence is at a very subtle level, too subtle for most of us to
experience without a lot of experience in meditation.”

That’s how I explain the need for the Hindu temple: it is
a special space in which the inner and outer worlds com-
mune and we can experience Divinity. If we want to see a
distant galaxy, we can go to an observatory and look through
a powerful telescope. To see into the nucleus of a cell, we go
to a laboratory and use a microscope. Similarly, to know God,
we can go to the temple and experience Divinity through the
sanctified murti. +emples are especiallU sacred for three rea-
sons: construction, consecration and continuous daily worship.

Hereditary temple architects, known as sthapatis,
are commissioned to design and construct the temple
according to the sacred architecture found in the Agamic
scriptures. Consecration occurs through the powerful
ceremony of kumbhabhishekam, with many priests
performing elaborate rituals for several days. Then begins
the perpetual schedule of obligatory pujas conducted by
highly trained priests. These daily pujas sustain and build
on the power set in motion at the kumbhabhishekam.

Hindu Temples Are
Not All Alike

,
deally, temples (often called mandirs) are built in
accordance with the ancient scriptures, planned out by
skilled Indian architects to resemble the traditional styles

found in India. This ideal temple has certain features: 1) a cen-
tral sanctum enshrines the main Deity; 2) other Deities in the
pantheon are represented by murtis in secondary sanctums or
shrines; 3) the structure has no basement; 4) cultural and social
activities are provided for in separate facilities, not in the main
area dedicated for worship; 5) trained, ordained priests per-
form a daily regimen of pujas (others do not enter the shrines);
6) the temple openly represents a particular denomination of
Hinduism and a specific lineage of teaching and liturgU.

While these principles are well known among the thou-
sands of communities of Hindus around the world, the real-
ity is that each temple comes up in its own way, organically,
Sith the aboRe ideals _eTing Sith the eTigencies of the daU, 
the resources and often-mixed geographical background of
the constituents. Hence, we now have a vast variety of temples,
particularly outside India, each serving the needs of its com-
munity as a center of worship, culture, community service and
spiritual fellowship.

Every temple is unique. Agamic temples provide elaborate
pujas several times per day. The main Deities are in distinct,
prominent sanctums. Individuals come and go at any time
and worship privately or as a family. Other temples may be

b
a

ps
 s

w
a

m
in

a
r

ay
a

n
 s

a
n

st
h

a

Quick Start…
Dress modestly, no shorts or short skirts. Remove shoes
before entering. Be respectful of God and the Gods. Bring
your problems, prayers or sorrows but leave food and
improper manners outside. Do not enter the shrines
without invitation or sit with your feet pointing toward the
Deities or another person. Refrain from gossip and worldly
talk. Mute your cell phone. Treat the priests with respect
and obey visitor signs. Men and women avoid hugging
and other demonstrations of affection, and usually sit
separately. Enjoy a spiritual time in this holy sanctuary.
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Often there will be a
small bell that you can
ring to announce your
arrival to the devas and
Gods; its pure tones
can easily be heard
in the inner worlds.

Worship Lord Ganesha, the Lord of Obstacles.
ñU honoring Him first, the dUnamic blessings 
of the temple will be opened to you.

.al� cloc�Sise one, three, fiRe, seRen or nine times 
around the main shrine, withdrawing your awareness
from worldly matters and directing it toward the Divine.

Visit and greet the Deity in each shrine. The priest will
often guide the order to be followed and explain the
uni�ue poSers of each DiRinitU. 'ffer a _oSer to each.

During the puja, don’t let your mind wander. This is the innermost
time for re_ection and communion. DeRotees sit on the _oor, then 
stand during the last part of a puja, and prostrate at the end.

4. Pray First to Lord Ganesha 7. Walk Around the Sanctum

5. Ring the Shrine Bell

6. Greet the Deities 9. Sit for Puja

8. Present Your Offering

Place before the shrine the offering tray or basket that you
prepared at home or purchased (they may be available in
stalls near the entrance). Put love into your offerings.

WORSHIPING & ATTENDING PUJA

october/november/december,  2024 hinduism today 39

35-50 VisitingTemple Insight Oct 2024_r16-co-SR.indd  39 8/2/24   1�:24 $M

As soon as you arrive, stand humbly before the temple entrance.
Raise your hands above your head in the prayerful gesture three,
fiRe, seRen or nine times. 0ou maU prostrate here as Sell.

Remove your shoes (socks are usually OK to keep on, especially
in cold climates). If a place is provided, rinse your mouth, feet and
hands to purify yourself before entering the sacred premises.

Many temples have a
_agpole Shere one maU 
prostrate and pray, and a
balipitha, offering place,
Shere negatiRe thoughts 
are left. +hen Sorship 
the Deity’s mount, or
vahana. In Iraivan Temple
it is Nandi the bull.

1. Worship at the Temple Gateway

2. Remove Shoes, Rinse Feet & Hands

3. Worship at the Flagpole

YOU ARRIVE18Steps for Visit ing
a Hindu Temple

<
ou Sill Sant to loo� and feel Uour best Shen Uou 
go to the temple, God’s home. Prepare yourself by
bathing and putting on clean clothing. Traditional

dress is best—saris or punjabis for ladies, long dresses for
girls, and kurta and dhoti or pants for men and boys. But
anU nice, modest clothing suitable for sitting on the _oor is 
acceptable. In anticipation of your visit, prepare your mind
by thinking about God. Keep focused on your spiritual pur-
pose during traRel time, be it a feS minuteXs driRe or a long 
pilgrimage. If traReling Sith familU or friends, direct dis-
cussions to spiritual matters and aSaU from Sorldliness.

ñring an offering, such as fruits and _oSers or _oSer 
garlands. On arrival, it is traditional to circumambulate
the temple Shere possible. Inside, greet the Deities at their 
shrines, starting Sith Lord �anesha, hands pressed together 
in namas�ara. 0ou maU prostrate and present Uour offerings. 
InSardlU feel �odXs uplifting presence, called sannidhya.

+he primarU focus of Hindu temples is the Sorship 
ritual called pu�a. Pu�a is a ceremonU in Shich the ringing of 
bells, passing of _ames, presenting of offerings and chant-
ing invoke the blessings of God and Gods. During the puja,
focus on the acts of Sorship, rather than letting Uour mind 
Sander. 'Rer time, deRotees striRe to learn the inner mean-
ing of Shat the priest is doing and mentallU folloS along. 

�rdent Sorship ta�es manU forms in a temple. 0ou can 
be immersed in the joys of devotion, in prayerful commu-
nion, seeking consolation for a loss, singing hymns, chanting
mantras or celebrating a rite of passage. Meditation is ap-
propriate, especially after the puja, and emotion is not out of
place. �od Sill receiRe Uour deRotion, hoSeRer Uou offer it.

Dancing with Siva summarizes: “With offerings in hand,
leaRing our shoes outside, Se enter through the gopura, or
temple toSer, Sash hands, feet and mouth, and see� bless-
ings at Lord �aneshaXs shrine. &eTt Se folloS the outer 
prakara, or hallSaU, cloc�Sise around the mahamandapa,
central chambers. Inside, Se leaRe our SorldlU thoughts at 
the balipitha, or offering place, then prostrate before the dh-
vajastambha, temple _agpole, and Sorship &andi the sacred 
bull dor �aruda, %ushi�a, etc.e. &eTt Se circumambulate 
the central sanctum, garbhagriha, usually three times, re-
turning to its entrance for Sorship. During pu�a, Se stand 
Sith hands folded or in anjali mudra, though according to
temple custom, it may be proper to sit quietly or sing devo-
tional hymns. After the arati, or SaRing of the camphor light 
before the DeitU, Se prostrate Zashtanga pranama for men,
and panchanga pranama for SomenG and rise to receiRe the 
prasada, accepting them in the right hand. .e Sal� around 
the garbhagriha one final time before ta�ing our leaRe.H 
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About Sacraments

A
t the end of the puja, the priest passes out to the
attending devotees various substances that were
offered to the Deity. By partaking of these offerings,

called prasada, one absorbs the blessings into one’s being.
Observe the way experienced temple-goers receive these
sacraments to properly learn the nuanced customs.

First, the sacramental lamp which has just been offered at
the high point of the puja is passed among the devotees. The
deRas can see and bless Uou through this _ame as it lights up 
your face. Sometimes you, too, can glimpse into their world.
When the priest comes to you with the lamp, reach out and
pass both hands deRoutlU oRer the _ame. +hen bring Uour 
hands back, turn your palms toward your face and touch your
eUes Sith Uour fingertips to receiRe the DeitUXs blessings. ZIn
some temples, the deRotees ta�e turns passing the arati _ame 
in front of the murtis while singing “Jai Jagadish Hare.. . .”)

At a shrine to Lord Vishnu, the priest may bring out the
Deity’s silver or gold crown and lightly touch it to the head of
each devotee. This represents God’s feet being placed on your
head. A sacrament offered at Siva shrines is holy ash, vibhuti,
made bU burning dried coS dung Sith ghee, _oSers, Uogurt 
and other ingredients. It symbolizes the purity we attain by
burning the bonds of ego, karma and maya to reveal the soul’s
natural goodness. It is applied on the forehead, generally
three broad stripes for men, and one short stroke for ladies.
A spoonful of blessed water that was offered to the Deity, or
milk with which the Deity was bathed during the puja, may
be offered for you to drink.

Sandalwood paste, valued for its fragrance, is often next.
A small dab is placed in your hand by the priest, which you
transfer to your left palm with a wiping motion. Dip your
right ring finger into the paste and applU it Sith a small 
circular motion between the eyebrows, or in your chosen
sectarian mark. A red powder called kumkum is then given.
The priest will place a small pinch in your right hand or
invite you to take some from the container he holds before
you. Apply the kumkum on top of the sandalwood, creating
a dot, or bindi, which represents the third eye of spiritual
seeing. Vaishnava Hindus traditionally apply a V-shaped
tilaka on the forehead, representing the feet of the Lord.

Flowers may also be distributed by the priest, as well as
cooked food. Many devotees wrap portions of their prasada to
share with loved ones or place on their home altar.

Did You Know?
All giving and receiving in the Hindu
tradition is done only with the
right hand or with both hands.

AFTER THE CEREMONY

Singing is a superb way to express love and devotion. Bhajans
and other hymns can be sung during the puja when the
curtain is closed, or later on, by yourself or with a group.

Archana is a personalized puja in which the priest recites
to the Deity your name, lineage and birth star. To receive an
archana, you pay a small fee and present an offering basket.

16. Singing Bhajan

18. Archana for Personal Blessings

17. Japa and Meditation

After the puja, sit quietly and meditate on the Divinity
within yourself. This is an ideal time for japa, mentally
repeating your mantra while counting on a strand of beads.
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RECEIVING THE PUJA SACRAMENTS

When the priest holds the lamp in front of you after puja,
pass Uour open hands through the _ame three times, lightlU 
touching your eyes each time to draw the blessings into you.

Accept the holy ash in your right hand. Transfer it to your left
hand, then use the right hand to apply it to your forehead. Ash
symbolizes transience of life and the burning away of impurity.

The priest will place a small spoonful of blessed
water or milk into your cupped right hand. Bring
your hand up to your mouth and sip it.

10. The Arati Flame

11. Holy Ash

12. Blessed Water

Fragrant sandalwood paste is then given, followed by red
powder. Apply a dot of these in the middle of your brow with
Uour right ring finger.  See Vabout the sacramentsH sidebar. 

It is customary to leave a monetary offering in the temple
donation box. In addition, a donation may be placed on
the arati tray to support the priests and their families.

13. Sandalwood Paste & Kumkum

14. Prasada and a Flower

15. Monetary Offerings

Blessed food (prasada) may then be given, such as a piece
of fruit, a sweet or a spoonful of cooked food. Lastly, one
maU receiRe a _oSer that Sas offered to the DeitU. 
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Devotees offer prayers in a temple in Bengaluru, Karnataka

3. Three Worlds Communing

H induism views existence as composed of three
worlds. The First World is the physical universe,

the Second World is the subtle astral or mental plane
of existence in which the devas, or angels, and spirits
live, and the Third World is the spiritual sphere of the
Mahadevas, the Deities, the Gods. Hinduism is the
harmonious working together of these three worlds.
Religion blossoms for the Hindu as he awakens to the
existence of the Second and Third Worlds. These inner
worlds naturally inspire in man responses of love and
devotion and even awe. They are that wonderful.

It is in the Hindu temple that the three worlds meet and
devotees invoke the Gods of our religion. The temple is
built as a palace in which the Gods reside. It is the visible home of
the Gods, a sacred place unlike every other place on the Earth. The
Hindu must associate himself with these Gods in a very sensitive
way when he approaches the temple. These intelligent beings
have evolved through eons of time and are able to help mankind
without themselves having to live in a physical body. These great
Mahadevas, with their multitudes of angelic devas, live and work
constantly and tirelessly for the people of our religion, protecting
and guiding them, opening new doors and closing unused ones.

The reality of the Mahadevas and their darshan can be
experienced by the devotee through his awakened ajna

vision, or more often as the physical sight of the image in the
sanctum coupled with the inner knowing that He is there
within the microcosm. This darshan can be felt by all devotees,
becoming stronger and more defined as deRotion is perfected. 
Through this darshan, messages can be channeled along the
vibratory emanations that radiate out from the Mahadevas,
as well as from their representatives, the Second World devas
who carry out their work for them in shrines and altars.

4. Where Problems Can Be Dissolved

H indus always want to live near a temple so they can frequent it
regularly. When we go to the temple, we leave with our mind

filled Sith the sha�ti of the DeitU. .e are filled and thrilled Sith 
the shakti of the temple in every nerve current of our body. When
we return to our home, we light an oil lamp, and that brings the
power of the temple into the home. This simple act brings the
devas in the Second World right into your home, where they can
bless the rest of the family who perhaps did not go to the temple.

The devotee stands before the sanctum and telepathically tells
the Gods a problem, and with hopeful faith leaves and waits.
Days or weeks later, after he had forgotten about his prayer, he
suddenly realizes the problem has disappeared. He attempts to
trace the source of its solution and finds that a simple, faRorable 
play of circumstance and events brought it about. Had the Gods
answered his prayer, or would it have happened anyway?

He brings another prayer to the Gods, and again in time an
answer appears in the natural course of his life. It appears to
him that the Gods are hearing and responding to his needs.
Trust and love have taken root. He goes on, year after year,
bringing the Gods into his secular affairs, while just as care-
fully the Gods are bringing him into their celestial spheres,
enlivening his soul with energy, joy and intelligence.

The Hindu looks to the Gods for very practical assistance.
He devoutly believes that the Gods from their dwelling
in the Third World are capable of consciously working
with the forces of evolution in the universe and they
could then certainly manage a few simpler problems. He
devoutly believes that the Gods are given to care for man
on the planet and see him through his tenure on Earth,
and that their decisions are vast in their implications.
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Denizens of the three worlds are often depicted,
as here, on a temple’s ornate towers
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1. One God, Many Gods

In the Hindu pantheon there are said to be 330 million
Gods. Even so, all Hindus believe in one Supreme Being

who pervades the entire universe. The many Gods are
perceived as divine creations of that one Being. These Gods,
or Mahadevas, are real beings, capable of thought and feeling
beyond the limited thought and feeling of embodied man. So,
Hinduism has one God, but it has many Gods. There are only
a few of these Gods for whom temples are built and pujas
conducted. Ganesha, Siva, Subramaniam, Vishnu and Shakti
are the most prominent Deities in contemporary Hinduism.
Of course, there are many others for whom certain rites or
mantras are done in daily ceremony, often in the home shrine.
These include Brahma, Surya, Sarasvati, Lakshmi, Agni,
Chandra, Ayyappan, Hanuman, Mariyamman and others.

The Hindu traditionally adopts an Ishta Devata. This is a
personal Deity chosen from the many Hindu Gods, often
according to the devotee’s family background or the feeling of
closeness to one form of divine manifestation. It is the unique
and all-encompassing nature of Hinduism that one devotee
may be worshiping Ganesha while his friend worships Subra-
maniam or Vishnu, and yet both honor the other’s choice and feel
no sense of con_ict. +he profound understanding and uniRersal 
acceptance that are uni�ue in Hinduism are re_ected in this 
faculty for accommodating different approaches to the Divine,
allowing for different names and forms of God to be worshiped
side by side within the temple walls. It may even happen that
one may adopt a different personal Deity through the years
according to one’s spiritual unfoldment and inner needs.

2. Temples Are Transformative!

V isiting a Hindu temple, receiving darshan from the majestic
Gods of our religion, can altogether change the life of a

Sorshiper. It alters the _oS of the pranas, or life currents, Sithin 
his body. It draws his awareness into the deeper chakras. It adjusts
his beliefs and the attitudes that are the natural consequence of
those beliefs. But the change is slow. He lives with the experience
for months and months after his visit to the temple. He comes
to know and love the Deity. The Deity comes to know and love

him, helping and guiding his entire evolutionary pattern.
Darshan coming from the great temples of our Gods

can change the patterns of karma dating back many past
lives, clearing and clarifying conditions that were created
hundreds of years ago and are but seeds now, waiting to
manifest in the future. Through the grace of the Gods,
those seeds can be removed if the manifestation in the
future would not enhance the evolution of the soul.
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A couple walk barefoot in the precincts of the Sri
Ekambaranathar Siva temple in Kanchipuram, Tamil Nadu

Six Secrets About
Temple Worship
FROM MERGING WITH SIVA,  BY
SATGURU SIVAYA SUBRAMUNIYASWAMI
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 Other Temple Events

Major pujas in temples are often preceded by a homa, or
Vfire]offering,H among the most ancient forms of Hindu Sor]
ship. �ire is the ob�ect of Sorship, and oblations are offered 
into a sanctified fire pit, Shich is usuallU made of earthen 

bric�s. 'ne or more priests sit 
near and tend the fire, 

offering Sood, ghee, 
grains and dried 

herbs Shile chant]
ing mantras from 
the Vedas and
Agamas. +he 
rites inRo�e the 
temple’s main

DeitU as Sell 
as other �ods, 

such as �anesha, 
�gni and -aruna. 

Fire Rites

bric�s. 'ne or more priests sit 
near and tend the fire, 

offering Sood, ghee, 
grains and dried 

herbs Shile chant]

as other �ods, 
such as �anesha, 

�gni and -aruna. 

Seeking blessings, pilgrims reverently touch the sculpted stone
feet of Lord Vishnu in Tirumala Temple’s Srivari Padalu shrine

6. Dealing with Disbelief

In the beginning stages of Sorship, a Hindu soul maU haRe 
to Srestle Sith disbelief in the �ods. He maU Sonder 

Shether theU reallU eTist, especiallU if his oSn intuition 
is obscured bU assimilation of .estern, eTistentialist 
beliefs and attitudes. 0et, he senses their eTistence, and 
this sensing brings him bac� to the temple. He is loo�ing 
for proof, immersed in the process of coming to �noS the 
�ods for himself. He is heartened and assured bU hundreds 
of saints and rishis Sho haRe fathomed and found close 
and enduring relationships Sith the �ods, and Sho then 
eTtolled their greatness in pages of scripture and chronicle. 

+he �ods of Hinduism create, preserRe and protect 
man�ind. +heir oRerRieS spans time itself, and Uet their 
detailed focus upon the complicated fabric of human affairs 
is �ust as aSesome. It is through their sanction that all 
things continue, and through their Sill that theU cease. It 
is through their grace that all good things happen, and all 
things that happen are for the good. &oS, Uou maU Sonder 
ShU one Sould put himself under this diRine authoritU so 
SillinglU, thus losing his semblance of freedom. ñut does 
one not SillinglU put himself in total harmonU Sith those 
Shom he loResI 'f course he does. �nd loRing these great 
souls comes so naturallU. +heir timeless Sisdom, their Rast 

intelligence, their thoroughlU benign natures, their ceaseless 
concern for the problems and Sell]being of deRotees, and their 
poSer and sheer godlU brilliancemall these inspire our loRe.
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Did You Know?
In a Hindu temple there is often a multiplicitU of simultaneous 
proceedings and ceremonies. In one corner, an eTtended fam]
ilU, or clan, Sith its hundreds of tightlU �nit members, maU be 
�oUouslU celebrating a Sedding. �t another shrine, a ladU might 
be crUing in front of the DeitU, saddened bU some misfortune 
and in need of solace. ElseShere in the croSded precincts, a
babU is being blessed, and seReral groups of temple musicians 
are filling the chamber Sith the shrill sounds of the naga]
sRaram and drum. �fter the pu�a reaches its �enith, brahmin 
priests moRe in and out of the sanctum, passing camphor and 
sacred ash and holU Sater to hundreds of Sorshipers croSd]
ing eagerlU to get a glimpse of the DeitU. �ll of this is happening 
at once, unplanned and Uet totallU organi�ed. It is a Sonderful 
eTperience, and such a diRerse arraU of deRotional ceremonies 
and such an intensitU of Sorship can onlU be seen in a Hindu 
temple. +here is no place on Earth �uite li�e a Hindu temple.

Living with Siva
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Have faith in God. Believe in Him with all your heart. Think that in the world He is for you the
sweetest of all sweet things. Think that there is nothing other than God. Sitting or standing, walking
or lying down, think of Him. Let the thought of Him permeate your nerves, flesh and blood.

Natchintanai 7, Satguru Yogaswami of Jaffna
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 Other Temple Events

Many annual festivals are celebrated in temples. These are auspi-
cious days when the veil between the worlds is thin and God and
the Gods can touch our world. Festivals provide the opportunity
to go on pilgrimage, journeying to a far-off temple for blessings

and renewal. Celebrated with
unmatched fervor but with

paced regularity, festivals
serve as a reminder

of one’s identity and
allegiance to Hindu
traditions and ide-
als. As Professor
Dr. Shiva Bajpai
remarked, “Festi-

vals, pilgrimages and
temple worship are the

faith armor of Hindus.”

Annual Festivals
A central part of every Hindu’s life, samskaras are sacred rites
of passage, such as coming of age and marriage, and childhood
rites, including name]giRing, first feeding, ear]piercing and 
head-shaving. They are held in temples, homes or halls. You may

observe samskaras in progress dur-
ing your visit. Consult with

the temple priest for more
information. These rites

usually include a puja
and a homa, or fire 
ceremony. If you re-
quest a samskara, the
priest will set an aus-
picious time, explain

how to prepare, what
to bring, and what to

do during the ceremony.

Rites of Passage

and renewal.
unmatched

paced
serve

temple
faith

observe samskaras
ing your

the temple
information.

to
do during

The 700-pound crystal Sivalingam in Iraivan Temple, decorated
Qith òoQer 3arlands a�ter p��a rites have been cond�cted

5. Puja Is Communion

The physical representation of the God, be it a stone or metal
image, a yantra or other sacred form, simply marks the place

that the God will manifest in or hover above in His etheric body.
It can be conceived as an antenna to receive the divine rays of
the God or as the material body in or through which the God
manifests in this First World. Man takes one body and then
another in his progression through the cycles of birth and death
and rebirth. Similarly, the Gods in their subtle bodies inhabit,
for brief or protracted spans of time, these temple images.

When we perform puja, a religious ritual, we are attracting
the attention of the devas and Mahadevas in the inner worlds.
That is the purpose of a puja; it is a form of communica-
tion. To enhance this communication, we establish an altar
in the temple and in the home. This becomes charged or
magnetized through our devotional thoughts and feelings,
which radiate out and affect the surrounding environment.

Chanting and satsanga and ceremonial rituals all contribute
to this sanctifying process, creating an atmosphere to which the
Gods are drawn and in which they can manifest. By the word
mani�est, I mean they actually come and dwell there and can
stay for periods of time, providing the vibration is kept pure and
undisturbed. The altar takes on a certain power. In our religion
there are altars in temples all over the world inhabited by the

devas and the great Gods. When you enter these holy places, you
can sense their sanctity. You can feel the presence of these divine
beings, and this radiation from them is known as darshan.

44 hinduism today october/november/december,  2024
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At the main shrine,
a pujari offers the
lighted oil lamp before
the Sivalinga at the
height of puja.

A girl joyfully rings
the big temple bell.

Two boys listen
as their teacher
chants the Vedas.

A child, held by his
father, is having
his ears pierced by
a trained priest.

A family sings
devotional hymns
in praise of God
and the Gods.

Hovering over
the temple in
the inner worlds,
Lord Siva gives
forth blessings.

A youth meditates
in a quiet corner.

At the Murugan shrine, a woman
beseeches the Deity for help
with a difficult problem.

A family finds a small stall
which provides devotees
with water and light snacks.

A young man prayerfully
circumambulates the
Murugan shrine.

A man gives coins to
a group of sadhus.

Two
as
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This mural depicts typical activities in
the precincts of a large temple, such
as one would find in South India.

A family worships at the
temple entrance before

going inside. Vendors
sell garlands, incense,

rosewater, coconuts
and other traditional

offering items.

A woman approaches
the temple carrying an

offering tray of fruits,
incense and camphor.

Led by musicians, the
festival Deity is pulled
around the temple
in a special chariot.

A man bathes and worships
at the temple tank as
an act of purification.

A devotee breaks a coconut
near the Ganesha shrine

while praying for a new job.
His son knocks his forehead
temples in an act of prayer.

A father and son receive
blessings from the temple

elephant, who lightly touches
their forehead with his trunk.

A merchant at a stall watches after
devotees’ footwear for a small fee. A husband and wife prostrate

at the flag pole.
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Questions & Answers
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vision (Bal Vihar Teacher’s Handbook, Grade Five).
BAPS: Sanatan Dharma believes in murti puja—worshiping 

Bhagwan, His avatars and Deities in the form of images. Followers 
believe in the presence of the Divine in such images and offer them 
worship with faith (shraddha) and loving devotion (bhakti). In turn, 
due to His grace, the Divine accepts this bhakti. Throughout Sana-
tan Dharma’s history, He has let His manifestations and Divinity be 
known through various murtis and [miraculous] events.

How should one prepare to go to the temple?
Acharya Ananda Swami: Devotees should come with complete 
mental and physical purity. In the temple the devotees should engage 
in bhajan, kirtan and worship of God. Before we enter the temple, 
we must purify ourselves by sprinkling of water and also purify our 
inner self by chanting holy mantras. Even our dress should be sat-
tvic and light colored or even white. We must wear fresh clothes and 
avoid wearing leather items, like belts and shoes. Our heart should 
have sattvic feelings when we come to the temple. 

Why have many temples in the Hindu diaspora combined 
the functions of temple and satsang hall in one facility? 
Pandit Roopnauth Sharma, Ram Mandir, Toronto: When 
people move from an environment they are accustomed to, they try 
to accommodate situations and in so doing may create a new ap-
proach to getting something done. When people settled in the co-
lonial countries, they were given accommodations in simple lodges, 
and there was only one gathering hall. They placed the Deity there, 
did their puja there and congregated there for satsang. They held 
their havan there as well. But in India that would not happen. In the 
Caribbean, it became a place for darshan and shiksha (teaching) and 
satsang, because it was the only place they had, and this is what is 
evolving in North America today—like our congregation here in Ram 
Mandir. We are trying to create an environment where people come 
and sit and listen and learn, an institution not only for darshan but 
for spiritual learning, and learning about the Hindu way of life.

Padmaja Patel, Midland, Texas: In North America, in addi-
tion to temples of traditional South Indian style, there are many com-
munity temples which include a satsang hall and murtis. Our local 
temple falls in that category. To best utilize the space and money, we 
also have a stage in the hall for children’s cultural performances. The 
current design serves our small community well. The other impor-
tant factor is that some of the smaller communities cannot afford to 
have a full-time priest, so this type of non-traditional temple serves 
them well.

Acharya Ananda Swami: In North India there are also many 
temples where the design is such that the idols are placed inside a 
satsang hall.

What is the purpose of walking 
around the temple or shrine?
Acharya Ananda Swami: There is a special importance of pra-
dakshina (or parikrama). For different Gods and Goddesses there are 
different numbers of pradakshina one has to undergo. Most knowl-
edgeable devotees undertake pradakshina as part of their routine of 
worship. The devotee can do general pradakshina for all the Gods, 
once, thrice, eleRen, tSentU]one, fiftU]one times or eRen more. 

Sivaya Subramuniyaswami: When we come to the temple out 
of the world, off the street, we are often shrouded by negative vibra-
tions, which can actually be seen in our aura. Our nerve system may 
be upset, especially now, in the technological age, when we often suf-
fer from stress and strain, the insecurity of so many changes and the 
rapid pace of life. In order to prepare ourselves to enter the sanctum 
sanctorum of the temple, the great mandapam inside, we walk clock-
wise around the temple very slowly. In this way we prepare our mind. 
We consciously drop off worldliness, letting the sufferings go, letting 
all disturbances leave our mind the best we can, and trying to reach 
deep inside of ourselves where peace exists eternally. We become as 
celestial as we can during the time we are walking around the temple, 
so that we can communicate with the celestial beings within the 
temple. 
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What is the cosmology that gives rise
to the belief in Gods and devas?
Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami:
Hinduism views existence as composed of
three worlds. The First World is the physical
universe, the Second World is the subtle as-
tral or mental plane of existence in which the
devas, or angels, and spirits live, and the Third
World is the spiritual sphere of the Mahade-
vas, the Deities, the Gods. Hinduism is the
harmonious working together of these three
worlds. Religion blossoms for the Hindu as he
awakens to the existence of the Second and
Third Worlds. These inner worlds naturally
inspire in man responses of love and devotion
and even awe. They are that wonderful.

What is the significance of the temple?
BAPS Swaminarayan Sanstha: Mandir
is the Hindu name for a place of worship or
prayer. Mandir is a Sanskrit word meaning
the place where the mind becomes still and
the soul floats freely to seek the source of
life, peace, joy and comfort. For centuries, the
mandir has remained a center of life, a com-
mon community place where people forget their differences and vol-
untarily unite to serve society.

Sivaya Subramuniyaswami: On this Earth plane, the Gods
have a special home, and that is the holy temple. It is in the sancti-
fied temple, Shere regular and proper pu�a is being performed in a 
pure way, that the Gods most easily manifest. You can go to a Hindu
temple Sith Uour mind filled up Sith Sorries, Uou can be in a state 
of jealousy and anger, and leave the temple wondering what you were
disturbed about, completely free from the mental burdens and feel-
ing secure. So great are the divine psychiatrists, the Gods of our reli-
gion, who live in the Third World, who come from the Third World
to this world where our priests perform the pujas and invoke their
presence over the stone image.

Why are temples needed? 
BAPS: Every religion in its own tradition builds houses of worship.
It is the mandir that fuels our faith in God, strengthens our soci-
ety and teaches us to trust one another and to become trustworthy.

Schools will educate the mind, but who
will educate the soul? Hospitals will mend
a broken arm, but who will mend a broken
heart? Cinemas and arcades will excite
the mind, but where will one go for peace
of mind? The mandir is a center for learn-
ing about man, nature and God. It is where
ethics and values are reinforced. It is where
people celebrate festivals and seek shelter
in sad times. It is where talents in various
arts—music, literature and sculpture—are
offered in the service of God.

Are there varied views regarding the
�ods and temple imagesL or murtis?
Yes, from the Agamic perspective, the murti
is considered a sacred medium of the Di-

vine. Another view is that the various murtis are symbols of the fac-
ets of Divinity.
Acharya Ananda SwamiL (itampura +empleL West �elhi:
The sanctum sanctorum is the place where God resides. In Hindu
culture, the idol is made based on the form of God which our rishis
and saints saw through their penance and meditation. So, for us the
idol is not just something made of stone; it is a form of God, a living
God. These idols are established in the temples following directions
given in our Shastras and Vedas. Once the idol is established with
due rituals, that place becomes the garbhagriha, or sanctum sancto-
rum. To maintain the purity of the temple, only the priest can enter
the sanctum or touch the Deity.

Chinmaya Mission: �od, the infinite, the formless, is eTceed-
ingly hard to contemplate upon. Most of us need some grosser ex-
pression. Symbols of the eternal principle are called idols, murtis.
These idols represent the eternal principle, God, the ideal.… If we
are not Uet able to see the Lord in eRerUthing, Se are as�ed to first 
practice seeing him in at least one image and then slowly expand our
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Is Temple Worship Only for Beginners?

Temple worship is for all men and women at every level
of spiritual development. Its meaning and experience
deepen as we unfold spiritually through the stages of
service, devotion, yoga and enlightened wisdom.

Dancing with Siva

Spiritual culture: (clockwise from
left) A mother and daughter attend
the temple together; devotees draw
blessin3 �rom the arati òame a�ter 
puja at a temple in Mumbai; a girl
prays at a puja in Ubud, Bali
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 W hile the ramakrishna mission and 
the Vedanta Society of the West are of-
ten regarded as more or less the same 
thing, they are not. The RK Mission is 

focused on India, and primarily devoted to educa-
tion, healthcare and poverty relief. The Vedanta 
SocietU is located mainlU in more af_uent nations. 
Its focus is on spiritual instruction. The extent of 
its in_uence is �uite staggering Shen one loo�s be-
Uond the membership of the -edanta centers in, for 
example, the United States, and to the transforma-
tions in the culture of �merica that can be traced 
bac� to these centers. CertainlU, Hindu teachers 
from lineages other than that of Sri Æama�rishna 
and SSami -iRe�ananda haRe also eTerted an in-
fluence on �merican culture. ñut a number of 
Hindu in_uences in �merican culture do haRe a clear -edantic proR-
enance—such as the inclusion of Vedantic themes in the popular Star 
.ars films.

�mericans are largelU unaSare of the eTtent to Shich Rarious 
Hindu philosophies, including -edanta, haRe come to permeate their 
culture, particularly movies, music, and so on. As religion scholar Va-
sudha &araUanan notedJ V�mericans maU not �noS it, but theUXRe 
long been embracing Hindu philosophU.H .hU is this the caseI

�nsSers to this �uestion are compleT and include reference to such 
unpleasant realities as racism and religious bigotrU, as Sell as the de-
liberate appropriation of Hindu ideas and practices bU some Sho then 
pass those ideas and practices off as their oSn, as can be obserRed in 
some �uarters of the global Uoga communitU.

In the case of Vedanta in particular, though, there is another aspect 
of this phenomenon of unconscious Hindu in_uence that is Sorth 
mentioning. +hroughout its eTistence, but especiallU in the earlU and 
middle portions of the tSentieth centurU, the -edanta SocietU in 
�merica has been a magnet for intellectuals and artistsJ people Sho 
todaU might be dubbed cultural Vin_uencers.H It is not the case that 
these indiRiduals nefariouslU passed off -edantic ideas as their oSn. 
+heU Sere, in fact, all �uite open about their -edantic allegiances.

HoSeRer, giRen that the -edantic ideals Shich theU held dear came 
to permeate all of their Sor�, indeed their entire approach to life, it 
Sas ineRitable that others Sho en�oUed their Sor� pic�ed up on cer-
tain themes and concepts Sithout grasping that these themes and 
concepts Sere -edantic in origin.

%a�or intellectuals and artists Sho Sere draSn to -edanta, and 
Shose Sor� later came to in_uence others Sho Sere less directlU 
connected Sith it, include such luminaries as Christopher IsherSood, 
�ldous HuTleU, ". D. Salinger, "oseph Campbell and Huston Smith. 
IsherSood and HuTleU Sere both initiated into -edanta bU SSami 
PrabhaRananda, their guru and founder of the -edanta SocietU of 
Southern California, Shich remains an important hub of the -edanta 
moRement in �merica todaU. Salinger and Campbell, on the other 

hand, Sere both close to SSami &i�hilananda of the 
&eS 0or� Æama�rishna]-iRe�ananda Center, Shile 
Smith had a connection to the Vedanta Society of St. 
Louis, Missouri.

�ll these men Sere influential Sriters Sho had a 
considerable impact upon the generations that fol-
loSed themmparticularlU the generation that came of 
age during the rise of the counterculture of the 1960s, 
Shich Sas a period of especiallU strong Hindu in_u-
ence in �merica. IsherSood, HuTleU and Salinger Sere 
noRelists Shose boo�s Sere infused Sith -edantic 
themes, though not alSaUs eTplicitlU about -edanta, 

due to Shich their readers Sere not alSaUs aSare of 
the origins of these appealing ideas. Campbell and 
Smith Sere scholars of religion Sho Sere similarlU 
in_uential.

None of these figures made any secret of their 
-edantic affiliations. IsherSood, in fact, �ointlU au-
thored several translations of important Vedantic 
teTts Sith his guru, including the Bhagavad Gita
and Yoga Sutras. HuTleU presented SSami -i-
Re�anandaXs ideas about uniRersal religion in his 
groundbrea�ing The Perennial Philosophy. And 
Shile intenselU priRate, Salinger permitted the Æa-
ma�rishna]-iRe�ananda Center of &eS 0or� to re-
lease his correspondence Sith SSami &i�hilananda 
after his death, alloSing the Sorld to see the close-
ness of his relationship Sith his guru.

� particularlU strong eTample, though, of hoS -e-
dantic in_uence passed incognito from one of these ma�or figures to 
the Sider public is in the relationship betSeen religion scholar "oseph 
Campbell and film director �eorge Lucas. Campbell Sas �uite close to 
the -edanta SocietU. Indeed, he aided SSami &i�hilananda in his trans-
lation of the Sri Sri Ramakrishna Kathamrita into English as The Gos-
pel of Sri Ramakrishna. +he in_uence of -edanta perRaded his schol-
arlU Sor�s to such a great degree that PraRra�i�a -ra�aprana has Sritten 
that Vno reader of "oseph Campbell can escape Sri Æama�rishna.H

'ne of these Sor�s bU Campbell Sas a boo� on archetUpal images 
and narrative themes in traditional mythologies called The Hero with 
a Thousand Faces. � Uoung �eorge Lucas read this boo� and became 
determined to create a great �merican epic mUth in film. +he result 
Sas Star Wars, Sith a huge, multi]generational folloSing in �merica. 
In popularity, the Star Wars films are comparable to the music of the 
ñeatlesmanother conduit through Shich Hindu ideas haRe come to 
pervade Western society.

By serving as a magnet for intellectuals and artists—people in a 
position to in_uence the ideas, morals and SaUs of life of millions of 
�mericansmthe -edanta SocietU has eTerted a massiRe, albeit largelU 
un�noSn, in_uence upon .estern culture. It is an in_uence on the 
Sorld as a Shole that is difficult to calculate or �uantifU, going, as it 
does, beUond mere numbers of formal adherents and eTtending into 
cultural attitudes and dispositions. +he indirect in_uence of serious 
-edanta practitioners Sith Side cultural reach has shaped �merican 
societU in SaUs that are often unrecogni�ed, either in India or the .est. 
+his in_uence is neRertheless real, and an important part of the storU 
of America.

Jeffery D. Long, PhD, is the Carl W. Zeigler Professor of 
Religion, Philosophy, and Asian Studies at Elizabethtown College, 
Pennsylvania, USA. He specializes in the religions and philosophies 
o� �ndia. )his article Qas first p�blished in the  an�ary 898; iss�e o� 
Prabuddha ñharata. 
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Vedanta Society’s Impact
+heir teachings haRe �uietlU in_uenced 
generations of artists and intellectuals
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How Do Our Prayers Reach the Gods?

Through temple worship, the three worlds become open
to one another, and the beings within them are able to
communicate. By means of the mystical arts of puja, the
worlds act in concert, and prayers are received. Aum.

Dancing with Siva
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How does the temple help individuals?
BAPS: A hectic routine packed with work tensions and idealistic
ambitions, imperfect relationships and demanding family stresses,
leaves the average individual with an ardent craving for answers to
life’s unlimited questions; the most burning being: “How can I at-
tain peace of mind?” Sometimes the individual may turn to alcohol,
substance abuse, crime, gambling or other such vices, helplessly in
search of peace. Many genuine efforts are also made, such as recre-
ational activities, days off or retreats. The mandir offers a refreshing
tranquility. Through its natural teachings and activities of prayer and
worship, the mandir generates devout faith in God and in fellow man
and guides the individual towards spirituality. With this new-found
faith in God, the individual embraces physical, mental and spiritual
purity. The teachings and natural activities of the mandir offer the
individual an understanding that peace of mind does not lie in addic-
tions and other such vices. They mold the character of the individual
bU endoSing basic Rirtues of humanitU, such as fidelitU, courage, for-
giveness, unity, friendship, honesty, humility, tolerance, understanding,
patience, charity and universal brotherhood. Thus, the mandir also
plays an indirect role in improving society by improving the state of
the individual.

What is the significance of the showing of lights?
BAPS: Only through the light of knowledge can one welcome

Bhagwan in one’s heart. The symbol of this knowledge is light. Only
in the light can one have Bhagwan’s darshan. Arati is the ritual that
welcomes Bhagwan with light.
Acharya Ananda Swami: �ire Sorship has a significant role in 
the temple. It is used in the puja and archana. We light the dipas and
perform the arati in Shich the role of fire is RerU important. .hen 
special festivals or functions are held, dipas or lamps are lit ’round the
clock.

What cultural importance does the mandir have?
BAPS: Throughout the history of Hindu civilization, mandirs have
been the most significant patrons of architecture, sculpture and
painting. Mandirs were also great patrons of the performing arts, sup-
porting the performance and teaching of devotional vocal and instru-
mental music. Mandirs also promoted a tradition of devotional dance.
These traditions of music and dance were developed in the mandir
and spread out into the wider culture. Without the mandir’s patron-
age, these priceless artistic traditions would not be available for the
world to appreciate today.

1 Attend a puja at the temple at least once a week. Experienc-
ing the divine energy of God and the Gods on a regular basis helps

keep you pure and strong in your religious commitments.

2 Dress in traditional Hindu clothing. This helps put you in a
religious mood. Keep special clothing just for the temple.

3 Make your travel to the temple a religious time. This pre-
pares you to arrive in a spiritual frame of mind. Don’t focus on

problems or projects at home, work or school. Don’t think or talk
about politics or business. Listen to religious music or chanting while
in transit. Tell the children uplifting stories.

4 Bring an offering. IdeallU, bring a _oSer, _oSer garland or fruit 
for each shrine at which you worship. The act of giving makes

you receptive to blessings.

5 Put prana into what you offer. Prana is the energy that ex-
udes from your hands. Buying a garland is good, but making one

is even better. When the priest puts your hand-made garland on the
murti, it’s almost like you are touching the Deity yourself.

6 Focus on the worship service and the priest’s chanting.
Don’t let the mind wander. Learn, at least generally, the meaning

of what the priest is chanting. Similarly, when singing bhajans, keep
focused on the meaning of the song.

7 Stay for a while after the ceremony. Don’t rush away. Sit and
meditate. Bask in the divine energy of the temple. This is also an

ideal opportunity for japa.

8 Light an oil lamp in your shrine room when you get home.
This brings devas who were at the temple right into your sacred

space. From the inner world, they will bless the family and strength-
en the spiritual force field of the home. 

9 Watch for auspicious days. The Deity’s presence is stronger
on some days than others. By attending the temple on the most

auspicious days, you become attuned to the Deity’s blessings. For ex-
ample, blessings are especially strong during the annual festival days.

10 Gain strength by taking vows. It is common to take a vow, or
vrata, during festivals. A typical vrata is to fast during a day of

temple ceremonies and break the fast that evening.

Ten Tips to Make the Most of Your Visit

A priest passes an arati lamp before a Shanmukha Deity.
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 lamp before  Shanmukha

35-50 VisitingTemple Insight Oct 2024_r16-co-SR.indd  50 8/2/24   1�:24 $M



october/november/december 2024 hinduism today 53

Tirumantiram is a sacred mystical text for 
Tamil Saivites. Suriyanarkoil is a rare temple 
to Surya, built by the Chola king, Kulottunga I.

Though the aadheenams have adminis-
trative powers over their temples and are 
virtually contiguous, the ascetics do not con-
duct the temple pujas. That is the domain of 
temple priests. Rather, the aadheenams are 
separate institutions defined bU their spiri-
tual lineages. At each aadheenam, religious 
activity is focused on its current preceptor 
and the founder of its spiritual lineage—and, 
by extension, the lineage as a whole. 

Each aadheenam’s central ritual consists of 
daily rites conducted at the samadhi shrine 
of its founder and to the Linga form of Siva 
worshiped by him. In accordance with tradi-
tion here, initiated ascetics are not cremated. 
When they attain the “fullness of Siva” (pass-
ing away), their bodies are interred. Accord-
ing to Saiva Siddhanta as taught here, not only 
is God eternal, but also individual souls and 
matter. Souls attaining liberation never quite 
lose their individuality while merging into 
the essence (or fullness) of Siva. 

The head of an aadheenam, gurumahasan-
nidhanam, meaning “sacred presence of the 
guru,” conducts the daily puja at his lineage 
founder’s samadhi shrine. The current gu-
rumahasannidhanam at Dharmapuram is 
the 27th in succession. At Thiruvavaduthurai, 
the current head is the 24th.

The gurumahasannidhanam oversees the 
aadheenam’s worldly activities, no small task. 
With the exception of Suriyanarkoil, the 
Saiva aadheenams have considerable endow-
ments. At Dharmapuram, all the agricultural 
lands in its immediate surroundings, both ir-
rigated and dry, are under its control. The set-
tlements of the laborers who work this land 
are likewise owned by the institution. It also 
owns thousands of hectares of productive 
land elsewhere. It has considerable invest-
ment properties in nearby Mayiladuthurai 
and other cities, including Chennai, Trichy, 
Chidambaram and Madurai. The situation 
is similar for Thiruvavaduthurai and Thir-
uppanandal aadheenams. 

Those endowments are related to the 
temples and rights that each aadheenam 
administers, the result of gifting in ear-
lier times. Thiruvavaduthurai has sixteen 
temples under its control; Dharmapuram 
has twenty-seven. In their role as landlord 
and temple overlord, the Saiva aadheenams 
are connected to a large network of people: 
farmers of the endowed lands, temple priests, 
overseers and accountants supervising their 
finances, and the manU people inRolRed in 

their religious and fiscal actiRities.
The chamber housing the guru pitham is 

called otukkam, meaning “self-control” and 
“place of seclusion.” It is regarded as a spiritual 
sanctum. Entry is controlled by the guruma-
hasannidhanam’s closest aides. Here, the gu-
rumahasannidhanam receives reports and 
considers requests from the center’s man-
ager, treasurer, accountants and all employees 
Shose offices and residences are Sithin the 
aadheenam’s compound. 

The research libraries contain hundreds 
of palm-leaf and paper manuscripts in San-
skrit and Tamil, and thousands of published 
works in Sanskrit, Tamil, English and other 
languages. Particularly important are the 
halls where, during festivals, the rite of ma-
heshvarapuja, honoring and feeding of the 
faithful, takes place with the gurumahasan-
nidhanam presiding.

The aadheenams are often referred to as 
Saiva mathas. Though related, the two terms, 
matha and aadheenam, are not interchange-
able. In Tamil usage, matham carries a con-
notation of “place,” as in the site where ascet-
ics reside. It can be applied to a wide range 
of monastic sites, religious centers and rest 
houses. In contrast, aadheenam designates 
an independent institution that has its own 
internal structure of authority. 

Shared Lineage and Service
Thiruvavaduthurai, Dharmapuram and 
Thiruppanandal share a common distant 

Asceticism: (left to right) Monastic 
residents of Dharmapura Aadheenam. 
The pot they are holding contains holy 
ash given to visitors; the main entrance 
tower for Thiruvavaduthurai Aadheenam; 
temple and mahasamadhi shrine for Rishi 
Tirumular at Thiruvavaduthurai
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By Kay Koppedrayer, PhD

T
he fertile kaveri river basin in tamil 
Nadu has long been a center of Saivite 
religiosity. For millennia, the region 
has produced Saiva saints, mystics, sid-

dhars and scholars. Included in the religious 
sites found in the region are a set of Saiva 
Siddhanta institutions that have been care-
taking the wisdom of Lord Siva for centuries. 

These are the Dharmapuram, Suriyanar-
koil, Thiruppanandal and Thiruvavaduthurai 
Aadheenams. Aadheenam is the Tamil term 
for a traditional monastic center. Located 
relatively close to each other in the Than-
javur district, they are independent, each 
headed by an initiated preceptor and orga-
nized around a spiritual lineage rooted in 
Saiva Siddhanta teachings. Saiva Siddhanta 
is one of the six schools of the Saivite sect of 
Hinduism. The centers participate in a range 
of ritual and secular activities. They manage 
substantial land and wealth, value education 
and scholarship, serve the needs of lay fol-
lowers, maintain strict schedules and sustain 
many other activities. They are part of a larg-

er social network that makes up the religious 
culture of Tamil Nadu. All have unbroken 
histories since the mid-sixteenth century 
and are still thriving.

The aadheenams give expression to South 
Indian religious experience. Research for my 
doctoral dissertation in the early 1980s took 
me to these complex centers immersed in 
both sacred and temporal realms. Much of 
what I write in this article is based on what 
I learned then. They were fascinating places 
for a young scholar. Even today, some forty 
years later, I feel immense gratitude to the 
many people attached to the Saiva centers 
who welcomed me into their lives. 

The Aadheenams 
At their core, each of the aadheenams is 
made up of a group of initiated ascetics who 
embody the tenets of Saiva Siddhanta. How-
ever, the institutions are hardly secluded 
from the world. Their worldly involvement 
includes land holdings and the management 
of numerous temples. The scope of their 
actiRitU is re_ected in the manU structures 

found on the grounds of these Saiva centers. 
With similar physical configurations, the 
aadheenam layouts are extensive: feeding 
halls, reception areas, guest houses, schools, 
research libraries, printing presses, offices, 
residences, places of worship and gardens. 
The guru pitham, “seat” of their guru, is 
where each center’s gurumahasannidhanam 
receives visitors and conducts religious and 
secular business. 

Each aadheenam adjoins a temple. At 
Dharmapuram, both appear to be one com-
plex, for the aadheenam’s buildings are di-
rectly accessible from the temple; the walls of 
the two are connected. Physical contiguity is 
matched by administrative powers. The aad-
heenam is the trustee of the temple, oversee-
ing its various activities. The same is true for 
the other three aadheenams. In all cases, the 
temples existed prior to the aadheenams and 
were important religious sites in their own 
right. Thiruvavaduthurai is known as nava-
koticittarpuram, “the abode of nine hundred 
thousand mystics.” Within the temple com-
plex is a shrine for Rishi Tirumular, whose 

M O N A S T E R I E S

Guardians of South Indian Saivism 
Four monastic centers serve Siva in South India and manage temple wealth
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Dharmapuram likewise maintained 
a nursery, primary and secondary 
schools, an Oriental college and a 
post-graduate Saiva Siddhanta re-
search institution. They still run a 
Devaram padasalai, where young 
boys are trained to memorize the 
poetic songs of temple oduvars, 
hymn-singers, and an Agamic 
padasalai, where young aspiring 
priests are trained in temple rituals 
from a Sivacharya. 

Students trained in each of these 
schools are eligible to serve in the 
many Saiva temples throughout 
Tamil Nadu. Brahmin students 
serve as temple priests, and the 
oduvar students serve as temple 
singers, whose renderings of devo-
tional hymns mark the culmination 
of the devotees’ religious experience.

These Saiva aadheenams main-
tain clinics and hospitals as well. 
In 2021, during the Covid spread, 
Dharmapuram donated two oxy-
gen concentrators to a government 
hospital. It also donated consider-
ably to the relief fund and opened a 
100-bed Covid care center at one of 
its colleges in Mayiladuthurai. The 
resources supporting these com-
munity and educational endeavors 
come from the revenue generated 
by their land holdings.

The aadheenams also bestow 
spiritual gravitas to national po-
litical leaders. On August 14, 1947, 
drawing on the ancient Chola-dy-
nasty custom of enthroning a new 
king, the aadheenams presented 
a golden sengol scepter to Jawaharlal Ne-
hru, India’s first prime minister, symbol-
izing transfer of power from the British. In 
the post-colonial Nehruvian establishment’s 
determination to secularize India, the event 
was suppressed and the scepter forgotten. For 
75 years, it languished in the Anand Bhavan 
Museum in Allahabad. In 2023, it was ac-
corded its prior glory when the heads of 20 
aadheenams helped install it in the Lok Sab-
ha government chamber.

Though the members of these centers are 
celibate ascetics who have renounced desire 
for material gain, they control much land, 
immovable property, investments and so on. 
Though seemingly odd for a group of ascet-
ics to control such wealth, the role of the 
aadheenams in temple adminstration is not 
at all contrary to their religious formation. 
Rather, it is a celebration of the presence of 
Lord Siva here and now. The ascetics sever 
ties Sith their birth families, Shile affirming 
the physical world as an arena of operation 
for both the Deity’s powers and for devotees 
who aspire to supreme states of knowledge. 

This outlook goes straight to the heart of 
their Saiva Siddhanta teachings. As the head 
of Dharmapuram expressed repeatedly dur-
ing my stay, “pati-pasu-pasam” summarized 
their religiosity. Siva (pati), the souls of hu-
mans and other sentient beings (pasu), and 
the physical world, the stuff of existence 
(pasam) are intrinsically bound together.

Bestowing Diksha 
The Saiva Velala ascetic lineages are based 
on a preceptor-disciple relationship which 
resembles the kin-based relationship of a 
father and his sons. The preceptor is the fa-
ther, while the disciples, known as tampi-
ran, are the sons. The “sons” must be “born” 
into the family through diksha, initiation. 
+he �ualifications for di�sha include proper 
caste background and demonstration of sin-
cere spiritual yearnings. Such yearnings are 
shown, for example, by frequent attendance 
of the aadheenam’s functions, a reputation 
for pious behavior and familiarity with Saiva 
Siddhanta. � further �ualification is life]long 
celibacy, naishtika brahmacharya. Yet this 

rule, like any other rule, has its exceptions. 
There are stories of tampiran who previ-
ously had been householders, a status they 
renounced prior to receiving diksha.

The dikshas administered by each aad-
heenam’s gurumahasannidhanam are rooted 
in the Saiva Agamas and their Tamil sum-
maries. +hese teTts define spiritual compe-
tence. There are three initiations—samaya 
diksha, vishesha diksha and nirvana diksha. 
A special fourth rite, acharyabhisheka, is 
administered to those destined to become 
preceptors. Dikshas occur linearly and only 
when the recipient is ready. The progression 
of the three rites is to transform the tampiran, 
culminating with a shared identity with Siva. 
Each stage of initiation carries with it duties 
and obligations. 

Prior to entering an aadheenam’s lineage, 
an aspirant must demonstrate a certain level 
of spiritual maturity, calibrated in the deter-
mination he shows to gurumahasannidha-
nam. This might be tested by repeated re-
fusal of an applicant’s entry, discouragement 
and by other frustrating acts on the part of 
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lineage. They all trace back to early Saiva 
Siddhanta preceptors known as the Santana 
Acharyas and beyond, through a celestial 
line, the line of Kailasa, to Siva Himself. All 
of these centers agree that their lines origi-
nate with Lord Siva, who in turn enlightened 
one celestial figure after another. Sometime 
in the 13th century, a spiritual young boy 
caught the attention of one of the celestial 
sages. That sage, Rishi Paranjyoti, descended 
from Lord Siva’s abode on Mount Kailasa to 
initiate the boy into the eternal Saiva teach-
ings, giving him the name Meykandar, “he 
who has penetrating vision.” With that ini-
tiation, the earthly lineage begins.

There are four Santana Acharyas, be-
ginning with Meykandar, whose concise 
Sivagnanabotham, a text of twelve terse 
aphorisms, lays out the underpinnings of 
Saiva Siddhanta philosophy. Meykandar’s 
disciple, Arulnandi Sivan, composed further 
elucidation of his teachings. Arulnandi’s 
disciple was Marai Jnana Sambandar, who 
in turn was the preceptor of the fourth San-

tana Acharya, Umapati Sivan. Collectively, 
their compositions make up the Meykan-
dar Shastras, one canon of Saiva Siddhanta 
teachings in Tamil.

The lineages continued, with initiated pre-
ceptors in turn anointing disciples and send-
ing them to religious sites to spread their 
teachings. Each current aadheenam mea-
sures its lineage in recent centuries from the 
time a preceptor settled at the site where the 
center is now located and began to teach and 
initiate disciples there. At Thiruvavaduthu-
rai, Sri-la-Sri Namasivaya, living in the latter 
half of the siTteenth centurU, is the first guru. 
�t Dharmapuram, the first preceptor is Sri]
la-Sri Gurujnanasambandar, also a sixteenth 
century ascetic. The aadheenam at Thir-
uppanandal identifies early seventeenth-
century Sri-la-Sri Kumara Guruparar as its 
lineage founder. 

In the 1980s when I was doing field re-
search, Thiruppanandal was an affiliate of 
the Dharmapuram Aadheenam in what 
members of both institutions referred to as 

a guru-sishya, or teacher-disciple, re-
lationship. It was then known as the 
#ashi %atha. +hat label re_ected the 
life of Kumara Guruparar. He was a 
disciple of Dharmapuram’s preceptor, 
who directed the young devotee to go 
north to Kashi (Varanasi) and estab-
lish an outpost for the sake of Saiva 
teachings. Kumara Guruparar did so, 
attaining the fullness of Siva in Kashi 
after a thirty-year stay. The outpost 
remains today. A century and half 
later, the matha following his lineage 
at Thiruppanandal was established. 
Today it is recognized as an indepen-
dent aadheenam with close ties to 
Dharmapuram.

The founding preceptor of the Su-
riyanarkoil Aadheenam was the guru 
known as Sivagra Yogi, whose disciple 
was the famous scholar of the same 
name. The scholar Sivagra Yogi was a 
contemporary of Thiruvavaduthurai’s 
Namasivaya. Though now affiliated 
with Thiruvavaduthurai, Suriyanar-

�oil identifies its line of descent as coming 
from Lord Siva through Skanda. Thiru-
vavaduthurai, Dharmapuram and Thir-
uppanandal trace their lineage from Lord 
Siva through Nandi on Mount Kailasa. Theirs 
is the Kailasa Paramparai (the line of Kailasa); 
Suriyanarkoil’s is the Skanda Paramparai. 

The aadheenams are further defined by 
shared caste affiliations. 'nlU members of 
four groupings of the Velala caste and one of 
the Chettiar, all of which are considered by 
their members to be high-ranking but non-
Brahmin castes, are eligible to be initiated 
into their lineages. Velala leadership has been 
a hallmar� of these centers and has figured 
strongly in Saiva Siddhanta tradition and 
scholarship. 

Lay people who frequent any of these aad-
heenams usually come from families with a 
long history of association with that center. 
Lay people, both men and women, are eligi-
ble to receive formal diksha, initiation, if they 
demonstrate the requisite spiritual qualities. 
That initiation allows them to conduct their 
own Siva puja. Though there are occasional 
shifts of loyalty between one or another 
aadheenam, the general rule is that a rela-
tionship with one of the center’s lineages is 
part of one’s inherited religious tradition. Lay 
supporters are welcomed at the aadheenam’s 
public rites, which serve to deepen their de-
votional life. Through audiences with the gu-
rumahasannidhanam, they receive spiritual 
guidance. Some even give family members to 
the aadheenam’s ascetic order. 

The rites conducted in the aadheenams 
are not different in expression from those 
conducted in Saiva temples. At the same 
time, the weave of religious tradition at the 
aadheenams includes the devotional expres-
sions of the Tamil Saivite saints. Tamil poetry 
echoes in their halls, along with the tales of 
the Nayanmars and other Saiva saints. The 
core of their religiosity is found in Tamil de-
votional tradition. 

As for other concerns, education is part of 
service to their communities for Saiva reli-
gious formation and upliftment. When I was 
there, Thiruvavaduthurai Aadheenam main-
tained the village schools. It had an active re-
search library where scholars worked, and it 
ran a Saiva Siddhanta correspondence course. 
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A divine life: (clockwise from left) The 
heads of Dharmapura (second from left) 
and Thiruvavaduthurai (third from left) 
Aadheenams and representatives of other 
aadheenams present the Sengol scepter 
to PM Narendra Modi in 2023; Siva 
temple at Thiruvennainallur, living place 
of Meykandar; in-house research team at 
Thiruvavaduthurai digitizes ancient palm-
leaf manuscripts in Grantha scripts; a 
2012 stamp honoring Kumara Guruparar
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puram’s present gurumahasannidhanam, 
like his predecessors, is one and the same as 
their first guru. +hat he must maintain the 
worship of Chokkanatha, the 16th-century 
Gurujnanasambhandar’s personal Deity, ac-
�noSledges this e�uation. +hrough genera-
tions of acharyabhisheka, the essence of the 
preceptor has been maintained by Dhar-
mapuram’s spiritual lineage–kept alive, as it 
were, and transmitted from one preceptor to 
the neTt. +he same understanding is shared 
bU the other SaiRa aadheenams.

Administrating Temples 
+he religious logic of spiritual transforma-
tion effected by diksha explains the role of 
the Saiva aadheenams in temple adminis-
tration and the responsibility of caretaking 
Rast holdings. In South India, as elseShere 
in the Indian subcontinent, Hindu temples 
are large complexes with towering gateways, 
main shrines, subsidiary shrines and more 
built over centuries through acts of patron-
age, temple endowments and other forms of 
gifting. �t the center of the compleT is the 
temple’s inner sanctum which, in the case 
of Siva temples, houses the form, usually a 
Linga, Shere Lord SiRa resides. His domin-
ion extends not only over the buildings and 
the land covered by the temple complex, but 
also over the collectivity of endowments that 
maintain the templeXs actiRities. 

In the past, resources supporting the manU 
ongoing components of temple activity, as 
well as continuous additions, came through 
gifts, known as temple endowments, from 
benefactors. In pre]modern Hindu India, 
kings, queens, members of royal families, 
caste groups, guilds, wealthy individuals, 

tradesmen, temple servants and others gave 
endoSments. %anU Sere recorded bU in-
scribing them in stone on the walls of the 
temple or on copper plates. �n endoSment 
was not a one-time gift of money, but often 
a grant of income from land that would be 
turned over to the temple on an ongoing 
basis for eternity, or as long as the sun and 
moon shined. 

+his gift Sas offered to the DeitU of the 
temple. �or SaiRa temples that Sas Lord SiRa 
present in the inner sanctum, or to any of 
the manU other Deities present on that site. 
But who, on behalf of Lord Siva, was going 
to ensure proper management of that en-
doSmentI +he language of an endoSment, 
having both religious and legal form, typi-
cally recorded the appointment of an agent to 
oversee its management and thus guarantee 
its continuitU. Prior to the consolidation of 
temple administration during British rule, 
various stakeholders oversaw the manage-
ment of the endoSments for large temples. 
+hese groups shared in the superRision and 
management of the ritual activities at the 
temples along with revenue from the endow-
ments. In certain temple inscriptions, repre-
sentatives or members of spiritual lineages 
were named as trustees of the endowments 
to ensure their future. �fter all, Sho better 
than the embodiment of Lord Siva to safe-
guard the gift, or represent the interests of 
the group offering the gift?

By the eighteenth century, the Saiva aad-
heenams were being given administrative 
control over land or income endowments 
made to temples for the up�eep of specific 
dailU rituals. +hese endoSments effectiRelU 
controlled the resources needed to maintain 
the rituals and thus figured importantlU in 
the eTistence of the temple. Æights to oRersee 
these endowments guaranteed the control-
ling institutions significant poSer. In 
this way, the aadheenams came to have 
interests in temples located elseShere. 
�t these sites theU maintained outposts, 
or mathas, that served the religious and 
administrative needs of the aadheen-
ams and their eTtended communities.

Legislation dating back to the mid-
nineteenth century under British rule 
sought some regulation of temple ad-
ministration, leading to the govern-
ment appointment of designated trust-
ees. .ho or Shich group should be 

appointed as the main adminstrator was not 
always a straightforward decision, particu-
larly where more than one party or institu-
tion had competing interests. 'Rer that pro-
cess of adjudication, in cases where the Saiva 
aadheenams held well-established rights 
overseeing management of temple resources, 
they were designated as temple administra-
tors. �rom earlU times to the present, Indian 
law recognizes that temple ownership rests 
Sith the DeitU. +he aadheenams thus do not 
oSn the temples under their trusteeship. 
Æather, on behalf of Lord SiRa, theU manage 
the resources accrued bU the temples. ERen 
todaU, IndiaXs Supreme Court continues to 
decree that all temple property is owned by 
the DeitU. 

+odaU, one does not find manU ascetics re-
siding at anU of the aadheenams. �t +hiru-
RaRaduthurai, for eTample, I met onlU a feS. 
Low numbers of initiated ascetics partly ac-
counted for that, but there Sere other reasons. 
+he rest of them liRed in mathas at temples 
where the aadheenam served as the temple’s 
hereditary trustee, or where it administered 
endoSments. +his included temples in the 
+irunelReli, Pudu��ottai and +han�aRur dis-
tricts. �t these sites theU represented the aad-
heenam and loo�ed after its interests. 'n im-
portant dates, such as the annual celebration 
of Gurupuja, a commemoration of the lineage 
founder’s attainment of the fullness of Siva, 
theU Sould return to +hiruRaRaduthurai. 

Back in the 1980s, the number of ascetics 
was not large enough for each temple con-
nected with the aadheenam to have a resi-
dent tampiran, and not all ascetics had the 
re�uisite managerial s�ills. �t those sites, 
employees of the aadheenam took on the du-
ties of temple administration. +hose tampi-
ran and aadheenam employees were all act-
ing on behalf of the gurumahasannidhanam, 
Sho in turn Sas acting on behalf of Lord SiRa.

In sum, the SaiRa aadheenams are marRel-
ouslU compleT institutions. +heir ma�eup 
re_ects laUers of Hindu religious historU in 
South India. +heir arenas of religious actiR-
itU eTtend far into the temporal Sorld. ñut 
grounded in their Saiva Siddhanta religious 
understanding, those arenas of activity are 
not in opposition to each other. Æather, theU 
eTpress the totalitU of Lord SiRaXs domain. öð

Dr. #aU #oppedraUer is a retired 
university professor of religion 
and cuture. � Social Sciences and 
Humanities Æesearch Council 
of Canada Doctoral �elloSship 
supported her field research 
at the SaiRa �adheenams.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Service: (clockwise from far left) Students 
of Dharmapura’s Agamic padasalai; the 
previous head of Dharmapura presents 
gold earrings to the late founder of this 
magazine and Kauai Aadheenam in 
Hawaii, Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, on 
January 30, 1981; hand-binding books 
at Thiruvavaduthurai’s in-house press
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the guru. The aspirant’s background and state 
of health is carefully considered. Historically, 
the heads of aadheenams were reluctant 
to consider any individual with mental or 
physical defects, or someone who sought the 
aadheenam as a haven from work.

When the individual is able to satisfacto-
rily convince the guru of his spiritual vigor, 
he enters a probationary period. He is given 
a white dhoti to wear and is assigned tasks 
such as gathering _oSers for use in pu�a, or 
service in the aadheenam’s library. He is 
expected to learn the history of the 
lineage and the tenets of its Saiva phi-
losophy. The length of the probation-
ary period is indeterminate.

When gurumahasannidhanam 
recognizes that the neophyte is ready, 
he Sill administer the first di�shas, 
samaya and vishesha, back to back. At 
this time, the neophyte must give up 
his family and his desire for women 
and wealth in a formal declaration. 
He declares before the preceptor that 
he bestows his body, soul and wealth 
upon the lineage. In the samaya rite, 
the guru consecrates the initiate, 
bringing him into the community of 
Saivites. Then, with vishesha diksha, 
he brings about the initiate’s transformation 
into a child of Lord Siva. 

These rites take place in the shrine housing 
the manifestation of Lord Siva worshiped by 
the lineage’s founding preceptor. At Dharma-
puram, for example, that would be in front of 
a Linga named Lord Chokkanatha. The guru 
presents the initiate with one of the diksha 
names common to the lineage. The initiate 
is also given golden earrings, a necklace of 

rudraksha, ochre robes and other insignia 
that declare him to be a tampiran. Should a 
tampiran decide to renounce his member-
ship in the lineage, as sometimes happens, he 
will remove the earrings and rudraksha be-
fore Lord Siva in that very same shrine and 
leave the aadheenam.

The preceptor grants nirvana diksha only 
when the tampiran shows a preparedness, or 
ripening of the soul, indications of which are 
discernible to the guru’s insight. One sign of 
the ripening is the tampiran’s grasp of the 

transformatiRe poSer of pu�a. HoS long it 
takes—if ever—before the tampiran is given 
nirvana diksha depends on this ripening. 

Nirvana diksha is the culmination for most 
tampiran nowadays. In this rite, guruma-
hasannidhanam uses mantras to draw out 
the initiate’s soul, atman, and remove binding 
obstructions ZpasaG. He then �oins the initi-
ate’s atman with his own which, through his 
preparations, is pervaded with Siva’s essence. 

This union gives rise to a new body, created 
out of subtle elements, that is able to expe-
rience con�unction Sith Lord SiRa. +he guru 
makes the tampiran a full member of the 
religious brotherhood by bestowing permis-
sion to utter the lineage’s prime mantra, the 
Panchakshara—Aum Namasivaya.

The rare fourth rite, acharyabhisheka, en-
sures continuity of knowledge transmission, 
and thus the lineage, as it transforms the 
initiate into a preceptor. This rite involves 
ritual unction (abhisheka) of the preceptor-

designate, using consecrated water 
charged with the power of Siva. As 
this water is poured over his head, the 
preceptor-designate receives Siva’s 
power. Following this rite, the recipi-
ent is presented with the insignia of 
acharya (preceptor). These emblems 
include the same insignia—such as 
umbrella and mirror—and offerings, 
such as _oSers and lamps, that are 
presented to Lord SiRa during pu�a, as 
well as the insignia of the preceptor’s 
office, such as signet ring and special 
rudraksha. 

By giving acharyabhisheka to a 
tampiran, the aadheenam’s guru has 
appointed his successor. Succession 

is not determined by seniority. The most el-
der of the tampiran, either in actual age or in 
length of time served as a tampiran, will not 
automatically inherit the leadership of the 
lineage upon the preceptor’s passing away. 
Only when the preceptor sees in the disciple 
the signs of grace, described to me by Dhar-
mapuram’s guru as the descent of shakti, will 
he administer acharyabhisheka.

According to their teachings, Dharma-
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and equipment. However, in some temples, the administra-
tion does not fulfill its obligations to meet the needs of its 
dedicated priests.

Many devotees are surprised to hear that these devout
Hindu priests, who create the sanctity in the temples, are of-
ten scorned, underpaid, and serve as overworked employees.
.hU are manU good priests paid less, receiRe loSer health 
care benefits, poorer housing, and significantlU Sorse re-
tirement than a public school teacher or the clerics of other 
religionsI

.hat is the origin of the hostilemor at least negligentm
attitudes toSard priests, often held eRen bU educated temple 
membersI .hU are negatiRe attitudes tolerated in anU ,S� 
templeI During IndiaXs medieRal period and the ñritish 
Raj, Hindus and their devout priests were disrespected and
shamelessly persecuted, while their temples were spat upon,
desecrated and often phUsicallU destroUed. In ñritish India, 
the Crown administrators pressured Hindus to convert to
ChristianitU for a Vbetter educationH or a Vbetter �ob.H �or 
some ,S� Hindus, those disrespectful attitudes maU be 
aliRe as uneTamined, subconscious anti]Hindu priest beliefs. 

Freedom of Religion in the USA Since 1791
In the reRolutionarU Sar the �mericans successfullU rebelled 
against the ñritish CroSn and formed their oSn goRernment 
on the &orth �merican continent. In <AC<, theU adopted the 
�irst �mendment to the ConstitutionJ VCongress shall ma�e no laS 
respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free eTer-
cise thereof.H

.hat folloSs are recommendations on hoS Se can strengthen 
our temples and establish proper dharmic relationships Sith our 
Hindu priests. �irst, Se must ac�noSledge the painful truth that in 
our ,S� democratic tradition, VSe the peopleHmin this case, Se, the 
,S� Hindu deRoteesmare ultimatelU morallU responsible for the 
adharmic conduct toSards priests in some of our temples. Second, it 
is our dutU and priRilege to establish pro]priest temple guidelinesm
free from the anti]dharma pre�udices Hindus suffered during those 
despicable, intolerant daUs on the other side of Earth. 

+o begin, Se must update our temple bUlaSs to include fundamen-
tal dharmic principles to protect, nourish and enhance the welfare

of our priests. In California, religious organi�ations incorporate 
under the California &on]profit Æeligious Corporation LaS, Corp 
C DDC<<;]C@C;. �mending the bUlaSs is not difficult Z�rticle ?, 
Corp C DDC<?;]C<?=G. +o simplifU the bUlaSs document, instead of 
modifUing Rarious proRisions in anU eTisting bUlaSs, I recommend 
preparing an V�ddendum �, the Priest PolicU ñUlaSs,H Shich sets 
forth the basic principles for Hindu priest emploUment and conduct. 
ñeloS are listed sample principles to be included.

Priests in action: (Left) A priest in Texas completes
a havana during Durga Navami puja in October, 2023;
(right) a priest performs arati to Lord Ayyappan

Paul Yogananda DeSantis of Santa Monica, California, holds
a J.D. from Georgetown University. Born in New York and raised a
Christian, he converted to Hinduism over three decades ago. He has
practiced law and served on the board of a California Hindu non-
profit reli3io�s or3ani�ation �or more than thirty years.
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Proposed Dharmic Bylaws for Hindu Priests

GurudeRaXs teaching inspires us to include mandatorU 
provisions to honor and care for our Hindu priests.
Dharmic bUlaSs must contain specific principles Shich 
support Hindu priest dharma, such as the folloSingJ

• � statement that Hindu priests are an honored, 
eTistential part of our religious organi�ation Sho 
provide essential services for the devotees.

• The temple shall have a written contract with each Hin-
du priest that specifies the terms of emploUment in 
this �ddendum �, including the folloSing pointsJ

<. +he priestXs basic salarU should be at least comparable to that 
of an eTperienced public school teacher. 

2. Health care for the priest, his wife and his children.
=. Details on hoS the  temple Sill proRide suitable housing for 

the priest, his wife and children.
4. �nU dispute Shich cannot be resolRed betSeen a temple 

member and a priest shall be submitted to formal mediation 
before anU attempt to commence litigation.

?. Priests must haRe a Roice in temple administration. +he chief 
priest and at least one other priest should attend all ñoard of 
Directors meetings.

@. +he templeXs financial reports should disclose the compensa-
tion paid to priests and any delinquency in payments to priests.
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 One of the world’s great saints, Satguru
Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, inspired Hin-
dus worldwide with his loving, uplifting
writings and lectures. Gurudeva taught that

the Gods and devotees meet in our Hindu temples
on Earth. These are unique, holy places of spiritual
inspiration where devotees can experience uplifting
darshan. When the devotees leave the temple, they re-
port feeling more peaceful and often have found new
life-sustaining insights.

The experience of “good darshan” in a temple is not
accidental. Skilled Hindu priests, through their exten-
sive Sanskrit prayers offered for many hours, create
good darshan. In a Siva temple, it is the Sivachariyars

who tirelessly invoke the Deities to enliven their di-
vine presence in the murtis. The priests’ prayers are
the existential component that attracts high vibra-
tions. -isiting a sanctified Hindu temple proRides a 
spiritually uplifting experience. Devotees go to a tem-
ple to experience higher consciousness for prayer and
meditation and to share food blessed during pujas.

Gurudeva knew that some devotees were dis-
respecting and mistreating Hindu priests in USA
temples. Regrettably, this priest mistreatment still
exists two decades later in some USA temples. How
is this possible? Temples in the USA have dedicated,
hard-working Boards of Directors who volunteer their
time to help maintain the temple’s physical buildings

PRIESTHOOD

Let’s Respect Priests with Dharmic Bylaws
Æe_ections on hoS ,S� Hindu temples can haRe a proper 
professional relationship Sith their priests that benefits eRerUone
B Y  P A U L  Y O G A N A N D A  D E S A N T I S
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brations highlight the integral role of cows in 
Hindu culture and agrarian life, reinforcing 
their sacred status and the principles of com-
passion and gratitude. Aside from festival 

traditions, cows hold a central place in 
daily rituals and customs across Indian 
communities. Gau puja, the venera-
tion of cows, is a common practice in 
temples and households. This rever-
ence has led to the establishment of 
Gaushalas, cow shelters, across India, 
preserving native cow breeds and car-
ing for abandoned and aging cows.

The reverence for cows is inter-
twined with principles of ahimsa, 
karma and the recognition of the Di-
vine in all beings. Through festivals 
and rituals, cows become conduits for 
experiencing the divine presence in 
everyday life, encouraging compassion 
and a holistic understanding of our 
place in the universe. Embracing these 
teachings can cultivate a more spiritu-
ally enriched way of life.                   ∏π

Caring for cows: (clockwise from far 
left) A senior cow is offered praise at Sri 
Ramanasramam in Tiruvannamalai, Tamil 
Nadu; a cow’s horns are lovingly decorated 
during a celebration of Mattu Pongal; 
other cows that have been decorated; a 
woman makes her way along a rural village 
roadside, leading along two of her family’s 
most important members; a small stone 
Nandi the bull is elaborately decorated 
during celebrations at Sri Ramanasramam; 
a mother and daughter proudly display 
a freshly created kolam at the entrance 
to their home during Mattu Pongal
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Story By Padma Krishnan 
Photos By Anne Petry

I
n hinduism, animals and birds are 
elevated to divinity, in their associa-
tion with Gods and Goddesses. This role 
might intertwine with the Deity Them-

selves, such as with Lord Ganesha’s elephant 
form, or it might betoken the vehicle that 
carries Them—like the beautiful peacock 
Lord Murugan rides. In their Divine forms 
such as Nandi and Garuda, animals are 
worshiped. In their physical forms they are 
deeply honored. The docile cows are special; 
it is said Lord Siva rides the white bull, Nandi, 
and cows are prominently featured in stories 
of Krishna. They are honored across India 
and celebrated in rituals and festivals. 

 The Siva Purana extols the cow as a sym-
bol of virtues in life, declaring that all other 
creatures live only because of the cow. Be-
yond providing milk and dairy products, cow 
dung is used as a purifying substance and 
fuel, while cow urine has medicinal proper-
ties according to ayurvedic tradition. Cows 
hold a status far more significant than pets or 
farm animals; they are revered as the Mother 
Goddess, often in the form of Lakshmi, root-

ed deeply in ahimsa, nonviolence, a key tenet 
of Hindu dharma.

Traditions and stories reinforce the sacred 
status of cows. Killing a cow is considered 
a grave sin with repercussions believed to 
span many lifetimes, while protecting and 
feeding cows earns good karma. These ideas 
are told and retold in many scriptures.

One well-known story is the birth of 
#amadhenu, the Sish]fulfilling diRine coS, 
from the Samudra Manthana—the churn-
ing of the cosmic ocean. Kamadhenu, por-
trayed as a radiant white Zebu cow with the 
head of a woman and eagle wings, is believed 
to have the power to grant wishes. Accord-
ing to various Puranas, her body contains the 
whole legion of Hindu Gods and Goddesses, 
and honoring a cow is akin to worshiping all 
Deities.

The holy cow is revered in various forms, 
such as Sunanda, Surabhi, Sumana, Susheela 
and Nanda. For many, Surabhi, created by 
Lord Krishna, is considered the mother of all 
coSs on Earth. +he fiRe essences, Panchaga-
vya—milk, curd, ghee, dung and urine—hold 
significant religious and spiritual importance 
in Hindu rituals and ayurvedic medicines.

SeReral festiRals honor coSs, re_ecting our  
deep reverence and gratitude towards these 
sacred animals. The Gopashtami festival 
commemorates Lord Krishna’s role as a cow-
herder, celebrated with joy and reverence in 
temples like Vrindavan and Mathura. During 
Govatsa Dwadashi, which begins the festivi-
ties of Diwali, devotees express gratitude by 
offering grains, fruits and sweets to cows, 
symbolizing nourishment and prosperity. 
Govardhan Puja marks the legendary event 
where Lord Krishna lifted the Govardhan 
hill to protect villagers from torrential rains, 
with cows and calves celebrated alongside 
the divine Cowherd and the hill.

In South India, Mattu Pongal, part of the 
harvest festival of Pongal, is dedicated to 
honoring cows, bulls and other farm animals, 
acknowledging their role in agriculture. Ma-
kar Sankranti, coinciding with the harvest 
season, sees cows adorned with floral gar-
lands and fed special food, recognizing their 
vital contribution to agrarian communities. 
The unusual festival of Gorehabba in Kar-
nataka celebrates the cow, and even involves 
playful battles in cow dung, believed to bring 
good fortune and ward off evil. These cele-

The Divine Bovine
Hinduism venerates animals as part of the Sacred, with cows holding a 
unique, celestial status, symbolizing virtue, prosperity and purity 
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strengthen our individual attitudes. The ability to give yourself to the 
Divine only comes when you have a great, great love for God—a non-
human love. We can only rely on something far, far, far superior to 
us, which at the same time is so intimate, so wonderful and so beau-
tiful. Otherwise, you are just playing with words. It means nothing.

More and more women are experiencing anger (often 
unconscious) towards the male. How can we transform these 
emotions into love, understanding and compassion, while 
also transforming ourselves from victimhood to freedom? 
This is only possible through knowledge. Everything is caused by ig-
norance. Men must understand the crucial role that the woman plays 
in life as a creatrix. Without her, there would be no creation. Your 
Western men must be re-educated to recognize you as Divinity.

On the spiritual path, how important is mutual support 
between women? 
It is very important. You may have married the best man in the 
world and have all the beautiful children you want, but it will always 
be important to cultivate female friendships. This is why we have 
many festivals here in India where women meet together. Female 
friends can haRe fun, support each other and get through difficult 
times. Because only a woman can know a woman’s heart. Men can-
not actually know what a woman is really about!

As women, we often feel a range of complexes around our 
appearance, rarely happy with how we look. How can the 
spiritual quest change the perception of one’s own bodily 
image? 
Nowadays, there is so much stress around physical appearance. So 
many beauty products, clothes, this and that,. . . but true beauty will 
not emerge from that. Inner beauty, which depends on kindness, 
compassion—qualities that women have—the desire to help oth-
ers, maternal instincts.. . . These are the things you have to cultivate. 
These constitute the true beauty of a woman. Some women, even 
of a certain old age, have a very attractive aura of love around them, 
due to their inner beauty. Of course, it’s OK for 
young girls to make themselves pretty and all, 
it’s not a problem. Don’t go around with messy 
hair and wrinkled clothes—after all, remember 
you are a Goddess! But not all Deities are beau-
tiful externally. Think of Kali, Durga, Chandi.. . . 
We have so many Goddesses who are not beau-
tiful in appearance but are very forceful. So, 
women should cultivate their inner, uniquely 
feminine qualities. Then beauty will come out. 
If Uou Sant a plant to _ourish, Set the roots, 
not the branches.

How do we fully and practically integrate 
with the Divine? 
The supreme Divine is beyond duality and gen-
der. We live in this dimension of time, space 
and causality, because that is how the mind 
works. But the Divine is in everything, in every 
creature, eRerU star, eRerU _oSer. So hoS can 
you talk about reconciliation? Aham asmi—“I 
am the Divine! I am Brahman.” Not only can 
women and men say this, but also any dog or 
cat. Only the human, however, can understand 

and experience this. You are. You are everything. I am. The Divine is 
not differentiated. Everything is That, and That is all. All life is One. 
There is no two. Everything is an emanation of that One. We are 
already complete, but in our ignorance we perceive differentiation 
and feel ourselves apart from the whole, separate from the rest. This 
is the one original sin in Hinduism. .hen that �noSledge finallU 
arises, we realize the unity of life. It cannot be cut into pieces. It is 
One. In differentiation it can manifest itself, just as electricity can 
manifest itself in various forms: in the fan, in the light, in the refrig-
erator, in the oven,.. .but the power is one. It is not two.

Why during their period should women not go to temples?
Temples are places with a very active pranic current which can lift 
our mind and energies to the higher chakras. Going to the temple 
when the prasoothi pranic current is active within us would create 
con_icting forces Shich, according to our sages, can cause infertil-
ity, endometriosis, tubal blockage, etc. So our taboos against entering 
temples were simply intended as a protection for women’s health. 
Men ignorant of our ancient culture took this opportunity to sup-
press and control women, but the original reason was well-inten-
tioned. In fact, we have always worshiped God in female form. We 
haRe an infinite number of �oddesses in our pantheon. ERen Shen a 
Goddess is related to her male counterpart, her name always comes 
firstJ La�shmiF&araUana, �auriFShan�ar, ÆadhaF#rishna. Her name 
comes first, because she is the Sha�ti, she is the poSer.

To which female Deity we can look for energy and courage?
Durga, Durga! She is the eternal feminine. She has no consort. She 
does not depend on anyone for Her power. She is said to have been 
created by male Deities, using the best of their powers, to kill the 
demon %ahishasura. She Sas generated bU fire and is the RerU 
emblem of being a woman. All female Deities are powerful, and each 
has different characteristics. �or good auspices Se praU to La�shmi. 
For art, science and wisdom, we pray to Saraswati. In ancient times, 
men prayed to Durga before going into battle, because She is the 
One who wins the war. In the Vedas, the Goddess of the Earth is 
praised as PrithRimour first mother. �rom the Earth, Se are born, 
and to the Earth we will return. Our tradition is to touch the Earth 
as soon as we get out of bed in the morning and ask Her forgiveness 
for stepping on Her during the day. We are taught from an early 

age to revere Her great stability and 
inexhaustible fertility. Similarly we revere 
our rivers and mountains. Our rivers are 
known as Goddesses, for the ancients 
knew them to be the arteries of the 
country—our very lifeblood—pumping 
their inexhaustible fund of life-giving 
waters from the mountains to the sea.

Mataji recites a beautiful prayer that ends 
with a very sweet Om Shanti Shanti Hari 
Om. She adds, “Again, Shanti, or Peace, is 
the name of a woman. And on that note, 
let us close.” 

The Author: Erica Bassani is a 
copywriter, author and spiritual seeker 
since her early twenties. She’s combined 
her highest passion with her deepest 
love by founding the Women Awakening 
Project (www.womenawakeningproject.
com), a space to gather interviews with 
female masters of all spiritual traditions. c
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By Bassani Erica, Rishikesh

It was my great good fortune to interview this 84-year-old saint at 
her Rishikesh ashram March 15, 2023. After a brief chant we began.

What is the universal power of the Shakti?
She is Shakti, power. She is that spark that starts the engine. The 
engine is Siva. There is a beautiful conversation between Parvati 
and Siva. She (Parvati) was doing tapas (austere practices) to win 
Siva’s love, and He told her, “I am complete in myself, I do not need 
anybody.” To this, She replied, “No, you need me. Without my power, 
you cannot achieve anything in this world.” Without Shakti, all of 
creation would not even have started. All of Nature that we see is 
Her form. This is also depicted in the incredible icon of Kali dancing 
on Siva’s seemingly dead body: Siva, without Shakti, is only shava—a 
corpse! This is an example to show that the male is powerless with-
out the female Shakti! Such was the importance given to women 
throughout our history and mythology.

Siva and Shakti are always united? 
In the Skanda Purana, Se find that the masculine and feminine are 
eternal principles involved in the projection of the universe. They are 
never separate and are fundamentally one—like gold and the orna-
ments made from it. Siva is inert. Shakti is maya, an illusion—which 
offers pleasure, colors, music and beauty. All arts and sciences come 
from Her, in the form of Saraswati. Saraswati is not a male God, she 
is a Goddess. Saraswati is also the Goddess of learning, to whom the 
children pray so they can learn better. Siva is the formless, actionless 
witness, the stage on which Shakti plays. 

Can you tell me about the forms of the sacred feminine in the 
Hindu tradition, and how they inspire you? 
In Hinduism, all women are sacred. In ancient times, the name Devi 
(Goddess) was added to each woman’s name: if her name is Kalyani, 
it becomes Kalyani Devi. Every woman is considered part of the 
Divine Mother. The many taboos related to women are not meant to 
diminish them, but rather to protect them. The woman is the womb 
of the world; without her, there are no people. So, she must be pro-
tected. For example, during her menstrual period, the woman would 
rest quietly in her room, and food would be brought to her so that 
she could regenerate her health. There was a hyper-protective atti-
tude towards women. Also, women ruled in the house: they worked 
in the fields around the house and cared for the animals and the 
children. Today many women go to work [outside the home] almost 
immediately after having delivered a baby. She has some weeks or 
a month off, and then again she is pushed into this stream of work, 
and the child ends up in the hands of someone else who takes care 
of it. It used to be important for children to be brought up in their 
mother’s love and care. The best formula is made by nature herself. 
It was fundamental for the culture. The restrictions in which the 
woman lived were to protect her well-being and that of the coming 
generation that came through her. But with the arrival of Western 
ideas, Indian women began to feel limited by these customs.

How do we recognize ourselves as divine? How do we 
surrender to life? 
Surrender can only happen through bhakti, devotion. You can sur-
render to God only if you have the deepest love for Him, a very deep 
connection. It is impossible to surrender to the Divine if we are 
egoistic. Ego makes us do everything we can to sustain and even 
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working nicely for acne, skin rashes and spots,
and it promotes skin health and rejuvenation.
Daily use of lemon juice mixed with cu-
cumber juice and a pinch of turmeric helps
with dark underarms and neck. Mixing pure
turmeric powder in coconut oil and massag-
ing your skin with this oil before bathing is
a good remedy for many skin problems. A
mixture of milk cream with turmeric pow-
der can be applied to the skin around the eyes,
helping reduce dar� circles and fine lines.

The brilliant golden yellow color of tur-
meric is very appealing. A common prac-
tice followed by Indian women is to apply
turmeric paste over the body at least once a
week before bathing. Fresh turmeric can be
used to make a paste. Women in Indian vil-
lages use a grinding stone for this purpose, or
you can use a mortar and pestle to prepare
the paste. Married Indian women used to ap-
ply turmeric paste on their face daily, as it is
considered auspicious and symbolic of mari-
tal bliss. Though this tradition is slowly dis-
appearing in India, the Indian cosmetic in-
dustry now incorporates turmeric in beauty
products, using Curcuma aromatica, which
is more fragrant than Curcuma longa.

Healing Properties
India and China have been using turmeric
for over five thousand years to treat vari-
ous ailments, including digestive and liver
problems, skin diseases and wounds. With
complementary medicine gaining popularity
worldwide, research on the use of turmeric
in treating life-threatening and crippling
diseases is expanding. The phytochemical
curcumin, which gives turmeric its yellow
color, has been shown to be effective in treat-
ing hepatitis, gallbladder problems, loss of
appetite, arthritis, asthma, Alzheimer’s dis-
ease, psoriasis and different types of cancers,
including colon and breast cancers. Several
laboratory studies report that curcumin has
antiviral activity against HIV.

Curcumin has been shown to stimulate
bile production by the gallbladder, helping to
digest fats and reduce the risk of gallstones. It
helps generate enzymes that assist the liver
in breaking down and metabolizing toxic
substances. It helps reduce blood cholesterol
levels and may help maintain remission in
people with ulcerative colitis.

Curcumin is a powerful antioxidant. An-
tioxidants scavenge free radicals, the by-
products of oxidation that can damage cells
and DNA. By neutralizing free radicals, an-
tioxidants may reduce or prevent some of
the damage they cause. As an antioxidant,
curcumin protects DNA from breaking and
prevents cell damage.

Ongoing research suggests that curcumin
may prevent, control or kill several types of
cancers, including prostate, breast, skin and
colon. Curcumin has the potential to stop the

proliferation of blood vessels that feed can-
cerous tumors, thereby stopping cancerous
growth. However, cancer should be treated
with conventional medications; alternative
therapies should not be relied upon alone.

CurcuminXs anti]in_ammatorU properties 
help reduce in_ammation bU loSering leRels 
of tSo in_ammatorU en�Umes ZC'/]: and 
L'/G and stop platelets from clumping to-
gether to form blood clots. Research suggests
turmeric may help prevent atherosclerosis by
lowering cholesterol levels and preventing
LDL ZVbadHG cholesterol from building up in 
blood vessels. Turmeric may also prevent the
formation of blood clots along artery walls,
though more research is needed to demon-
strate its effectiveness in treating atheroscle-
rosis in humans. ñecause of its anti]in_am-
matory properties, turmeric may help relieve
osteoarthritis symptoms. It is also antiseptic,
traditionally to stop bleeding and prevent in-
fection in open wounds.

Drinking milk mixed with turmeric is
helpful for asthma and bronchitis patients,
and a mixture of honey with turmeric is
good for a sore throat. Gargling hot water
mixed with turmeric and salt also helps. In
Ayurvedic medicine, a teaspoon of turmeric
powder and honey taken orally twice a day is
effectiRe in treating thrombocUtopenia ZloS 
platelet countG. � teaspoon of ginger �uice 
with honey every other day makes this treat-
ment more effective.

You can use turmeric for culinary purposes
with no hesitation. Turmeric paste, pow-
der or beauty products can also be used for
healthy, blemish-free skin. A word of caution

though: do not self-medicate with turmeric
alone for treating life-threatening diseases
such as cardiovascular diseases or cancer.
Consult your physician if you wish to use
turmeric as a complementary medicine. ∏π

A restorative root: (far left) Turmeric
in root and powdered form; (above)
Turmeric paste is shaped into a small
cone representing Lord Ganesha;
(right) harvesting the whole plant

Lakshmi Sridharan is an American
scientist of South Indian origin who lives
in San Jose, California, with her husband
Tim. As a freelance writer, she enjoys
sharing with others her knowledge
in plant science, culinary science, her
experience in gardening and cooking as
well as Indian culture and traditions.
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Growing Turmeric
Turmeric (Curcuma longa) is a tropical plant
Sith UelloS _oSers that produces _eshU, ar-
omatic underground stems called rhi�omes. 
Pieces of rhi�ome are used for propagation. 
�resh turmeric rhi�ome is aRailable in In-
dian grocerU stores, and turmeric plants can 
be found in nurseries speciali�ing in eTotic 
tropical plants. +urmeric prefers sandU loam 
soil Sith good drainage, partial shade, a tem-
perature range of @>]B@ degrees �ahrenheit 
Z<B]=; degrees CelsiusG, and altitudes from 
sea leRel to <?;; meters. If Uou liRe in a region 
Sith these conditions, Uou can groS turmeric 
in Uour bac�Uard. If not, Uou can groS it in 
containers and bring the plants indoors dur-
ing unfaRorable climatic conditions. 

.hen propagating turmeric, cut the rhi-
�omes into pieces, ensuring each piece con-
tains a bud that Sill sprout into a shoot. ,se 
rich potting soil in a container, and coRer 
the rhi�ome pieces Sith soil. Place the con-
tainer in a Sarm, sunnU location. #eep the 
soil damp but not soggU. Shoots Sill appear 
aboRe the soil in a See� or tSo. 0ou can con-
tinue groSing the plant in the container, or 
transplant it outside if Uou liRe in a location 
Sith faRorable groSth conditions. Let the 

plants groS to > or ? feet before harResting 
the rhi�omes.

Culinary Uses
+he rhi�omes are sun]dried and poSdered 
for culinarU and medicinal uses. +urmeric 
reigns supreme in Indian and �sian cuisine. 
�ar more than a coloring agent\ it is a healthU 
spice and one of the most important herbs in 
Indian cuisine, included in nearlU all currU 
preparations. +he poSder is an integral part 
of soups, stir]fries, fried Regetables, pic�les 
and more. South Indian brea�fast and snac� 
items such as uppuma, uthappam and adai, 
as Sell as &orth Indian roti and paratha, are 
spiced Sith turmeric poSder. Indian coo�s 
use special rice preparations, such as lemon 
rice, tamarind rice and tomato rice, for color 
and flaRor. ,se one teaspoon of turmeric 
poSder in four cups of anU preparation. Cur-
cuma amada ZVmango gingerHG is a related 
RarietU Shich is largelU used in pic�les and 
salads. It morphologicallU resembles ginger 
but has a raS mango _aRor, hence the popu-
lar name.

Skin and Beauty Uses
+urmeric is a magic potion for s�in problems, 

� ' ' D  &  H E � L + H

A Testimony to Turmeric
Celebrated for its manU benefits, this golden spice offers 
anti]in_ammatorU and antioTidant effects, enhancing Sell]being

BY LAKSHMI SRIDHARAN, SAN JOSE

T
o hindus, turmeric embodies the
essence of �oddess La�shmiJ holi-
ness, sanctitU, prosperitU, goodness and 
beautU. +his golden spice reigns su-

preme in Hindu temples, festiRals, religious 
ceremonies and marriages. �or instance, Hin-
dus create a small cone]shaped structure 
Sith turmeric poSder and Sater to repre-
sent Lord �anesha. %U mother used to place 
this turmeric �anesha on cloth alongside 
special items she made for #rishna during 
"anmashtami. Deities in temple sanctums 
are bathed in Sater saturated Sith fragrant 
golden]UelloS turmeric poSder. In South 
India, brides and grooms bathe in turmeric 
Sater on their Sedding daU, and the groom 
Sears a dhoti soa�ed in turmeric Sater. Dur-
ing the marriage ceremonU, the groom places 
a turmeric]soa�ed thread adorned Sith 
gold beads and religious sUmbols around 
the brideXs nec�. .omen of the house Sel-
come the neSlUSeds Sith a lit lamp Zman-
gala arathiG often made of turmeric. +hese 
lamps play an important role on all joyous
occasions. Pilgrims to +irupati see�ing the 
blessings of -en�atesSara also Sear cloth-
ing imbued Sith turmeric.
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collaborate with priests, social workers and medical professionals and 
refer the care seeker to chaplains from other faiths/beliefs as needed. 

As a result of completing the HSCI and GTU cooperative programs, 
I can offer spiritual care in aged care facilities and at hospitals. My 
interactions with care seekers are humbling and enhance spiritual 
growth. I am reminded of this in an encounter where I met a man 
living with progressing dementia. He felt frustrated and trapped, un-
able to understand why he couldn’t do things independently. I spent 
time with him daily, showing him photos and letters from people he 
had impacted. I displayed these in his room to help him feel connect-
ed. After a few visits, he started looking forward to my visits, even 
though he often couldn’t remember them later. I realized the social 
aspect of caregiving is powerful and that simply being there in the 
moment is impactful. I feel blessed that he welcomed me into his life 
and allowed me to understand better the needs of those living with 
dementia. 

�enerational change is another area in Shich chaplains find them-
selves faced with feuding families. Simmi, one of our Hindu chaplains, 
reportedJ V.hen I first met �nni and ÆoU, all theU spo�e about Sas 
their teenage daughter Ashi’s rebellious behavior. Ashi often stayed 
out late at night and Sore specific clothes and ma�eup, resulting 
in dramatic confrontations with her parents at dinner time. After 

counseling them, I had them prepare a list of dos and don’ts for Ashi, 
explaining each rationale while acknowledging and empathizing 
Sith her need to fit in, not �ust Wbecause Se saU so.X �shi Sas as�ed 
to prepare a list of her wants and needs and explore ways to resist 
peer pressure going beUond Wbut all mU friends do it.X +he last I heard 
of them, Ashi was in a program learning to create phone apps, which 
had boosted her creatiRitU and led to neS friendships. �nni and ÆoU 
Sere en�oUing dinner]time conRersations again. Seeing such dramatic 
improvement from their previous despair was gratifying.”

In the vast Hindu diaspora, ancient traditions have survived due 
to their richness, breadth of eTpression, _eTibilitU and openness. +he 
emergence of standardized Hindu chaplaincy training programs and 
pathSaUs to countrU]specific certification Sill bring much]needed 
support to the Hindu diaspora and bring the sweetness of Hindu 
spiritual care to the communities. That is what vasudhaiva kutum-
bakam—“the world is a one family”—teaches Hindus everywhere! 

Dr. Nisha Singh is the principal genetics scientist leading a 
cancer diagnostic laboratory in Sydney, Australia. She is a member 
of Spiritual Care Australia and a lifelong learner at the Divine Life 
Society and Chinmaya Mission. She plans to offer her chaplaincy 
services in healthcare and local community-based settings. 

ñ0 S%ÆI+I  #ÆISH&�,  C�P+�I&

F rom a young age, I was always fascinated by science and 
spirituality. My interest in Hindu texts led me to research and 
study them extensively. Driven by my passion for genetics, 

I pursued a PhD in molecular biologU in :;;;. +he intricate 
relationships between genetics, lifestyle and 
emotional well-being intrigued me. During 
my graduate work at one of the largest cancer 
hospitals in India, I had the opportunity to support 
patients emotionally and spiritually as I became 
involved in palliative care and end-of-life support 
activities.

In :;;C, I moRed to +oSnsRille, )ueensland, 
Australia, for my postdoctoral research. There, I 
identified a need for a space to practice spiritualitU. 
As a lecturer in the university’s medical depart-
ment, I had the opportunity to mentor and provide 
pastoral support to medical and PhD students. I 
was also appointed as a university chaplain, allow-
ing me to support many international students in 
distress.

During mU time in )ueensland, I did Rolunteer 
Sor� for the nonprofit &orth )ueensland Hindu 
Community for over 13 years. I conducted numer-
ous seminars and workshops for the local Hindu community. Being 
part of the multicultural community afforded me countless opportu-
nities to create platforms for conversations, conduct conferences and 
seminars, and bring the values of our dharma to a broader audience. 
My connections within the multicultural community also led to my 
role on the Community Advisory Board at the largest regional hospi-
tal, where I advocated for the needs of the “Culturally and Linguisti-
cally Diverse” community. This position enabled me to implement 
changes in the approach to dealing with death, palliative support and 
end-of-life  support in a Hindu context.

I moved to Melbourne during the Covid pandemic as part of my 

work. I continued my community service by volunteering for vari-
ous organizations. The Hindu Council of Australia endorsed me as a 
chaplain within the tertiary education sector, and the Vishwa Hindu 
Parishad endorsed me to become a chaplain Sithin the �ustralian 
Defence �orce. �fter a Uear]long selection, I Sas appointed the first 
female Hindu chaplain in the ADF Army. It was a blessed day to take 
the oath in the presence of my mother, who has been a strong pillar 
of support throughout my life, and I was proud to show her that I 
am helping the broader community through my passion for Hindu 
spirituality. The Australian Defence Force has an increasing number 

of Hindus, and there is a clear need for dharmic 
support and spiritual practices, including practical 
aspects, such as yoga and meditation.

Until now, I have conducted all my spiritual and 
emotional care activities without formal training 
or knowledge of institutionalized spiritual care 
by trained counselors or chaplains. To further my 
training, I enrolled in a Clinical Pastoral Education 
course as part of becoming a defence force chaplain. 
However, I realized the need for a Hindu Spiritual 
Care]focused course, as their Clinical Pastoral Edu-
cation course was based on a Christian framework. 

I was introduced to the Hindu Spiritual Care 
Institute by a graduate and decided to enroll in 
the their chaplain program, which was was an 
eye-opener for me. The knowledgeable faculty, the 
vast resources they have compiled, and the connec-
tions with the peer group I received through the 
program were immensely helpful. Being part of the 

program gaRe me the confidence to practice as a chaplain Sithin the 
armU. �bsent a local organi�ation to interact Sith and find ansSers 
to mU �uestions, the opportunitU to engage Sith pioneers in the field 
through their program has been inRaluable as I embar� on mU �our-
ney as an army chaplain.

Smriti Krishna, PhD, is a biomedical scientist firmly 
committed to translational research focused on applying recent 
scientific discoveries to benefit patients. She did her PhD at the 
Regional Cancer Centre, India, and has expertise in effective 
teaching in higher education.

I’m an Army Chaplain
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MINISTRY

My Journey to a Hindu Chaplaincy
The concept of a chaplain evolved in the West into a service within the 
military and then into an institution of general spiritual guidance

B Y  N I S H A  S I N G H ,  P H . D .

 I am privileged to be among the first qual-
ified inter]religious Hindu chaplains. � feS 
years ago, I would never have thought of a for]
mal role as a Hindu chaplain in a society so far 

removed from where my life began. Doing this, 
alongside being a full]time healthcare scientist, 
mother and wife, was challenging. 

My journey started in South Africa, where I 
Sas a fourth]generation Indian. %U great]grand]
parents left India in the 1880s, brought by ship 
to work in South Africa as indentured laborers. 
This was around the same time that Mohandas 
Gandhi also found himself in this country, at the 
beginning of his career. There are considerable 
gaps in the history of what happened to my an]
cestors after the indentured period in the colo]
nies, but ship documentation indicates our link 
to North India. 

My ancestors brought with them their Hindu spiritual heritage, 
and fostered and cherished it despite the hardships they faced in near 
captivity. My earliest memories are of my parents. We did not know 
anU relatiRes or friends liRing in India. 0et, the _ame of Hindu dharma 
that had been passed down from our great grandparents’ generation 
endured and gave us the cultural coherence to survive the apartheid 
regime and _ourish despite it. -arious Hindu Rernacular schools and 
cultural centers were established much later, and South Africa soon 
developed a thriving Hindu pulse by celebrating fasts and festivals 
and spiritually supporting other dimensions of life. We owe much 
gratitude to our parents, schoolteachers and spiritual leaders who 
united in preserving Hindu dharma for future generations. 

%U introduction to spiritual care happened mid]career. �fter re]
ceiving professional science education and experience in South Africa, 
I migrated to Australia with my husband and two young children. I 
immersed myself in my professional work for the next decade and a 
half. Then, I learned about and joined the Hindu Spiritual Care Insti]
tute (HSCI), based in California, which welcomed and nurtured learn]
ers regardless of origin or current domicile. +heir graduate certificate 
designating one as a “Counselor of Hindu Traditions” was stimulating 
and thought]proRo�ing. � felloSship proRided bU the %otSani "ade]
ja Family Foundation later offered Hindus an opportunity to enroll in 
the Inter]religious ChaplaincU program at the �raduate +heological 
,nion Z�+,G in ñer�eleU. �s one of the first recipients of this aSard, I 
was initially nervous about how such a seemingly Christian chaplain]
cy concept would apply to Hinduism. However, I was soon reminded 
that Sanatana Dharma does not hold barriers to caring and learning. 

Several issues stood out as I surveyed the life of contemporary 
Hindus living in secular diaspora countries. Loneliness and depres]
sion among the aged were no longer the domain of Westerners. 
Hindu women are more empowered than before and contribute to 

the family’s income using their knowledge and 
career skills. The intergenerational family struc]
ture has diminished over time, and children ed]
ucated in a secular setting have limited access to 
communitU]based or Rernacular schools. 

Hindu marriages are a prime example. They 
are increasinglU cross]cultural or cross]racial, 
and pre]marriage guidance and the use of Eng]
lish eTplanations in ceremonies are hard to find. 
+he guidance of chaplains can be significant for 
blending the traditional with the contemporary 
and letting the guests feel more intimately in]
cluded in the ceremonies. 

Gender diversity and mental health concerns 
affect the Hindu community, as do the problems 
of workplace discrimination. And yet, few ade]
quately trained Hindu chaplains serve in hospitals, 

workplaces, education, correctional services, aged care, etc. 
HSCI’s dean, Gaurav Rastogi, described the societal shifts under]

SaU in the .estern Sorld and hoS this creates a demand for inter]
religious Hindu chaplaincU, a term specificallU promoted bU �+,. He 
said, V+he idea of a Hindu chaplain is naturallU inter]religious. Hindus 
in the diaspora countries constitute under fiRe percent of the local 
population, so there won’t be enough demand to hire a chaplain who 
exclusively serves the Hindu demographic. A Hindu chaplain em]
ploUed at an institution in these countries must serRe non]Hindus 
and W&onesXmmeaning those Sho state their religious affiliation as 
W&o religion specified.X .e are folloSing �+,Xs lead in using the Sord 
inter-religious as a prefiT.H +his principle of the chaplaincU deReloped 
in the last century and holds for chaplains of all religions serving in 
a multi]religious setting, such as the militarU, Sithout an intent to 
convert anyone.

Gaurav continued, “This is a unique opportunity to serve human]
ity and further mainstream Hindu spiritual care everywhere. Hindu 
spiritual practices such as yoga and meditation have become univer]
sally accepted. The Hindu worldview of a universal family makes it 
natural for Hindu chaplains to perform their services to all, naturally 
and dutifullU. In the coming decade, Se anticipate inter]religious 
chaplaincy taking sound footing everywhere, even in India.” 

Inter]religious chaplains, firmlU grounded in their oSn faith, serRe 
others in line with the care seekers’ beliefs. They are thus versed in 
trauma]informed care, spiritual counseling, spiritual care for margin]
alized communities, and compassionate care, including grief and loss, 
as well as other practices of spiritual care, such as prayers and bhajans. 

Emerging Hindu chaplains need special preparation to deal Sith 
the following: 1) Most Hindu care seekers and those in caring pro]
fessions do not understand the contemporary Hindu chaplain’s role. 
2) There is a lack of inclusion of appropriately trained Hindus to meet 
the professional demands of chaplaincy work. 3) Chaplains need to 
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You Can Help Carry On the Tradition of Feeding the Monks

A traditional practice in any aadheen-
am—a monastery and temple complex 
in the South Indian Saiva Siddhanta 
tradition—is the ceremonial feeding 
of close, usually initiated, followers 
of the center, both lay and monastic. 
�is is referred to as Maheshvarapu-
ja. Maheshvara is a term for a Saiva 
ascetic, as well as for God Siva. And 
when Maheshvarapuja is held during a 
major aadheenam festival, such as the 
founder’s annual Mahasamadhi, vis-
iting Saiva ascetics in attendance are 
traditionally honored with gi�s, such 
as dakshina and kavi robes.

�e importance of Maheshvarapuja is 
mentioned in the ancient Saiva scrip-
ture Tirumantiram, with several pas-
sages ranking this rite above other 
forms of dana: “Maheshvaras will besmear their bodies with the sacred ash; those who consider 
them as Siva and worship them will get all bene�ts; to feed them in the daytime is more bene�cial 
than building a thousand temples, and giving daily food to Maheshvaras will yield more bene�ts than 
granting a thousand dwelling places of Brahmins” (7.13).

To provide funds for an aadheenam’s Maheshvarapujas, separate endowments were o�en established 
and documented in temple wall inscriptions. In chapter seven of her doctoral thesis, �e Sacred 
Presence of the Guru, Kathleen Koppedrayer describes this tradition. “�e numerous temple inscrip-
tions that describe endowments made for the feeding in mathas of maheshvaras, sivayogis, tapasvis, 
paradesis (mendicants) and other types of ascetics and devotees thus appear to be examples of the 
ritual gesture which the Tirumantiram calls Maheshvarapuja. �is act of feeding ascetics and oth-
ers on both festival and ordinary occasions within the temple complex appears to have been highly 
signi�cant; otherwise it would not have merited the public announcement of a temple inscription. In 
fact, many, if not most, of the temple records we have that make reference to mathas are concerned 
with this ritual gesture. In other words, it appears that mathas were precisely the places where such 
religious acts could be carried out. Put another way, mathas housed the ‘religious institution’ of mak-
ing gi�s—mainly of food, but sometimes of more substantial things—to ascetics and other individu-
als. Highly ritualized, this gi�ing was both purposeful and transactional…. �e statements found in 
the Tirumantiram coupled with the frequency of inscriptional reference to the feeding of ascetics, as 
well as the centrality of this rite in the present-day ritual cycle of the Saiva mathas suggests a formal 
signi�cance to this act.”

Kauai Aadheenam has its own endowment for Maheshvarapuja called the Kauai Aadheenam Yagam 
Fund. (Yagam, a Tamil word, refers to religious feeding.) �is endowment was established to provide 
meals for the monks and devotees on holy days, such as Gurudeva’s annual Mahasamadhi obser-
vance, temple festivals and other special events at the Aadheenam.

If you would like to help the monks abundantly ful�ll the Aadheenam tradition of Maheshvarapu-
ja, you can do so by donating to the Kauai Aadheenam Yagam Fund at www.hheonline.org/funds/
fund_61.html. �e endowment allows the monastery to use your funds as an investment and draw 
on the grant income. �is is a way to donate and see your impact last in perpetuity.

On special days, the simple lunch fare at the monastery—
brown rice with veggie curries, dal and yogurt—is aug-
mented with additional delicacies.
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PARENTHOOD

The Impact of My Dad’s Morning Prayers
Worshiping with my father as a child established my connection 
with Hinduism and allowed me to later pass it on to my own son

B Y  M U R A L I  B A L A J I ,  N E W  J E R S E Y

 W hen i was growing up in the Phila-
delphia suburbs, our house was small 
enough for me to hear the 4:30 am 
alarm sounding in my parents’ room. 

That meant it was time for my dad to get up, 
shower and do his morning prayers for well over 
an hour.

As a teenager, I enjoyed sitting with my dad 
in front of our altar (which he built) and saying 
some of the same mantras, or prayers, even though 
I could never wake up as early as he did. But the 
feeling of praying with my father profoundly 
shaped my connection to Hinduism and my desire 
to keep practicing the faith into adulthood.

Part of the reason I felt that connection was 
that, at least for the 30 minutes or so I shared with 
him in front of the altar, my father and I were able to break through 
an invisible wall that existed between us. We had little in common, 
so extended conversations were rare. Besides basketball (we were 
both 76ers fans), we didn’t talk about much in terms of life. I rarely 
asked him for advice, because I felt he really never understood me.

I grew up on hip-hop, 80s and 90s rock and metal, and played sports 
extensively. I took very little interest in the Hindu devotionals my par-
ents would listen to, and I still cannot believe I did not appreciate sing-
ers like M.S. Subbalakshmi and Yesudas much earlier in life. My dad 
worked two jobs a lot when I was young, and when he was home, he 
Sas constantlU fiTing things around the housema hobbU I didnXt ta�e 
much interest in until I was a homeowner myself years later. When-
ever his family friends would visit, they would get wrapped up in dis-
cussions about American politics or sometimes venture into the state 
of politics in Tamil Nadu while I would daydream about becoming a 
professional basketball player. 

That’s why praying with dad strengthened my bond in a way that 
no long conversation ever could. When I went to college 1,000 miles 
aSaU at the ,niRersitU of %innesota, I no longer had the benefit of 
sitting with him and praying in front of the family altar adorned with 
beautiful paintings of various Deities and photographs of Hindu re-
ligious leaders. One of the things my dad gifted me when I went to 
college was a set of my own murtis, which I set up in my dorm room. 
%U oSn altarmstuffed into a dorm closet right aboRe mU soc� draS-
ermgaRe me a sense of home and eRo�ed memories of mU dad and me  
praying together.

To be honest, I didn’t know the meanings of many of the prayers I 
greS up saUing, but repeating themmand closing mU eUes and imagin-
ing mU father neTt to memgaRe me a sense of comfort and peace in an 
otherwise hectic college life. More importantly, those prayers and the 
murtis reminded me I was never far from home. At Minnesota, my 
daily exposures to “Minnesota Nice” (residents are known for their 
friendliness) included getting proselytized on my way to classes, so 

I could alSaUs find refuge in mU altarmand �noS 
that my dad’s presence was near.  

Nearly 30 years later, I still have those same mur-
tis, which have become part of our family altar. I 
now know the meanings of most of the prayers I ut-
tered as a teenager and 20-something, and my dad 
and I have had more conversations about religious 
topics. Following the death of my mother, my dad 
became more interested in reading about religious 
leaders, and became more engaged with aspects of 
Hindu philosophy, particularly ideas extolled by 
modern gurus such as the late Kanchi seer, Jagad-
guru Shri Chandrasekharendra Saraswati Maha-
swamigal. My dad and I talk more about politics and 
sports, but it has been great to engage with him on 
topics related to our faith. Every year, we still sit to-

gether to change our sacred threads, a custom I have enjoyed for close 
to 35 years.

+he time I spent Sith mU dad in praUer has significantlU shaped mU 
own approach to fatherhood, particularly as a Hindu in an intercul-
tural marriage (see my article on my marriage in the July, 2023, issue). 
As a father now, I relish the chance to do evening prayers with my son, 
though my wife and I have a more blended version of prayers that 
combines my Tamil and her Indo-Caribbean backgrounds.

Our son sings along to the prayers, and he applies the vibhuti, or 
holy ash, on our foreheads. Even as a toddler, he sings South Indian 
deRotionals such as VSSagathan #rishnaH and V�laipautheU #annaHm
the Rersions sung bU 0esudasmand &orth Indian ones such as V%an 
+arpat Hari Darshan,H sung bU %ohammed Æafi. .e hope that his 
engagement and enjoyment during those few minutes profoundly 
shapes his own relationship with Hinduism. 

I don’t know if my son will follow the same path as my wife and 
I, but spending that time with him in front of the altar has put into 
perspective the values my dad tried to teach me during our morn-
ing prayers. He didn’t have the same experience of growing up in the 
United States as I did, but he did the best he could to help me better 
understand what it meant to practice Hinduism. I also have come to 
appreciate how hard he and my mother worked to make Hinduism 
a part of their kids’ daily practice despite pressures to “Americanize.” 
In some ways, Hinduism was a “language” that we learned because of 
how we repeated what our parents did. 

I am truly grateful to my father for that time. Even as he nears 80, he 
still gets up and does his daily prayers, and that commitment inspires 
me to do the same. It’s an enduring gift from father to son, one that I 
hope I can pass down as dutifully as he did.

Murali Balaji is a journalist and a lecturer at the Annenberg 
School for Communication at the University of Pennsylvania.
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Yogaswami Hindu Girls’ Home 
of Sittandy Endowment
Arnab Chatterjee 12.00
Subramaniam Pennathur 50.01
Anonymous 983.00
Total 1,044.81

Siva Poomi School Trust
Chin Kuok Fwu 21.00

Kodiswara Satguru Malaysia Travel Fund
Tejasinha Sivalingam 63.00

Maha Ganapati Temple of 
Arizona Endowment
Anonymous 75.00

Bharatiya Ekta Mandir of 
Arizona Endowment
Anonymous 6,875.00

Murugan Temple of North 
America Puja Fund
DNR Trust 21.00
Pathmini Saravanapavan 150.00
Ambika Sureshkumar 100.00
Anonymous 108.00
Total 379.00

India Hindu Temple Cleaning Fund
Anonymous 45.00

Hindu American Foundation Endowment
Surinder & Rani Bhardwaj 80.00

Cows of Kadavul and Iraivan Temples 
(Kovil Maadu) Endowment
Arun Aarooren 75.00
Ambika Alagere 6.42
Anil Ananda Badhwar 30.00
Kunal & Sanyogeeta Ghurbhurn 8.09

Brijianand Jugurnauth 10.36
Srinivas R. Madaboosi 375.00
Natraj Narayanswami 62.00
Varalakshmi Ramamoorthy 324.00
Padmini Samuthiran 162.00
Rodney & Ilene Standen 30.00
Arunasalam Vathavooran 75.00
Vidhushei Yogeswaran 500.50
Anonymous 699.00
Total 2,357.03

Pakistan Hindu Empowerment Fund
Raj Chappidi 5.00
Anonymous 108.00
Total 113.00

Bharathi Yoga Dhama Fund
Dhaval Patel 40.00

Panchangam Endowment Fund
Sivananda Ashram Yoga Camp 10.00
Bhagirath Gopinath 101.00
Sidharth Sankar 10.00
Anonymous 11.00
Total 132.00

Digital Dharma Endowment
Kulagan Moonesawmy 14.97
Vijay Srinivasan 2.00
Anonymous 64.00
Other Donations 10,256.00
Total 10,336.77

Kauai Aadheenam Feed the Monks Fund
Ambika Alagere 6.42
Yuvaraj Athur 153.00
Anandkumar Ayyachamy 75.00
Ashish Deshpande 100.00
Shubha Gangal 401.00
Kunal & Sanyogeeta Ghurbhurn 8.09

Ajita Gupta 20.00
Suresh & Meena Joshi 121.00
Brijianand Jugurnauth 10.36
Velika Lawrence 9.99
Archana Mahavadi 45.00
Umasankaran Mohambourame 51.00
Prasidha Mohandas 101.00
Kulagan Moonesawmy 4.40
Gajanan Nataraj 21.00
Mohan Pamarthi 101.00
Padmini Samuthiran 162.00
Renu Sinha 108.00
Tarangadeva Sinhaputra 63.00
Nandi Devi Sivanathan 84.52
Barathy Sockanathan 500.00
Ravi Thaker 18.00
Riorita Tkatchenko 100.00
Senthil Velusamy 108.00
Saravan Veylan 324.00
Hema & Brad Werner 108.00
Anonymous 2,808.00
Total 5,611.78

Concord Shiva Murugan Temple 
(CSMT) Endowment Fund
Natraj Narayanswami 50.00

Antyodoy Anatha Ashram 
Orphanage Endowment
Arnab Chatterjee 24.00
Pramod & Anjana Sinha 202.00
Total 226.00

Total Contributions $185,140.74

Funds at Market Value, Jun 30, 2024

Grand Total $23,636,209.29

A P R I L T O  J U N E 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 financial 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, certified 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 
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 Kauai Aadheenam Monastic Endowment
Ambika Alagere $US6.42
Roshan Harilela 375.00
Brijianand Jugurnauth 10.36
Kulagan Moonesawmy 12.83
Gowri Nadason 112.21
Indra & R. Neelameggham 751.00
Chamundi Sabanathan 78.75
Hitesvara Saravan 63.00
Tejasinha Sivalingam 21.00
Ravi Vinayak Family 100.00
Anonymous 202.00
Total 1,732.37

Iraivan Temple Endowment
Eshwar & Aarati Bandlamudi 303.00
Frank Burkhardt 30.00
Raj Chappidi 5.00
Rajagopal Krishnan 324.00
Vasaant Krishnan 60.00
Vimala Muniandy 15.00
Mohan & Rajalakshmi Sabapathy 600.00
Nandi Sivam 27.00
Prashant Srivastava 15.00
Nesa Kumar Subramaniam 50.00
A. Vaithilingam 1,000.00
Madan Ganesh Velayudham 836.00
Other Donations 120,341.26
Anonymous 1,778.00
Total 125,384.66

Kauai Aadheenam Annual Archana Fund
Isani Alahan 108.00
Malvi Gandhi 75.00
Raman & Nayana Gandhi 51.00
Ramalingum Moodley 50.00
Jogendra Mooroogen 4.20
Vidyadevi Mooroogen 4.20
Logathasan Murugasu 21.10
Subramaniam Pennathur 49.98
Rajesh & Vinutha Sathiamurthy 108.00
Nandi Deva Sundaram 300.00
Mahesh Viswanathan 251.00
Kitri Waterman 250.00
Anonymous 54.00
Total 1,326.48

Hinduism Today Lifetime 
Subscription Fund
Abhinav Goswami 249.00
Martand Sharma Ippili 249.00
Anurag Jagota 249.00
Ganesh Kalyanaraman 249.00
Juhivaasana Koothan 12.83
Tejwantee Meetoo 44.94
Bhaveshan Moorghen 13.12
Logathasan Murugasu 42.34
Indra & R. Neelameggham 249.00
Amit Pandya 299.00
Bhanugopan Ramudu 350.00
Swapna Rao 249.00
Gautam S 249.00
Easan Saravan 276.27
Chidambaram Sendan 233.00
Sandeep Somani 249.00
Vallabha Tantry 249.00
Mahesh Viswanathan 250.00
Anonymous 151.00
Total 3,913.50

Kadavul Nataraja Ardra 
Abhishekam Endowment
Tilagame Adinarayane 100.00
Aravindraj Chandrasekaran 50.68
Sai Jayakumar 51.00
Sumathi Kuppusamy 501.00
Umasankaran Mohambourame 189.05
Gowri Nadason 112.21
Nuckiren Pyeneeandee 32.84
Parimala Selvaraj 93.00
Tejasinha Sivalingam 12.00
Anonymous 186.00
Total 1,327.78

Nadesan Family Lord Muruga Shum Fund
Sadhunathan Nadesan 300.00

Tirunavukkarasu Nayanar Gurukulam
Hridaya Sivalingam 21.00
Anonymous 30.00
Total 51.00

Sri Subramuniya Kottam Fund
Muthukumar Jeyapalan 5,000.00

Kumbhalavalai Ganesha 
Temple Endowment
Mano Navaratnarajah 75.00

Hinduism Today Production Fund
Ambika Alagere 4.35
Kunal & Sanyogeeta Ghurbhurn 8.09
Brijianand Jugurnauth 10.36
Kulagan Moonesawmy 12.83
Subramaniam Pennathur 50.01
Nuckiren Pyeneeandee 32.84
Anonymous 63.00
Total 181.48

Hindu Orphanage Endowment Fund
Benevity 381.00
Tamnash J. Gupta 216.00
Roshan Harilela 375.00
Prasidha Mohandas 101.00
Natraj Narayanswami 50.00
Chamundi Sabanathan 78.75
Hitesvara Saravan 36.00
Hridaya Sivalingam 12.00
Matthew Wieczork 180.00
Anonymous 33.00
Total 1,462.75

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

Spiritual Park of Mauritius Endowment
Prashanth Srichandramohan 443.00

Positive Discipline Endowment
Fidelity Charitable 6,640.00

Alaveddy Pasupatheeswarar Temple Fund
The Blackbaud Giving Fund

YourCause 17.89
Rajeshwar & Anu Kumar 250.00
Madan Ganesh Velayudham 200.00
Anonymous 1.00
Total 468.89

Murugan Temple of North 
America Pillaiyar Shrine Fund
Pathmini Saravanapavan 150.00

Thank You Bodhinatha Fund
Sumathi Raja Chanda 450.00
Venkat & Hema Devraj 111.00
Michael Doyle 216.00
Panshula Ganeshan 50.00
Debashis Ghosh 300.00
Toshadeva Guhan 50.00
Eric Mackow 48.00
Vel Mahalingum 2.69
Whitney Merritt 108.00
Sadhunathan Nadesan 300.00
Mano Navaratnarajah 150.00
Cassan Pancham 1,500.00
Nuckiren Pyeneeandee 32.84
Kumar & Mala Ramalingam 22.00
Srikakshmi Rathakrishnan 51.00
Hitesvara Saravan 710.00
Nandi Devi Sivanathan 63.42
Ravi Thaker 44.00
Anba Dayananden Valayten 5.65
Anonymous 3,632.00
Total 7,846.61

Udayan Care Endowment Fund
Arnab Chatterjee 12.00
Hridaya Sivalingam 12.00
Anonymous 100.00
Total 124.00

Sri Chandra Madhab Debnath Endowment
Shyamal Chandra Debnath 150.00

Murugan Temple Yalpanam Festival Fund
Pathmini Saravanapavan 150.00

Manitha Neyam Trust Fund
Nutanaya Sivaceyon 10.00

Tiptur Shiva Temple & Youth Hostel Fund
Louis Parrott 5.00

Manjung Hindu Sabha Orphanage Fund
Nutanaya Sivaceyon 10.00
Rajiv Verma 150.00
Anonymous 100.00
Total 260.00

Hinduism Today Complimentary 
Subscription Fund
Rajagopal Krishnan 60.00
Visvas Patel 21.00
Total 81.00

Himalayan Academy 
Publications Endowment
Vel Mahalingum 12.83
Mano Navaratnarajah 225.00
Anonymous 54.00
Total 291.83

Kauai Aadheenam Yagam Fund
Surinder Kalra 108.00
Anonymous 33.00
Total 141.00

A P R I L T O  J U N E E N D O W M E N T  C O N T R I B U T I O N S
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73 

Gain a great
understanding
about where human-
kind is headed at this 
point in time, the rea-
son we  originally came 
to this plane of exis-
tence, why we have gone 

through all that we have gone through, 
where it will all lead and what is the pur-
pose of it all.

Lemurian Scrolls consists of akashic messages that 
were revealed mystically to the founder of Hinduism 
Today magazine, Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami 
(Gurudeva) in 1973. After decades of being kept pri-
vate, Gurudeva decided, one day, to release them to 
the world. If you know Gurudeva's other teachings, 
you know that you can expect sound, clear informa-
tion that will mean a great deal to you.

400 illustrated pages • hardback • color • US$35

             www.minimela.com/lemurian

Magnificent ocean bluff gated estate 
w/180º ocean view from every room

l 2,100 sq, ft. home, 2-bedroom, 2-bath,    
    large living room, 1.23 acre of land 
l perched on a hillside facing East for 
    picturesque sunrises l Anahola Kalalea   
    mountain range backdrop to the West 
l guest house rights and plans ready

Yelena Okhman Realtor®(S)• Remax Kauai
808-635-6552 •  yelenastars@gmail.com
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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
by Satguru
trations
satguru
rapport
endearing
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.)

Path
Veylanswami
way
contains
compacted,
beautifully
liberating
(Adults
of

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

5 rudraksha
beads grown at
Kauai’s Hindu
 Monastery and
blessed by the
swamis.

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

Study materials and guided studies:
bit.ly/ha-master-course

And much more at:
minimela.com
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easan.katir@gmail.com
1-530.320.3287 (USA)

easankatir.com

private wealth management
since 1983

 raivan’s major event of 2023 has been
 the Crystal Lingam installation ceremony,

held in March and May, which culminated a
year of myriad accomplishments. We are now
creating new infrastructure to allow for public
access through the Rudraksha Forest and the
magnificent San Marga path so future pilgrims 
can worship & meditate in this spiritual haven.

Donate at:
himalayanacademy.com/iraivan

Contact:
iraivan@hindu.org

Help Iraivan Temple
welcome its pilgrims soon

 raivan’s
 the Crystal

held in
I

Wishing
all our friends
a most blessed
and fulfilling

Ganesha
Chaturthi 2024
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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

 Homes  Condos  Land

Kauai
Investment Properties

Claire SUNITA Keaton

Brokerage Licence : RB 23899

RE Licence : RB 23898

808-639-9090
clairekeaton@yahoo.com

Real Estate Broker

kauaihomesearcher.com

KauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauaiKauai
 Condos

Real Estate Sales & Propery Management

 Homes  Condos  Land Land

808-639-9090
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SRI GAYATRI
Amma Sri Karunamayi unveils the profound essenceß

and sacred timeless wisdom of
Gayatri Mantra—syllable by syllable

“Gayatri Devi, Mother of the four Vedas, is universally
revered, She is self-luminous, seated on a lotus, radiating
purity, spiritual awakening and divine grace. She is the essence
of the Gayatri Mantra which is central to Sanatan Dharma
and embodies wisdom, purity, and spiritual enlightenment,
making it one of Hinduism’s most powerful mantras.”

 — Amma Sri Karunamayi

Explore our books, CDs, and more to enhance your spriritual journey
https://theammastore.org • ammastore@karunamayi.in

and

 Hindu
Global Charity

Food distribution in Pakistan • We are also planning
projects in Bangladesh, Kenya and hopefully soon in India.

A merican Hindu World Service (AHWS) is a
 501(c)(3) nonprofit dedicated to educating the

American public and the world about Hindu perspec-
tives on global health and international development.
It is now working in education, women's empower-
ment and maternal/child nutrition. It is active with
other religious communities 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
+1-443-761-9890 • ahwsngo@gmail.com
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"The statues we 
sell are more 
than just art; 
they're stories 

shaped by artists 
and enriched by 

history."

Kyle Tortora
Founder, Lotus Sculpture

10% OFF with code HINDU    |   (760)994-4455   |   info@lotussculpture.com 
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Read our updated LGBTQ policy brief.
myhaf.org/ht-lgbtq

Hindu American Foundation
hinduamerican.org

“The rich diversity of
Hinduism and Indian cultures
include diversity of sexuality

and gender expression.”

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
surtal2014@gmail.com
www.zarposhindia.com

WeWeWe offer offer offer group group group offer group offer offer offer group offer group offer group offer offer offer group offer  tours tours tours to to to visit visit visit temples temples temples in in in INDIA INDIA INDIA

surtal2014@gmail.com

Sacred Statues & Art
from India &

Tibet
Shrii Lalithaa Sahasranaama
Sthothram by Mrs. Rama Kalipatnapu Rao

English translation of one thousand
Sanskrit names of the Goddess and in-
terpretation of Hindu imagery and con-
cepts l Sanskrit pronunciation guide

Available on Amazon, at bookstores
$16.99/paperback l available in e-book

Shrii Shiva Sahasranaama
Sthothram by Mrs. Rama Kalipatnapu Rao

English translation of one thousand
Sanskrit names of Shiva and interpre-
tation of Hindu imagery and concepts
l Sanskrit pronunciation guide

Available on Amazon, at bookstores
$16.99/paperback l available in e-book
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DEVA vitamins are 100% vegan, 

organization that actually 
invented the word “vegan.”

...and many more!

Vegan Vitamins
& Supplements

No animal products or 
derivatives of any kind

DEVA vitamins are 100% vegan, 

organization that actually 
invented the word “vegan.”

...and many more!

Vegan Vitamins
& Supplements

No animal products or 
derivatives of any kind

DEVA vitamins are 100% vegan, 

organization that actually 
invented the word “vegan.”

...and many more!

Vegan Vitamins
& Supplements

No animal products or 
derivatives of any kind

DEVA vitamins are 100% vegan, 

organization that actually 
invented the word “vegan.”

...and many more!...and many more!...and many more!...and many more!

Vegan Vitamins
& Supplements

No animal products or 
derivatives of any kind

January-February-March 2024 issue
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Uma, (Story of
dreams)
Baby Uma
was born to
be a worker
elephant but
this is not the
life she wants.
Determined, she

dreams of another world where she can
make her own choices.

Tiru (Story of
friendship) Baby
Tiru has lost his
mother. Hungry
and afraid he
meets Thamby, a
vegetarian village
boy who shows
him that friend-
ship lasts forever. By Devi Param

Illustrated by Chandran Param
Order from Amazon.com

v
Eternal 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

thethe Divine Divine
Find
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80 www.vastu-design.com 1-641-472-2157

Comprehensive Vastu Design Theory 
and Application for Everyday Life

 http://www.vastu-design.com/vastu-architecture-book.php 

SACREDSACREDSACRED
DIALOGUEDIALOGUEDIALOGUE

ARTISTARTISTARTIST

Self Empowerment
 Your guide to

Book a session by email
Xylawaum@gmail.com
Studio Trust

CLASSIFIEDS

Freight Forwarder
Ship >45 kg or more
Anywhere from US
+1-888-247-7732
Sales2@air7seas.us
www.air7seas.com

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

Devotional Supplies

Free Products & Services

Home-Study Course in the Vedanta.
Contact Parashakti Vidya Gurukul,
PO Box 250, Spring Valley, NY 10977
parashaktividya@aol.com

Professional Products & Services

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

Publications

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

5

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

Discover Your True, Divine Nature:
Read Yogatma - the Spirit of Yoga.
Explore Yoga beyond asana and
pranayama • www.yogaatma.in

Sri Aurobindo books. Ayurveda. vReiki.

Babaji’sKriyaYoga 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.

+1-734-994-7114
srichinmoy.org
srichinmoybooks.com

lful
 form
 and

srichinmoybooks.com

lful

For All Your Spiritual Needs

Shop at the home of
Hinduism Today for
all your devotional
and spiritual supplies.
Books, including the
complete works of Satguru
Sivaya Subramuniyaswami,
incense, rare rudrakshas, malas
of all types, elegant statues,
children’s books and much more.

www.minimela.com

 rudrakshas, malas
 statues,

 much more.
www.minimela.com

 Spiritual Needs

 for

 supplies.
 the

 Satguru
 Subramuniyaswami,

 rudrakshas,

 Spiritual

 Satguru
 Subramuniyaswami,

 rudrakshas, malas
 statues,

 more.

Creation of a Great Yogi

The inspiring
true story of a teen
who courageously
meditated non
stop for 12 years
and became  the
great Shri Shiva-
balayogi Maharaj.
View on Amazon.
Free in the USA:
germaine108@yahoo.comgermaine108@yahoo.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

Fine Quality Neem Products
Specializing in fresh
neem leaf, neem
sticks, living neem
trees and other
Ayurvedic he rbs.
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

 manufacturer,

The Teachings of Sri Ramana
The best compre-
hensive and intro-
ductory book on
the teachings of the
great sage by Sri
Sadhu Om, one of
his direct disciples.
Available at Ama-
zon marketplaces
worldwide.
ramanahou.org
vimeo.com/ramanahou
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 iva Is,
Was and
Shall be.

 In thy sanctuary,
In thy cradle,
In solitude,

In gratitude,
I sit.

Thou
Drumest out

Cycles of evolution,
Of yugas gone,

Of yugas to come,

The Vastness
Of thy creation is

Thy ultimate mystery.

Thou art the Absolute,
The Silence
That reigns.

 From thy hand
Flows

Sanatana Dharma
The Eternal

Truth.

.

 iva Is,
Was and
S

 Siva is, was, shall be, by Dr. Arjunan Subramaniam.
Desa Parkcity, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia • 29th-30th June, 2020
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BACK COVER 8.125 WIDE 

His hands held worshipfully above his head, a yogi follows the Sivaneri, the 
path to Siva, stepping in the footsteps of the illumined ones who have gone 
before. His goal is the Light and Love of God Siva, standing at the end of the 
path in the form of a Mukhalinga. On the left is the beautiful natural world, 
with its organic forces, time, space, gravity and life-giving energies. On the 
right is the world of man, family life, culture, villages and survival strategies 
that perpetuate humanity, of which most are not consciously on the spiritual 
path but marching through their worldly karmas. The world has lost its allure 
to the yogi whose yoga is focused, consciously remaining undistracted by 
either world as he moves toward God with devotion and determination. 

From Patanjali’s 
Yoga Sutras: 
walking the 
known path

Canada . . . . . . CAD 10
India . . . . . . INR 225
Malaysia. . . . . MYR 14
Mauritius . . MRU 115
Singapore. . . . SGD 10
UK . . . . . . . . GBP 5
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