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COVER: Sadhus of the Alakh Darbar Parampara roam from camp to camp begging for food and donations for the poor; the new 
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The above satellite image shows the entire Kumbh 
Mela area (outlined in red)

One hundred million people–30 million on February 10, 
2013 alone—participated in this year’s Kumbh Mela 
at Prayag in India. For their story, turn to page 18

The Kumbh Mela: 
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1. Historic Fort

2. Main Saints’ Area

3. Main Pilgrim Camp Area

4. Bathing Ghats

5. Bathing Ghats

6. Main Bathing Ghat
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m a r r i a g e

Hindu Weddings in Hawaii?Hindu Weddings in Hawaii?
 A An unusual business has 

taken hold right in Hindu-
ism Today’s back yard, Hawaii. 
So many Hindu weddings are 
being held in the state that Ho-
nolulu’s main newspaper, the 
Star-Advertiser, printed two 
feature stories on the phenom-
enon in February, 2013. 

Not that many have taken 
place yet—just a few a month—
but their scale has attracted 
attention in the hotel industry. 

Instead of the average of 30 
guests costing tens of thou-
sands of dollars for a “destina-
tion wedding”—meaning the 
couple came to Hawaii just 
to get married and don’t live 
here—Hindu weddings can 
have up to 500 guests and 
cost hundreds of thousands 
of dollars. Even couples from 
India are getting married here, 
despite the absence of rentable 
elephants to join the procession. 

w o r l d

Tamil TrailblazersTamil Trailblazers
 J Japanese scholar hiroshi ya-

mashita recently stated in a 
News East-West interview that 
his studies have found Tamil 
Hindus, in particular, to have 
played a major role in the global 
spread of Hinduism. It seems 
that Tamils, fi nding themselves 
in a new country, have adapted 
well to their new home, while 
still maintaining much of their 
own culture and religious 
practices. 

One key factor, he points out, 
is that the Tamils are responsible 
for the global presence of Hindu 
priests, having brought them 
from Sri Lanka and India to serve 
in Hindu temples around the 

world. 
Professor Yamashita is a lead-

ing scholar of Indian civiliza-
tion and culture and the Hindu 
religion throughout the world. 
Fluent in Tamil and Sanskrit, he 
has an MA in Indian philosophy 
and a PhD in both Hinduism and 
Tamil literature. 

Asked by Toronto-based News 
East-West about his interest in 
the global Hindu diaspora, Ya-
mashita replied, “I am a student 
of the growth of Indian civiliza-
tion from ancient times to today. 
Since Hinduism has grown so 
much overseas in recent decades, 
I am fascinated by its story. As 
I am a scholar of Tamil culture, 

my thrust is also on the Tamil 
diaspora, particularly from Sri 
Lanka. In order to study the 
Tamils overseas, I have been to 
Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia, 
Cambodia, Vietnam, Germany 
and now Canada. I realized the 
importance of Sri Lankan and 

Indian Tamils in globalizing 
Hinduism. They have spread out 
into many countries in recent 
decades, thus taking Hinduism 
with them in a big way. In fact, 
they have played a much bigger 
role than other Hindu groups in 
globalizing Hinduism.”

l a s t  r i t e s

America Opts for CremationAmerica Opts for Cremation
 A According to a survey con-

ducted by the Funeral and 
Memorial Information Council 
in 2010, cremation in the United 
States has increased by over 50 
percent in the last 20 years. The 
choice of cremation over burial 
rose from just 15% in 1985 to 
41% today. This increase is due 
in part to the signifi cantly lower 
price of cremation over burial. 
One family told The New York 
Times that by opting for crema-
tion, their expenditure dropped 
from between $10,000 and 

$16,000 to just $1,600. 
One possible factor in this 

change was explained by Ste-
phen Prothero, professor of 
religion at Boston University 
and author of Purifi ed by Fire: A 
History of Cremation in America. 
He told the Times, “America is 
becoming ‘Hinduized’ in this 
way. We’re increasingly seeing 
the human as essentially spiri-
tual and gradually giving up on 
the Judeo-Christian idea of the 
person in the afterlife [which 
links the soul with the body].”

b a n g l a d e s h

Homes, Temples AttackedHomes, Temples Attacked
 O On february 21, 2013, the 

Ban gla desh government 
sentenced Delwar Hossain 
Sayedee, vice-president of the 
Islamic Party, to death for war 
crimes committed in the 1971 
independence confl ict. Sayedee 
and other Islamic Party lead-
ers have been charged for the 
party’s assistance to Pakistani 
forces during the war, which 
resulted in the deaths of over 
three million people. After the 
ruling, violence erupted against 
the country’s government and its 
Hindu minority, and still contin-
ues well into April. The Islamic 
Party considers Hindus direct 
supporters of the government 
ruling. This has resulted in the 
destruction of Hindu temples, 
shops and homes, as well as the 
deaths of civilians and police. 

The unbridled violence 
against the nation’s Hindus has 
drawn international attention. 
Amnesty International’s Ban-
gladesh Researcher, Abbas Faiz, 
stated, “The Hindu community 

in Bangladesh is at extreme 
risk. At such a tense time in the 
country, it is shocking that they 
appear to be targeted simply for 
their religion. The authorities 
must ensure that they receive 
the protection they need.” One 
anonymous survivor told Am-
nesty International that his 
family’s village was set on fi re by 
people taking part in an Islamic 
Party strike. “They moved into 
our properties and set fi re to 30 
of our houses. Seventy-six fami-
lies were living in these homes. 
They also set fi re to our temples, 
all of which have now vanished.” 

After gaining independence 
from Pakistan, Bangladesh was 
founded as a secular republic in 
1972, but the country’s founding 
leader, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, 
was soon assassinated in a 1975 
military coup. The new military 
rulers began amending the con-
stitution, making Islam the state 
religion and legalizing religious-
based political parties. In 2009 
the country’s current secular 

government came into power, 
led by Sheikh Mujib’s daugh-
ter, the current Prime Minister, 
Sheikh Hasina. Over the last 
few years the government has 
worked to break down many of 
the previous regime’s religiously 
biased policies, thus fomenting 
resentment throughout much of 
the Islamic Party.

Current attempts to make 
party leaders answer for their 
past crimes have been supported 

by many throughout the country. 
But the Islamic Party claims the 
government is using the war 
crimes tribunal to decimate 
their leadership and cripple their 
infl uence. Party leader Rafi qul 
Haq threatened, “Our backs have 
been pushed to the wall. If we 
can’t stop the fascist government 
from holding the trials, all our 
main leaders will be hanged. We 
will die rather than let the gov-
ernment kill our leaders.” 

f e s t i v a l s

Odisha’s Festival of PenanceOdisha’s Festival of Penance
Each year, beginning in 

mid-March and lasting up to 
21 days, the Danda Nata (“pen-
ance dance”) in worship of Lord 
Siva is observed by thousands 
of devotees throughout the 
Ganjam region of Odisha (for-
merly called Orissa). The festival 
includes one of the most ancient 
folk dances in this state, known 
for its wealth of unique art, 
songs and dances. Though some 
of these cultural forms are los-
ing popularity in modern times, 
the Danda Nata is still practiced 
with enthusiasm and vigor as a 
ceremony welcoming the spring 
season and commencing the 
year’s agricultural activities.

The festival itself is an act of 
penance to Lord Siva. It is a 
strong statement of self-control 
and self-denial during which 
devotees pray for blessings. The 
participants—all males—are 
known as Bhoktas. These men 

fast in preparation and take 13 
vows which last for the 21 days, 
including strict vegetarianism 
and bramacharya. The lead 
Bhokta of each group lives on 
fruit juice, while others eat one 
simple meal a day, often plain 
rice cooked by themselves. They 
are required to eat in natural 
surroundings, away from hu-
man activity. If they hear even 
a single human voice, they 
are expected to end their eat-
ing for the day. Because of this, 
many will drown out sounds 
by beating drums continu-
ally through their meal.

The festival’s activities are in 
three main phases. They include 
the Dhuli Danda (earth penance), 
the Pani Danda (water pen-
ance) and the Danda Nata itself, 
comprising theatrical, dance and 
musical performances. 

Throughout the fi rst half of 
each day, as the hot sun heats 

the earth, participants perform 
exhausting dance and aerobic 
exercises, mostly representing 
farming activities—ploughing, 
cultivation and harvesting. The 
participants travel in a proces-
sion, along with musicians, to 
various villages and stop in front 
of homes and crowds. 

By the afternoon they begin 

the Pani Danda, trekking to 
nearby bodies of water to 
perform aquatic feats, forming 
human pyramids and swim-
ming to the rhythms of music 
played from the shore. In the 
evening the participants be-
gin the traditional, all-night 
Danda Nata, dancing and singing 
simultaneously. 

Researching the Tamil diaspora: Professor Hiroshi Yamashita 
and his wife (center) visit Richmond Hill Ganesha Temple in 
Toronto. Temple priest Sivasri Ketheeswara Kurukkal, at right, is 
from Sri Lanka, as are most of the temple’s other six priests.

Aloha wedding: Hindu wedding taking place in Hawaii

Mounting tension: Activists run while policemen fi re tear gas 
shells during a protest rally in Dhaka on March 2, 2013

Seeking Siva’s grace: In this penance, participants perform 
aerobic feats on the scorching earth, here they lay on thorns with a 
heavy board laying across them 

On the rise: The Cremation Association predicts that more than 50 
percent of deaths will be memorialized with cremations by 2017
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THE INTERNATIONAL POLICY
Digest gave a troubling report 
in January, 2013, that more 
than 350 Hindu temples were 
destroyed during Sri Lanka’s 
civil war; most were in ar-
eas with a Tamil majority. In 
some cases, Buddhist shrines 
have been built on the sites.

ACCORDING TO A RECENT SURVEY 
by Gallup, the United States is 
still the most popular global 
destination for emigrating 
peoples. In India, over 10 mil-
lion people would like to acquire 
permanent residency in the 
States, placing it 3rd behind 
China’s 22 million and Nigeria’s 
15 million. Gallup stated that 
the reason so many people are 

wishing to leave their land of 
origin for the US is the simple 
search for opportunity, whether 
in starting a new business, ex-
pressing one’s views without 
fear or living where they can 
better provide for their children.

MANY HINDUS IN THE UK ARE 
concerned about mislabeled 
meat products. In one report, a 
third of Scottish Indian restau-
rants were found to be serving 
beef, which is cheaper, instead 
of lamb in their dishes. This has 
been an upsetting deception 
for nonvegetarian Hindus who 
avoid beef. Anil Bhanot, manag-
ing director of Hindu Council 
UK told India Today, “Our 
estimates are that two-thirds 

of Hindus based in the UK are 
meat eaters, and it is impor-
tant they know what is being 
served to them.” Hindu groups 
have called on the government 
to enforce stricter source dis-
closure regulations for meat.

HINDU TEMPLES THROUGHOUT
Malaysia are facing priest 
shortages. The country’s im-
migration department is only 
granting visas for one or two 
priests per temple from India. 
This has created many cases 
where 5,000 or 10,000 devo-
tees have only one priest.

THE CENTER FOR JAIN STUDIES AT 
Claremont Lincoln University 
in California has initiated a 
program which sends fi fty K-12 
teachers to receive an in-depth 
summer education in nonvio-

lence through their interaction 
with people who live nonviolent 
lives. These include teachers, 
business people, medical prac-
titioners, community leaders, 
students and more. As part of 
their education, the teachers 
explore meditation and con-
templative spiritual practices.

u s a

White House Yoga GardenWhite House Yoga Garden
This year, president barack 

Obama and First Lady Mi-
chelle Obama have once again 
included a Yoga Garden as part 
of the White House “Easter Egg 
Roll,” an annual event which 
hosts 30,000 participants. The 
Yoga Garden, blooming since 
2009, invites professional in-
structors from around the coun-
try to teach yoga to children and 
adults in attendance. Michelle 
Obama—a yoga practitioner 
herself—began the event, stat-
ing, “Let’s roll some eggs and do 
some yoga!” 

Yoga instructor Leah Cullis 
has been conducting the Yoga 

Garden each year. She told the 
Times of India, “The mission of 
the event is to share ways where 
families and children can use 
simple tools for an active lifestyle, 
tools that require no props and 
no money, so that they can go 
home and do it themselves.”

This year’s theme was “Be 
Healthy, Be Active, Be You!” Ac-
tivities were aligned with Mi-
chelle’s Let’s Move initiative, a na-
tional effort to combat childhood 
obesity. Children also had classes 
about nutrition and seasonal 
eating, including choosing fresh 
produce in a farmer’s market.

The instructors received a 

special visit from Michelle to-
wards the end of the day. When 
leaving the Yoga Garden, she put 

her palms together, bowed her 
head, and acknowledged every-
one with “Namaste.”

Global Dharma 
news provided by

HINDU PRESS
 INTERNATIONAL

Subscribe to a free daily 
news summary about 

Hinduism worldwide at
hinduismtoday.com/hpi

h i s t o r y

India-Australia DNA LinkIndia-Australia DNA Link
A A recent aboriginal gene-

alogy study, published in 
the Proceedings of the National 
Academy of Sciences, states that 
Australia likely experienced a 
wave of migration from India 
4,000 years ago. By tracking 
genetic markers within DNA, 
researchers found a substantial 
amount of genetic associations 

between Indians and native 
Australians. In looking at fossils 
and archaeological discoveries 
dating to this period, researchers 
deduced that changes in tech-
nology and the introduction of 
new animals may be attributed 
to this group of Indians. Profes-
sor Stoneking, one of the authors 
of the study, concluded from 

their fi ndings, “It is strongly 
suggestive that microlith tools, 

dingos and the movement of 
people were all connected.” 
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HINDUISM TODAY was 
founded on January 5, 
1979, by Satguru Sivaya 
Subramuniyaswami 
(1927–2001 ) .  It  is  a 
nonprofit educational 
activity of Himalayan 
Academy, with the fol-
lowing purposes: 1. To 
foster Hindu solidar-
ity as a unity in diver-
sity among all sects 

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

IN MY OPINION

God’s the Answer
Our Hindu concept of the devotee’s evolving 
search for Truth is the key to world harmony

B Y  N I T H I N  S R I D H A R

 T he basic philosophy 
of nearly every reli-
gion relies on accept-
ing the existence of 

God; that of atheism relies 
on rejecting such existence. 
There have been lengthy 
debates regarding whether 
God exists, and if so, what 
constitutes God. Is God one 
or many, God or god? 

In contrast, the Hindu 
religion includes many such 
belief systems. At one extreme, Hindu 
monotheists claim one absolute God, sepa-
rate from the world; at the other extreme, 
Hindu polytheists accept a multiplicity of 
Gods, Goddesses and demigods. There are 
also Hindu monists, who claim the pres-
ence of “Only God,” denying any separation 
between world and God. Hinduism has 
always accommodated all of these appar-
ently divergent viewpoints as part of a 
coherent and all-embracing philosophy of 
life. This inclusiveness is possible because 
there is an inherent awareness in our reli-
gion that every person is ultimately on the 
same path, seeking the same goal. In the 
words of Vivekananda, “Man is not traveling 
from error to truth, but climbing up from 
truth to truth, from truth that is lower to 
truth that is higher.” This simple truth fi nds 
its greatest expression in our understanding 
of the Deity and our worship.

Our concept of Deity is a unique contribu-
tion from Hinduism to the whole world, not 
only in terms of theological and spiritual 
value but also in the promotion of world 
harmony. In simple words, any person can 
connect with God in whatever way he is 
inclined to. This worldview completely 
removes any basis for religious intolerance. 

The power from the Deity is completely 
dependent upon the devotee’s sincerity and 
individual worship. Any two people might 
approach the Deity in very different ways. 
Some may feel the Deity to be Nirguna-
Nirakara Brahman, formless and absolute. 
For others, the Deity may be a manifestation 

of this formless God. For some, 
the Deity is only one aspect of 
the Absolute, such as Vishnu, 
the Preserver. Some may wor-
ship the forces of nature, such 
as Agni or Vayu, while others 
worship the Atman. 

A Deity can be God, or one 
of the Gods—or both, or nei-
ther—depending upon what 
the devotee seeks. The Deity-
devotee relationship is an inti-
mate connection dependent on 

spiritual clarity and mental earnestness. The 
more love a devotee has, the closer he is to 
the Deity and the clearer his understanding 
of the universe. The devotee perceives the 
Deity according to his limited perspective 
and inclinations and projects this limited 
perception on the limitless God. Thus God 
projects back to the devotee a limited and 
relatable form. As a devotee gets closer to 
the Deity, his mind becomes purer and his 
perception less limited.

Sandhya Vandana, Sun worship, illustrates 
this concept. At fi rst glance it appears to be a 
simple prayer to the Sun who gives warmth 
and light to Earth, a show of gratitude 
towards nature. At a deeper level it can be 
understood as worship of the entire cosmos, 
which at every moment is changing, evolv-
ing and dissolving. Deeper still, it is a prayer 
to all of existence, the source and energy 
that manifests the whole. Ultimately it is 
worship of the Inner Self, the essential core, 
present within the smallest particle and 
within the greatest galaxy. 

As a devotee proceeds from his limited 
understanding of God into a direct experi-
ence of limitless Truth, he gains insight into 
a God who is formless and yet who mani-
fests in an infi nite number of forms. This 
insight into the nature of cosmic truth and 
its infi nite expressions is the very founda-
tion of the all-embracing and tolerant way of 
life that Hindu Dharma propounds. 
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Quite a stretch: Led by professional instructors, children and 
adults spend the day doing yoga on the White House lawn 
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dingo was more closely related to domestic dogs than wolves 



An analogy to friends is helpful. Teenagers have many friends, but 
it is common to have one best friend with whom we share the most 
intimate and personal details of our life. Having an Ishta Devata is 
like that, and the feeling we should have toward that Divinity is the 
same as the feeling we have for our best friend. Holding a singular 
focus helps us to draw closer and closer to that Deity.

Another approach to understanding the Deity’s compassionate 
nature, and in the process ridding ourself of any lingering fear, is to 

think of the God or Goddess as the parent and ourself as 
the child. In fact, the Deity is the perfect parent, because 
no matter what we do, He/She always sends us blessings 
and love. When we make mistakes, He never becomes 
angry or punishes us. The Deity’s love is perfect love, 
existing at all times, in all circumstances for all souls. In 
developing a closeness with the Deity, we eventually 
discover and bask in that perfect love. The Tirumantiram 
affi rms this idea: “The ignorant foolishly say that love 
and Siva are two, but none of them knows that love alone 
is Siva. When men know that love and Siva are the same, 
love as Siva they ever remain.”

In giving talks on the topic of love of God, I often share 
the similarity of the Vaishnava and Saiva concepts. In the 
Chaitanya school of Vaishnavism, for example, bhakti is 
seen as progressing through fi ve stages: neutrality toward 
God, servitude to God, friendship with God, parental 
feelings for God, and relating to God as a lover to the be-
loved. Saivism expresses a parallel concept. The fi rst stage 
is called the dasa marga, “path of servitude,” with the 
soul relating to God as servant to master. In the second 
stage, satputra marga, our relationship is as a child to 
his parents. In the third stage, sakha marga, God is like a 
friend. In the fourth stage of maturity, called san marga, 
or “true path,” God is our dearest beloved. Both denomi-
nations emphasize the soul’s coming ever closer to God, 
in stages that begin with bhakti yoga, which leads the 
devotee to an intense love of God. Some common bhakti 
practices are: 
v shravana: Listening to sacred 

texts and stories of God.
v kirtana: Singing devotional hymns and bhajans.
v smarana: Remembering the presence and name of 

the Divine. This includes mantra repetition.
v pada-sevana: Service to the holy feet, 

which includes serving humanity.
v archana: Attending ritual worship in 

the temple and attending or conducting 
worship in one’s home shrine. 

v vandana: Prostrating to the Deity.
v atma-nivedana: Complete self-surrender.

Bhakti yoga develops qualities that make communion 
possible, such as love, selfl essness and purity, leading to 
self-effacement and surrender to God. It is in this idea of 
the need for surrender, prapatti, that the members of all 
sects merge in oneness. We know that we have attained 
prapatti when we effortless know that everything that 
happens is due to the grace of God and not our own ac-
tions. There is no trace of fear in this mode of worship. 

In a letter he wrote to a young man, our paramaguru, Yogaswami 
(1872–1964), explained the unitive perspective to be held not only 
toward God, but toward everything. 

“I am with you and you are with me. There is no distance between 
us. I am you. You are I. What is there to fear? Look! I exist as you. 
Then what must you do? You must love. Whom? Everyone. To speak 
more clearly, your very nature is love. Not only you, but all are per-
vaded by love. But there is no ‘all,’ for you alone exist. All are you!”

PUBLISHER’S DESK

God of Fear/God of Love
Love is the basis of worship in all Hindu denominations, 
expressed through bhakti yoga toward one’s chosen Deity 

B Y  S A T G U R U  B O D H I N A T H A  V E Y L A N S WA M I

 On a recent teaching journey i met 
Ravindran, who was raised in India 
but had lived in the West for many 
years. He was openly grappling with 

lingering questions about beliefs he learned 
while growing up. He shared that Hindus in his 
region feared that if they didn’t regularly and 
properly propitiate the Deities of their village, 
the Gods and Goddesses would be upset, and 
this would cause negative events in their life. 
Thus, they were kept busy appeasing a multi-
plicity of Deities that had been worshiped for 
generations. The premise of this type of wor-
ship is fear, specifi cally that if we lapse in our 
ritual obligations we will be punished, or we 
will suffer, in some way.

I assured Ravindran that the great Gods of 
Hinduism do not live in a consciousness of 
wrath, hurtfulness, judgment, retaliation or pettiness. They are 
beings of love and light, showering their blessings on each of us, 
regardless of our failings, frailties and omissions. With this belief 
as its cornerstone, Hinduism is a joy-based religion in which one 
never need fear God, never worry that God will be offended or 
exact some punishment if we do not perfectly perform our puja. 
Worship in its highest sense is an outpouring of love. God is love 
and nothing but love.

My Gurudeva, Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, affi rmed: “Hinduism is 
such a joyous religion, freed of all the mental encumbrances that are 
prevalent in the various Western faiths. It is freed of the notion of a 
vengeful God. It is freed of the notion of eternal suffering. It is freed 
from the notion of original sin. It is freed from the notion of a single 
spiritual path, a One Way.”

Ravindran told me more about his village’s belief. When negative 
events occurred, such as a death of a child, a fl ood or a sudden illness, 
the elders looked for lapses in the mandatory rites, believing that the 
Deities must be penalizing them for neglecting some aspect of the 
worship. He hoped that a better understanding of the nature of the 
Gods would help overcome such superstition.

Hindu philosophy teaches that all events in our life, be they posi-
tive or negative, are the result of actions we performed in past lives. 
A distressing situation is a self-created misfortune, not a punish-
ment from God. Life itself, taking place within the realm of duality, 
is a playground of natural forces, a classroom for embodied souls to 
experience joy and sorrow, elation and depression, success and fail-
ure, health and sickness, good times and bad. The divine beings who 
reside in the deeper realms of consciousness are always there to as-
sist embodied souls in their journey through samsara. Puja rituals are 
performed not to propitiate them or mollify their wrath, but to adore 
them and invoke their blessings and guidance.

Ritual appeasement does have a scrip-
tural purpose, to protect against the 
negative energies and efforts of astral 
entities who actually do seek to upset 
the lives of embodied souls. Gurudeva 
taught that the best way to guard 
against such malevolent beings is to 
build a positive spiritual force fi eld by 
invoking the protection of higher and 
more powerful benevolent beings—the 
Gods of Hinduism. Astral entities are 
powerless where there is harmony, 
cleanliness and close communion with 
the Gods and their devas.

On that same journey a teenage boy, 
leaning forward in earnest, asked, “Do 
I have to worship all the Deities in the 
temple, or can I focus on just Lord Ga-

nesha? I am fi nding that by keeping a singular focus 
I am getting much closer to Him. I’m beginning to 
form a connection that I’ve never had with any of the 
other Deities.” 

I replied in the affi rmative, that it is fi ne to focus on 
just one Deity. In fact, this is the pattern followed by 
most Hindus. However, it is only fi tting to honor and 
acknowledge all the Divinities when in the temple. I 
shared, “When attending puja to another Deity, wor-
ship sincerely and show deep respect; but you need not 
strive to feel as close to that Deity as you do to Lord 
Ganesha.”

In Sanskrit, the Deity of one’s most pious attention 
is called Ishta Devata, literally, “cherished or chosen 
Deity.” Vaishnavas may choose among many Divine 
forms: Vishnu, Balaji, Krishna, Radha, Rama, Lakshmi, 
Hanuman and Narasimha, as well as the Shaligrama (a 
black-colored fossil found in the sacred river Gandaki). 
Smartas traditionally choose their Ishta from among six 
Deities: Siva, Shakti, Vishnu, Surya, Ganesha and Ku-
mara (or any of their traditional forms). Shaktas, who 
worship the Divine as the Goddess Shakti, may focus 
on one among Her many forms, from the furious Kali to 
the benign and graceful Parvati or Ambika. Saivites direct their wor-
ship primarily to Siva, as represented by the Sivalinga, Nataraja and 
Ardhanarishvara. Many Saivites choose Lord Karttikeya, also known 
as Murugan or Skanda, as their Ishta Devata. My Gurudeva, a staunch 
Saivite, taught us to worship Siva as the Supreme God while starting 
with the worship of Lord Ganesha, who is “the closest God to the ma-
terial plane of consciousness, most easily contacted and most able to 
assist us in our day-to-day life and concerns.” 
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Worship based on love: Two devotees, husband 
and wife, prostrate before Lord Siva in total 
surrender, or prapatti. Their love of God brings 
them into a profound proximity to the Divine.
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rather than walk away and leave them with 
misconceptions about Hinduism, Hindus in 
general or BAPS in particular. 

Strengthened by their guru’s words and 
their dedication to make his vision a real-
ity, the sishyas made progress on the other 
buildings while continuing to pursue the 
height variance for the mandir. Swami shri 
followed their progress closely from In-
dia, having the transcripts of every hearing 
translated into Gujarati and read to him.

The sishyas realized the importance of 
staying and explaining who they were to 
their neighbors and friends, Virat swarup 
Swami relates. ”Volunteers ventured out 
to city and community events, speaking to 
people in person and on the tele-
phone. They held 13 open houses 
over the years in which people 
from the community were invited 
to the campus to mix and have 
lunch. These gatherings proved 
instrumental to our success. 

“As we built these facilities,” 
Swami adds, “we learned how 
to better communicate with the 
community, share our experi-
ences, share who we are, how we 
are part of this community in 
Chino Hills—that it’s the place 
we call home, too. We presented 
to the community what the tem-
ple is, what exactly we were ask-
ing for, what we do here. The sup-
port was just tremendous.” 

In 2011, at the hearing about 
the height variance application, devotees 
were overwhelmed by the turnout of resi-
dents of all backgrounds from around the 
city. “They were all there in support of what 
we were doing, and I think the council saw 
that clearly,” Swami recalls.

During the hearing process, two children 
from the congregation wrote a letter to the 
city council and planning commission ex-
pressing why the mandir was so important to 
them. Ronak Patel, a lawyer who helped co-
ordinate many aspects of the project, shares 

one of their stories: “A twelve-year-old boy 
had learned in school about the detrimen-
tal health effects of tobacco. He had always 
wished his father would overcome his addic-
tion to tobacco. In the letter he explains what 
this mandir has taught him, what Hinduism 
has taught him, what Swamishri’s message 
of non-addiction and devotion to God has 
taught him, and how that can impact his 
life. He concluded that the mandir would 
have a very benefi cial impact on families and 
related that while volunteering during the 
construction of the temple he was able to 
take the message he heard and convince his 
father to stop his addiction to tobacco.”

Bharatsinh Zala, a senior devotee, adds, 

“One of the commissioners mentioned dur-
ing the hearing how inspiring this letter was, 
that it brought tears to his eyes. A city coun-
cil member made a similar comment.”

Strong support also came from Leon-
ard Scarcella, mayor of Stafford, Texas, the 
Houston suburb where BAPS opened its 
fi rst traditional stone mandir in the US in 
2004. He told Hinduism Today, “What 
I’ve personally observed for well over a de-
cade now has been the tremendous devotion 
that these people have to their families, the 

community, their temple and their religious 
beliefs.” Responding to a request from one of 
his constituents, he wrote to the Chino Hills 
city council encouraging them to allow the 

height variance. 
The mayor of Chino Hills 

phoned Scarcella to learn more 
about the effects the Stafford 
temple had on that community. 
Scarcella recalls, “I explained the 
situation related to the traffi c, the 
building, but most importantly 
the perception that I’ve carried 
with me about the culture of the 
Hindu people and their strong 
beliefs, their strong commitment 
and their extremely strong desire 
to be productive citizens of the 
city and the community, always 
trying to move the city and the 
public towards its goal. I told him 
of our experience here and how 
positive a factor the Hindus had 
been, and that he should not sell 

short the tremendous asset that the Hindu 
people could be in his city.” 

Despite the delays and the city council’s 
stance on the height variance, Pramukh 
Swami Maharaj advised his devotees to move 
forward confi dently and build the sandstone 
mandir. Ultimately, the request was granted, 
and the structure was completed in 2012. Vi-
ratswarup Swami refl ects, “I grew up in this 
country. You learn a lot and read a lot about 
concepts of equality and freedom. I think 
this temple is a monument to those concepts 

 H
is divine holiness pramukh 
swa  mi Maharaj, fifth spiri-
tual successor of Bhagwan 
Swaminarayan and present 

leader of Bochasanwasi Akshar Purushot-
tam Swaminarayan Sanstha (BAPS), visited 
the Golden State for the fi rst time in 1977. He 
attended satsangs of his San Francisco devo-
tees and encouraged a small group in Los 
Angeles to hold regular satsang as well. He 
and the senior sadhus of his monastic order 
returned nearly every year, nurturing and in-
spiring devotees throughout California and 
the Western US. In 1984 Swamishri, as he 
is affectionately called, inaugurated a small 
center in Whittier.

Fast forward to 1996: Leaders of the South-
ern California group made a proposal to build 
a larger facility, including a traditional stone 
mandir, to fulfill a vision that Swamishri 
had shared with them almost two decades 
earlier and to accommodate their growing 
congregation. With his blessings, they began 
searching for land. At Swamishri’s next visit, 

in 2000, they enlisted his vision and wealth 
of experience building mandirs, asking for 
guidance regarding the half dozen parcels 
they were considering. He guided them to 
select a plot right next to Highway 71 in the 
city of Chino Hills. With this thrust from 
their guru, the group successfully acquired 
the land and obtained all the necessary per-
mits, studies and approvals to build the man-
dir and ten other buildings—a process that 
proved much more arduous and lengthy than 
they had anticipated.

Vertically Challenged
After several years of working toward ap-
proval, the temple’s development team ran 
into a major snag. Pujya Virat swarup Swami, 
a monk involved in the planning, explains 
that the shikharas (towers) for a temple 
of this size should rise to 78 feet. The local 
zoning allowed a religious facility, but there 
was a height restriction of 42 feet. “We had 
thought there was a variance for architec-
tural features, but we were mistaken. That 

applied to other zones—not this one.”
Asked again for guidance, Swamishri in-

structed them to make their application 
anyway and request a variance. The city of-
fi cials and staff had been helpful throughout 
the planning stages, and in 2004 the plan-
ning commission recommended that the city 
council adopt the variance. But then opposi-
tion arose. Virat swarup Swami laments, “I 
think there was a misunderstanding. They 
may have envisioned 78-foot blocks of stone 
rising all over the place. As you can see, this 
one spire, one fl agpole, one tip is 78 feet; ev-
erything else is well below that.” 

The city council decided to allow BAPS 
to build the ten buildings surrounding the 
mandir but refused to change the height 
restriction. 

Discouraged, the group asked Swamishri 
if they should move on and try to fi nd a less 
restrictive place to build. He kept a positive 
attitude and encouraged them to press on in 
Chino Hills. He explained it would be bet-
ter to continue, to connect with the people, 
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Done deed: (clockwise from far left) Some 
of the thousands of devotees attending 
the temple’s inaugural ceremonies line 
up for darshan following the murti 
pratishtha; the base isolators that protect 
the temple from the shaking ground 
below; solar panels over the main parking 
area provide shade as a bonus; Pramukh 
Swami Maharaj (center) with devotees 
in Southern California in the 1970s

T E M P L E S

Modern technology, community outreach and volunteerism turned the dream 
of building a traditional Swaminarayan mandir in Los Angeles into a reality
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all 11 buildings,” he continued. In India, BAPS 
does use solar for incidental electricity needs 
at many of its facilities. But this project has 
prompted them to evaluate opportunities 
for solar self-suffi ciency at their other North 
American mandirs.

Local electricity production is not the only 
green principle being applied. A giant sky-
light provides natural lighting for the haveli 
(gathering hall), and Solatubes channel natu-
ral light into the rooms of many of the other 
buildings. The mandir itself is lit solely by 
low-consumption LEDs. The entire campus 
sets an example for ecological responsibility, 
demonstrating how to plan for future energy 
independence and long-term cost savings. 
Ronak comments, “Initially, there may be 
additional costs necessary to install the solar 
facilities, but the benefi t to the environment, 
which is of utmost importance, is signifi cant.”

Sweat Equity
The community attending this center for 
weekly worship is relatively small, just 200-
250 families. Those families were the major 
source of funds to build the facility, with 
some support from devotees at smaller tem-
ples throughout California and the Western  
US who plan to come once or twice a year 

for major events. For such a 
small group of donors to suc-
cessfully complete a project 

of this magnitude required sacrifi ce. Ronak 
remarks, “When you see people not buying a 
new car, not buying furniture for their home, 
kids not going out to eat, not going to a movie, 
not buying new clothes, when their parents 
invite them shopping and they say no, they 
want to give the money to the temple, that is 
inspiring.”

The financial contributions were signifi-
cantly supplemented by volunteer labor from 
devotees of all ages. Jagdish Patel, for exam-
ple, came daily after work, often working 
until the middle of the night. Youth helped 
after school and on weekends in every way 
they could, be it cleaning up the abundant 
marble dust from the carving work or set-
ting pavers. “They would do it with such en-
thusiasm and joy, really putting their hearts 
into it,” noted Bharatsinh.

Children were as generous with their 
money as with their time. “Ghanshyam 
Maharaj is the balswarup (childhood form) 
of Bhagwan Swaminarayan,” explained Vi-
ratswarup Swami. (An image of Him takes a 
prominent place in the mandir.) “The youth 
wanted to sponser the murti, so they saved 
money by not buying new video games; they 
took summer jobs and cut their personal ex-
penses.” This has built an ownership of the 

temple in the young people, and a pride that 
they can say they were responsible for this 
image of God to which they most closely 
relate.

Swami relates a story that expresses how 
the volunteers have impacted the com-
munity around them. Swami relates, “Dur-
ing our open houses, we met a kind couple 
named Martha and Carlos. When we fi rst 
met Carlos, he had just a general understand-
ing of Hinduism and wanted to learn more. 
He began reading a few books here about 
Hinduism, learning about the faith a little at 
a time. As the process with the city council 
moved forward, we occasionally spoke with 
him, and he gave us some tips and offered to 
help us with whatever we needed. He was a 
strong supporter. But at the end of the pro-
cess he said something incredible, and I think 
this represents the story of the mandir. He 
said, ‘My faith is that I’m an atheist. That’s 
what I believe in. But when I see your volun-
teers, I see God in them.’”  ∏π

and to the fact that in America a minority religious group can come to 
a community and fi nd not just acceptance but excitement. I think this 
is a great moment for this community, this state, this country.”

Technologically Enhanced
California is seismically active, and the greater Los Angeles area is lo-
cated in Seismic Zone 4, the most severe. Therefore, this temple could 
not be built as it would have been in low-risk parts of India. Where 
there is high risk of earthquake damage, a stone temple is dangerous: 
the violent shaking could cause beams and pillars to crack and stones 
to come apart. A unique structural design was required to ensure the 
stability of the temple and the safety of the worshipers.

Jagdish Patel, a construction manager for the California Depart-
ment of Transportation, is a member of the congregation. His expert 
volunteer help was invaluable in nearly every aspect of the design 
and construction. He relates, “The foundation was designed as a mat, 
three feet thick and covering the entire footprint of the temple. It is 
reinforced with #9 fi berglass rebar, which is 1-1/8" in diameter. We 
used fi berglass so that if water penetrates the foundation or footing 
concrete and the concrete ever cracks, the water will not react with 
the rebar. Thus the bonding between the concrete and the rebar will 
stay intact for years to come. And wherever the bar had to be bent, we 
used stainless steel, for the same reason of minimizing corrosion from 
water.” The life of typical concrete is about one hundred years. By us-
ing non-rusting rebar and a special concrete formula, they achieved a 
foundation with a projected lifespan of 500 to 1,000 years. 

The unique design doesn’t stop at the foundation. “This temple is 
basically a big, thick, stone veneer,” Jagdish continues. “Twelve-inch 
concrete walls carry the seismic forces. Each stone is connected verti-
cally and horizontally with surrounding stones, and horizontally back 
to the concrete wall with copper clamps. We used copper for less cor-
rosiveness and long life.”

Between the foundation and the temple are 40 base isolators—per-
haps the most signifi cant structural feature that makes it possible 
to erect stone mandirs in earthquake zones. These are columns con-
taining metal discs in viscous fl uid, encased in rubber. Jagdish ex-
plains, “The isolators dissipate the energy, absorbing 80-90 percent 
of the horizontal seismic forces for the structure above. The stone and 
concrete walls have the capacity to withstand the remaining forces.” 
When the ground shakes, the base isolators allow the entire structure 
above to move as a single unit from two to four feet in all directions 
horizontally, giving the ability to withstand earthquakes rated up to 
8.5 on the Richter scale. This is critically important due to the tem-
ple’s proximity to the nearest fault line:“We’re actually on it,” Jagdish 
emphasized. “There is an active fault going through Chino Hills.” 

While the seismic activity in Southern California presented a chal-
lenge, its location in the Sun Belt offered a tremendous opportunity. 

“We were looking for an alternate energy solution,” Jagdish shared, 
“because this property will have a total of 11 buildings and lot of ac-
tivities, plus a large parking lot requiring a lot of lights at night. So we 
talked to Synergy,” a company that consults on energy effi ciency and 
installs alternative production solutions. The decisions to cover the 
wide-open parking area and to build those covers out of solar panels 
went hand-in-hand, resulting in dual-purpose structures that gener-
ate a total of 500 kilowatts. “This will provide suffi cient energy for 

Architecture: Stunning is the level of 
detail and refi ned craftsmanship in the 
LED-lit ornate marble interior of the 
mandir; (inset) illuminated mostly by a 
giant skylight, the woodwork in the haveli, 
a multi-function cultural center next to the 
mandir, astounds the unsuspecting visitor

Job well done: (from the top) Father and son celebrate during 
the Nagar Yatra, the parade through the community that was part 
of several days of opening activities; arati is offered to Bhagwan 
Swaminarayan and Gunatitanand Swami; Leonard Scarcella, Mayor 
of Stafford, Texas, presents Sadguru Pujya Bhaktipriya Swami, the 
senior BAPS sadhu who offi ciated at the mandir’s inauguration, with 
a commendation for the City of Chino Hills; construction manager 
Jagdish Patel (left) with members of the building team
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Letters with writer’s name, address and daytime 
phone number should be sent to: 

Letters, Hinduism Today
107 Kaholalele Road
Kapaa, Hawaii, 96746-9304 USA
or faxed to: (808) 822-4351
or visit: www.hinduismtoday.com/letters

Letters may be edited for space and  clarity and may ap-
pear in electronic versions of Hinduism Today.

Swamiji Writes
This letter is to express our most sincere ap-
preciation for having giving a comprehensive 
and wide coverage about our Sree Sidda-
ganga Gurukula in your esteemed magazine, 
Hinduism Today, in the article entitled “Kar-
nataka’s Magnanimous Math” (Apr/May/Jun 
2013). We particularly thank Smt. Chooda-
mani Shivaram, correspondent in Bangalore 
for the successful and nice article she wrote 
for the magazine. This was possible because of 
her visit to our holy math and meetings with 
people here. We do hope that the publication 
of such articles will certainly go on in a big 
way in realization of the noble objective of 
your magazine, to uphold the Hindu tradition. 
We value your association with us. Thank you. 

Sree Sree Siddalingaswamigalu
Sree Siddaganga Math

Karnataka, India

Thank You
As a long-time subscriber of Hinduism 
Today, I’m very happy to see the evolution 
from the paper, to the present glossy, colorful 
magazine. I anxiously wait for the next issue, 
as each one is a treasure house of fascinat-
ing articles on Hinduism practiced through-
out the world. As a practicing Veerashaivite, 
reading the comprehensive narrations of the 
feature articles, which covered the two mag-
nanimous Lingayath Mutts, Siddhaganga and 
Suttur in the present issue and the July 2012 
issue, brought back happy memories of my 
childhood. I wish to thank you for the beauti-
ful pictures, illustrations and detailed expla-
nations on each subject. Best wishes. 

Pramala Sivan Kumar 
Quebec, Canada

pramilasivan@gmail.com

Amarnath Pilgrimage
It was such a fascinating experience to read 
the lucid and detailed report of the Amarnath 
Yatra (Apr/May/Jun 2013). The spirit of Rajiv 
Malik’s writing makes the reader a part of 
the holy, death-defying journey, encompass-
ing all the devotion, enthusiasm, pain, fear 
and frustration. Without stepping a foot out-
side, we experienced every emotion that the 
writer and photographer felt. After reading 
the article, I was both mentally elevated and 
exhausted at the same time. I salute them. 

It is sad to note the poor relationship ex-
isting between the locals and the Indian 
paramilitary forces. Denying food at most of 
the bhandaras to the ponywallas, palanquin 
carriers and helpers is very unfortunate and 
probably leads to more alienation and resent-
ment towards India. This practice should be 
changed. Considering the seasonal nature 
of yatra, one would think the services of all 

associated helpers should adhere to fixed 
fares. This would greatly avoid ill feelings de-
veloping between pilgrims and helpers at the 
very onset of the journey.

N. Kamath
Richmond, Ontario, Canada

kamath27@hotmail.com 

A Licensed Profession?
There is a movement among the ayurvedic 
professional community in the United States 
to have ayurveda accepted as a licensed pro-
fession. This would allow states to monitor 
and standardize care and provide a means by 
which ayurveda may be easily accessed by the 
public. There are possible benefi ts, but have 
the costs been evaluated? I believe the big-
gest risk of seeking licensure for ayurveda is 
its potential secularization. Ayurveda origi-
nates from the Vedas and is therefore Hindu, 
though I recognize it has been a dopted and 
contributed to by other religious movements. 
The vaidya (ayurvedic practitioner) may, in 
one way, be looked at as a sort of priest, who 
maintains the temple-bodies of the commu-
nity and guides them in honoring the Agni 
within. As the main goal of ayurveda is to 
preserve and prepare the various doshas of 
the individual so that they may properly per-
form their dharma, resolve karma and ulti-
mately seek the Self, it is best kept under the 
jurisdiction and guidance of Hinduism.

Tejasinha Sivalingam
Spartanburg, South Carolina, USA

effulgentlion@gmail.com

Predatory Proselytism
I read Hindu Press International’s recently 
posted article, “Hindu Obituaries and Chris-
tian Proselytization” (3/25/2013). I felt the 
need to write and apologize for such insensi-
tive treatment. I am not, myself, Christian, nor 
do I belong to a faith that believes in actively 
seeking out converts. However, what I read 
disturbed me so much that I wanted to ex-
tend a hand and express solidarity. The writer 
of the article was extremely fair in his sum-
mary; I would have been much less patient. I 
think that it is very important for the recog-
nition and respect of different religions that 
we voice our dislike of practices such as those 
mentioned in the article. There is a signifi cant 
difference between educative exposure and 
the opportunistic proselytization that the au-
thor’s family experienced. The more that we 
understand each other and the more positive 
our experiences of each other are, the more 
likely it is that we can foster cooperation and 
appreciation among religious groups. Nothing 
good will ever come of the disrespect that is 
an undeniable aspect of unsolicited attempts 
at conversion. I fi nd it particularly distasteful 

that the author’s family was approached de-
liberately at a time of grief and vulnerability. 

Sarah English
szenglish@gmail.com

Temple Cleanliness 
As a devout Hindu who believes in pilgrim-
age, I was fortunate to visit several renowned 
temples in India, and my journey to the holy 
places was extremely benefi cial and exciting. 
I managed to take a close look of the revered 
temples Deities and felt so blessed. Though I 
could not spend much time praying or medi-
tating as it was a rush at every prominent 
temple, I was able to pay close attention to the 
architecture, design, cleanliness and overall 
ambience of each one I visited. My overall ob-
servation is that temples are paying more at-
tention to the rituals and the ceremonies than 
to the overall, holistic cleanliness. The Deities 
are bathed duly, the fl oors are swept and the 
drains are cleaned, but the walls, ceilings and 
paintings never get much attention. The over-
all look and feel in almost every temple is a 
matter of great concern for every Hindu.

Ravindran Raman Kutty
Malaysia

ravirknair@gmail.com

Hinduism in Fiji
I need your help to restore Hinduism in Fiji. 
I was born there, but now live in America. 
There is a temple in every Hindu village in 
Fiji and a school which is run by a South In-
dian organization called Fiji Sangam. I have 
read Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami’s 
book Loving Ganesa, and I read each issue 
of Hinduism Today. I am now reading Liv-
ing with Siva. I want these teachings from 
Gurudeva to reach into Fiji through the Fiji 
Sangam. The main thing missing in Fiji is the 
purpose of the temple. Everyone goes to the 
temple but does not know why. If Hinduism 
Today and Loving Ganesa can be distributed 
to schools there, it will change the lives Fiji’s 
people. With help like this, the Hindu reli-
gion can be made stronger. A lot of people 
are changing their religion to Christianity 
because they are paid money or helped by the 
Christian people, and in return must change 
their religion. It’s just like in India. Please help 
our people and our religion in Fiji.

Jai Reddy
Hillsboro, Oregon, USA

jreddy426@yahoo.com

Temple Statues
I frequent a Shri Subramaniar temple here 
in Malaysia. In 2009, the temple underwent 
repairs and the age-old shrines were replaced 
due to damages. The temple management 
was authorised to throw the old statues in 

the sea according to written advice from Si-
vachariyars and stapatis from India and Sri 
Lanka. I have ask for an injunction and have 
placed these shrines in the temple library 
museum along with bells, brass ware, photos 
and other historical archives. I need your ad-
vice and guidance to support my efforts and 
continue. 

Amarakaran Karthigasu
Petaling Jaya, Selangor, Malaysia

amarankarthigasu@yahoo.com

According to Agamic scholar S.P. Sabha-
rath nam, the Agamas direct that damaged 
images should be disposed with due rituals 
in a fl owing river or the ocean. But, he advis-
es, there is nothing wrong in collecting such 
items and keeping them safely in a museum. 
Such museum, however, should be outside 
the temple precincts. Under no circumstance 
should deformed or mutilated images be 
used for personal or public worship. Photos 
and manuscripts may be kept in the temple 
library or in a personal library. 

Treatment of Animals
The article, “Animals Have Souls and Feel-
ings, Just Like We Do” (Apr/May/Jun 2013), 
was thought-provoking and touching. I loved 
learning about animals that experience 

emotion, communicate and use tools. Today’s 
conditions are terrible. Millions of animals 
endure pain and suffering across the world. 
They are treated like machines. Mahatma 
Gandhi once said, “One can measure the 
greatness of a nation and its moral progress 
by the way it treats its animals.” Leading a 
cruelty-free lifestyle, such as being vegan, is 
a great way to end the suffering and pain of 
millions of animals. 

Kumudha Venkatesan
Georgia, USA

kumudha_1998@yahoo.com

Improving Hindu Resources
I’ve been an avid reader of Hinduism To-
day for the last 16 years of my 24-year life, 
and I’ve recently taken to writing articles 
on Hinduism for a small website. Some-
thing I have been wondering has to do with 
Hinduism Today’s commitment to enlight-
ening our surrounding society. I feel that your 
organization has done a massive amount for 
creating materials and resources that make 
the philosophy of Sanatana Dharma more 
accessible to myself and to my Canadian 
friends. However, the one obstacle I continu-
ously meet with when trying to promote an 
understanding of Hinduism is people refer-
encing and quoting fl awed Wikipedia articles. 

I would urge your acharyas to examine these 
articles that generally portray an antiquated 
and, often inaccurate version of Hinduism.

Raj Bali
Edmonton, Alberta

raj@wastra.ca

Corrections

In “After 150 Years, the Voice of Vivek-
ananda Still Resounds” (Jan/Feb/Mar 2013), 
Author Huston Smith’s book on comparative 
religion was incorrectly titled as The Illus-
trated World’s Religions. The correct title is 
simply The World’s Religions.

In the caption on the gatefold image of 
Parvathy Baul (Jan/Feb/Mar 2013), Rashmi 
Sahi’s name is incorrectly printed as Rashmi 
Sahai.

Giving to the World’s Grandchildren
How to help disseminate wisdom and harmony 

 I
t hurts us to see so much conver-
sion going on,” Dr. Narendra Utukuri 
shared with our Hinduism Today staff 

upon returning from India. “They bribe 
them to convert and then teach them in-
tolerance, trading a faith that respects other 
faiths for one that teaches intolerance! It is 
urgent to spread the knowledge, and we are 
grateful to see Hinduism Today picking up 
the challenge.” 

Dr. Utukuri is a professor of electrical 
engineering and math at DeVry Univer-
sity in Texas. His wife Malathi is a retired 
accountant who hails from a family of 
Sanskrit and Telugu scholars. “What the 
world needs today,” she adds, “is certainly 
not more intolerance! Hinduism Today
is so broad and loving in its vision. We 
were uplifted to read the Bali article (Apr/
May/Jun 2012). We had no idea how much 
those people love Hinduism, and know-
ing that makes us feel very good. This is 
a great service; this is what the world 
truly needs. And only Hinduism Today 

is doing it.”
The Utukuris are lifetime subscribers to 

the magazine. They are generous donors 
to the Hinduism Today Production Fund 
of Hindu Heritage Endowment, and they 
have also made the fund a benefi ciary in 
their life insurance. “We want the maga-
zine to expand into many countries and 
languages and make a significant differ-
ence,” declares Narendra. “And if we and 
others continue to support this great cause, 
it can happen soon.”

“I am encouraged to think our grandchil-
dren will grow up seeing and reading the 
magazine,” Malathi adds, “and their own 
children after them.”

Please help Hinduism Today expand 
and reach ever more grandchildren by do-
nating to the Production Fund here: 
hheonline.org/donate/pf.
Read about the fund at hheonline.org/
productionfund, subscribe to the fund’s 
e-newsletter at: gurudeva.org/email-news.
Or chat with us: 1-808-634-5407.

We are counting on HINDUISM TODAY: 
Dr. & Mrs. Utukuri (center, bottom) sur-
rounded by their children and grandchil-
dren, Avanindra, Aadya, Inika and Megha 
in Toronto; (top) Sai Hemanth, Lekha Isha 
and Susmita in North Carolina. 
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“Even in rags I am a God, fallen I am divine, high 
I triumph when down-trod, long I live when slain!” 

Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950), Indian philosopher and poet

I searched for God and found only myself. I 
searched for myself and found only God 
Sufi  proverb

Love is an endless mystery, for it has nothing 
else to explain it. Rabindranath Tagore
(1861-1941), mystic poet

To trust a man who has not been tested 
and to suspect a man who has proven 
trustworthy lead alike to endless ills. 
Tirukural 510

I think everybody should get rich and 
famous and do everything they ever 
dreamed of so they can see that it’s not the 
answer. Jim Carrey Canadian-American 
actor, comedian and producer

There is no limit to the power of the human 
mind. The more concentrated it is, the more 
power is brought to bear on one point; that 
is the secret. Swami Vivekananda 

Have you ever imagined a world with no 
hypothetical situations? George Carlin 
(1937-2008), American comedian and actor

Many there are who do not even hear of 
Atman; though hearing of Him, many do not 

Quotations there have been, in 
superabundance. But what original 
commentary can you supply from the 
uniqueness of your particular life? What 
holy text have you absorbed and made 
your own? In what ways have these 
timeless truths renovated your nature? Are 
you content to be a hollow phonograph, 
mechanically repeating the words of other 
men? Swami Sri Yukteswar Giri 
(1855-1936), guru of Satyananda Giri and 
Paramahansa Yogananda

Stop identifying with the world 
created by your mind and a new 
world will open up before you. Mata 
Amritanandamayi Devi, spiritual 
leader, guru, humanitarian of Kerala

Can he rectify false weight whose own 
scales are uncertain? Can you enlighten 
your neighbor while you yourself have 

no light? Sri Ramakrishna (1836-1886), 
19th-century mystic and guru to Swami 
Vivekananda

Light and darkness live together in the mind, 
and thus the soul seeks grace and ignorance 
at once. The jiva’s inner knowing is bereft of 
light. Apart from those who have attained 
wisdom, the rest despair of ever dispelling 
their mind’s darkness. Tirumantiram 1010

Let there be confl ict. The cream arises in 
confl ict. What harm is there if this world 
is destroyed? What good can there be if it 
continues to exist? There is nothing very 
seriously wrong with anything. Satguru 
Yogaswami (1872-1964), Sri Lankan mystic

You are never alone or helpless. The force 
that guides the stars guides you, too. 
Prabhat Ranjan Sarkar (1921-1990), 
Indian philosopher, poet and linguist

Turn your face to the sun and the shadows 
fall behind you. Maori proverb 

When you reach the heart of life, you shall 
fi nd beauty in all things, even in the eyes 
that are blind to beauty. Kahlil Gibran 
(1883-1931), Lebanese-American author

Should the perfect virtue of perfect men ever 
diminish, this mighty Earth would bear our 
burdensome weight no more. Tirukural 990

The mind turned inwards is the Self; turned 
outwards, it becomes the ego and all the 
world. Cotton made into various clothes 
we call by various names. Gold made into 
various ornaments we call by various names. 
But all the clothes are cotton and all the 
ornaments gold. The one is real; the many 
are mere names and forms. Sri Ramana 
Maharshi (1879-1950), Indian guru

Across
1. Confl uence of three rivers (2 words)
6. ___veni Marg, a very wide street
through the mela grounds
7. High ranking swami in a Hindu
monastic order 
9. A means of expression; to utter

10. ____ Gange, “Hail to the Gange
River,” mantra for pilgrims (2 words)
12. Sound of laughter
14. Individual’s soul
15. Colloquial Indian English for the
royal “bath” 
17. Shri __ Shankaracharya
18. Number of pilgrims who came 
to the 2013 Kumbh Mela (2 words)
22. Curve in a river
25. The most well known mantra
27. Act of receiving blessings; seeing
and being seen by a holy person
29-30.  Pitcher Festival, the largest 
gathering of humans ever (2 words,
with a space)

Down
1. Reality; truth
2. Ceremony where a new member is
welcomed
3. __maste
4. Hindu monastic order, 
originally means “wrestling ring”
5. Most sacred river in India

7. ___atma, great soul
8. Central scriptures of Hinduism
11. __msa, to do no harm
13. __anishads, Hindu texts
14. ___iti, the mother of Indra
16. Frozen water
19. ___i, energy centers, or channels,
through which the energies of the
subtle body fl ow
20. In the countryside
21. One of the navagrahas in
Vedic astrology
22. The side of a river
23. Act
24. Kerala festival celebrating Vamana
26. ___a, great; immense
28. “___ Namo Narayan,” greeting
of the Saiva Akharas and saints

comprehend. Wonderful is the expounder 
and rare the hearer; rare indeed is the 
experiencer of Atman taught by an able 
preceptor. Katha Upanishad, 1.2.7

Becoming means there’s change. We’re 
getting more refi ned, getting more spiritual. 
Being means it already exists. Go deep 
enough into the soul and you get past the 
part that’s becoming; you get into the part 
that’s being, the essence of the soul. If we 
can get into the essence of the soul—which 

is done through meditation—we can fi nd 
that part of us that’s already one with God. 
Nothing has to happen for that part of us 
to be one with God; we just have to fi nd it.
Satguru Bodhinatha Veylanswami

You are perfect this very moment. You are 
all that you will ever be. If you don’t see it 
that way, then you live in a diffi cult state of 
affairs, striving toward perfection and being 
imperfect along the way. Satguru Sivaya 
Subramuniyaswami (1927-2001)

Crossword

Crossword answers are based on this 
issue’s articles. For completed puzzle 
as well as an interactive online version 
visit: bit.ly/july13crossword

D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?

How Much Does an Elephant Cost?

 It is said that in ancient india, if a 
king wanted to ruin a man, all he had 
to do was to gift him an elephant. The 

recipient could not refuse the royal largess, 
nor could he afford its upkeep. The unfor-
tunate owner soon met with fi nancial 
ruin. One wonders, is that still true today? 

As it turns out, it just might be. Buying 
an elephant in India can cost upwards of 
$10.000, but that’s just the initial purchase. 
According to The Elephant Sanctuary in 
Tennessee, keeping just one elephant costs 
$133,000 annually! Without the avail-
ability of lush vegetation, the monthly cost 
of food can be over $6,000. The average 
human consumes just four pounds of food 
each day, whereas an 8,000-pound Indian 

elephant will eat over 330 pounds. Their 
diet can include bananas, lettuce, grasses, 
leaves and bamboo, but hay, herbivore pel-
lets, and acacia leaf fodder are the main-
stays of a domestic elephant. 

In India, apart from their religious 
work, elephants are used for moving 
logs, hauling loads to remote areas, trans-
porting tourists and pulling carts. They 
are valued over mechanized equipment 
because they can work in water and re-
quire little maintenance, needing only 
vegetation and hydration. They can be 
trained to memorize specifi c tasks and 
will remember over 30 commands. As 
of 2000, there were 13,000 to 16,500 
working elephants employed in Asia.
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“Just now I completed the reading of the most powerful Guru 
Chronicles. What a rewarding experience! The design, contents 

and presentation of the most powerful book to awaken, most 

wonderful to inspire and the most informative to instill constant 

devotion to the eternal Guru Parampara are indeed superb 

and praiseworthy.”     DR. S.P. SABHARATHNAM, CHENNAI

“Deeply captivating. The book has a musical magic, a beautifully lyrical 

story that happens at once in the past and the present, with the promise 

of an ever-deepening future of awakening for the reader. It brings 

so vibrantly to life the simple life and deep spiritual culture of India 

and Sri Lanka. S. Rajam’s art adds to the musical quality, as his work is 

rhythmic and lyrical, too.”  GAYATRI RAJAN, CALIFORNIA

Here is an adventure into the rarely 

divulged world of spiritual masters, full of 

extraordinary stories, insights and spiritual 

encounters. At its heart is the untold life 

of Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, 

who founded HINDUISM TODAY, his guru 

Siva Yogaswami and fi ve preceding 

masters of the spiritual lineage. Illustrated 

by the South Indian genius, S. Rajam.

Hardcover, 832-pages, fully illustrated, $59.95

ISBN  978-1-934145-39-5; Ebook 978-1-934145-40-1 

Order: www.minimela.com; minimela@hindu.org; phone: 877-255-1510; Amazon.com

How Enlightened Men Live
The following is a lucid translation of passages from the Mrigendra 
Agama, chapter 7, verses 3 and 15 to 23. The ego is commonly held 
to be the archenemy of spiritual illumination. Here the sacred texts 
reveal another view, that even the ego’s prominence is Siva’s grace, 
guiding the soul from the path of bondage to the path of liberation.

 It is well observed that one who is free from constricting 
bonds exists always self-controlled and independent; and one who 
is fettered with limiting bonds subjects himself to the control of 
others, functioning as a dependent being. So it is ascertained that 

the dependent soul is fettered by limiting bonds. This is the differ-
ence between the bound soul and the liberated soul: One who is de-
pendent is bound; and one who is independent is liberated. Therefore, 
it is the state of being dependent that is considered to be the state of 
bondage. This bound state is not permanent to the soul.

Sivashakti has the nature of bestowing grace upon all. This grace Sivashakti has the nature of bestowing grace upon all. This grace 
is bestowed upon intelligent beings and inert things at one and the is bestowed upon intelligent beings and inert things at one and the 
same time. Grace is bestowed upon the potency of same time. Grace is bestowed upon the potency of anava malaanava mala (the  (the 
individualizing veil of duality; egoity), thus intensifying it, but not individualizing veil of duality; egoity), thus intensifying it, but not 
with the intention of making the soul suffer. Whatever action is with the intention of making the soul suffer. Whatever action is 
done by Lord Siva, it is indeed an effective and unfailing help to the done by Lord Siva, it is indeed an effective and unfailing help to the 
soul. It cannot be considered otherwise. As long as there exists the soul. It cannot be considered otherwise. As long as there exists the 
dominion of anava mala, liberation cannot occur to the soul, since dominion of anava mala, liberation cannot occur to the soul, since 
liberation is nothing but the complete removal of the anava mala’s liberation is nothing but the complete removal of the anava mala’s 
obscuration. This dominant state of anava mala would only be ready obscuration. This dominant state of anava mala would only be ready 
for removal once the soul has attained its full maturation.for removal once the soul has attained its full maturation.

But even when the power of anava mala becomes ripe for such But even when the power of anava mala becomes ripe for such 
maturation, its intensifi cation does not, and cannot, take place of its maturation, its intensifi cation does not, and cannot, take place of its 
own accord. It is seen that always and by all means, the non-intel-own accord. It is seen that always and by all means, the non-intel-
ligent object, in this case the ego, is kept in action only by an intel-ligent object, in this case the ego, is kept in action only by an intel-
ligent being. Therefore, bestowal of grace and the induction of anava ligent being. Therefore, bestowal of grace and the induction of anava 
mala’s maturation must be one and the same. Just as the oft aggra-mala’s maturation must be one and the same. Just as the oft aggra-
vating activities of a physician—such as applying pungent medicinal vating activities of a physician—such as applying pungent medicinal 
substances like black-salt and others to a person’s wounds—though substances like black-salt and others to a person’s wounds—though 
painful, result in the healthy and happy state for that person, and it painful, result in the healthy and happy state for that person, and it 
would be seen that the physician’s actions are not considered cruel. would be seen that the physician’s actions are not considered cruel. 
Even so, for the sake of the removal of anava mala, the experiences Even so, for the sake of the removal of anava mala, the experiences 
of pain, misery and so on meted out through karmic effects by Siva of pain, misery and so on meted out through karmic effects by Siva 
should not be considered as affl icting or aggravating activity, but should not be considered as affl icting or aggravating activity, but 
rather as healing, for they drive the soul’s evolution through the rather as healing, for they drive the soul’s evolution through the 
understanding born of its experiences.understanding born of its experiences.

Since Siva is all-pervasive, His immediate and active presence in all Since Siva is all-pervasive, His immediate and active presence in all 
objects and beings cannot be set aside. But where there is no need for objects and beings cannot be set aside. But where there is no need for 
His action, He remains neutral and free from any action.His action, He remains neutral and free from any action.

The power of anava mala obscures the absolute power of The power of anava mala obscures the absolute power of 
knowing-all and doing-all. For those souls in whom anava mala is knowing-all and doing-all. For those souls in whom anava mala is 
reaching its phase of maturation and removal, Sivashakti descends reaching its phase of maturation and removal, Sivashakti descends 
immediately and unfolds in the form of grace. Grace is indeed the immediately and unfolds in the form of grace. Grace is indeed the 
compassionate function which makes the intensities of anava mala’s compassionate function which makes the intensities of anava mala’s 
bonds ripe enough for removal. What is the effect of such grace, it bonds ripe enough for removal. What is the effect of such grace, it 
may be asked. When the potency of anava mala is on its removal may be asked. When the potency of anava mala is on its removal 
phase and is in its dominance, obscuring the soul, the phase and is in its dominance, obscuring the soul, the tirodhana tirodhana 

shakti sets itself on the phase of removal and incessantly assumes shakti sets itself on the phase of removal and incessantly assumes 
the form of grace. (Tirodhana shakti is a pure and auspicious power, the form of grace. (Tirodhana shakti is a pure and auspicious power, 
which takes command of and works in concord with the ego’s which takes command of and works in concord with the ego’s 
obscuring potencies in order to systematically work through them. obscuring potencies in order to systematically work through them. 
When this shakti brings about wisdom and the unfoldment of When this shakti brings about wisdom and the unfoldment of 
consciousness, it becomes known as consciousness, it becomes known as anugraha anugraha shakti.) Grace is, in shakti.) Grace is, in 
actuality, the cognitive power of the bound soul brought about by its actuality, the cognitive power of the bound soul brought about by its 
evolution through the ego’s dominion and the maturing process of evolution through the ego’s dominion and the maturing process of 
this inert bond.this inert bond.

The simultaneous occurrence of cognition and the ego’s intensi-The simultaneous occurrence of cognition and the ego’s intensi-
fi cation is considered to be the bestowal of grace. The occurrence of fi cation is considered to be the bestowal of grace. The occurrence of 
grace in due order conditioned by time is, indeed, very common and grace in due order conditioned by time is, indeed, very common and 
simple. The same explanation holds good with the preponderant simple. The same explanation holds good with the preponderant 
state of karma and maya, the soul’s other two bonds—anava being state of karma and maya, the soul’s other two bonds—anava being 
the third—since it has already been stated in a general way that all the third—since it has already been stated in a general way that all 
inert things are activated only by intelligent beings.inert things are activated only by intelligent beings.

FROM THE AGAMAS

From Bondage to Liberation
Explaining the ego’s initial subjugation of the soul as a form of Siva’s grace

Dr. S. P. Sabharathnam Sivacharyar, of the Adi Saiva priest 
lineage, is an expert in ancient Tamil and Sanskrit, specializing in the 
Vedas, Agamas and Shilpa Shastras. This excerpt is from his recent 
translation of the Mrigendra Agama.
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Fetterdom to freedom: Without darkness there can be no light. 
It is the soul’s journey through its sometimes dark and painful 
experiences which gives birth to the light of understanding. 
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1,500 sadhus of Avahan Akhara gather on the banks of the Ganga for initiation

S P E C I A L  F E A T U R E
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repare to experience the greatest gathering 

of human beings in history—100 million con-

gregating at the confl uence of the Ganga and 

Yamuna. In the following 47 pages, Hinduism Today 

will take you into the lives of both the sadhus and 

the pilgrims through stunning photos, revealing 

interviews, informed analysis and vivid descriptions 

from our intrepid team. Let the adventure begin! .



  The Royal Bathing Day: Sadhus & devotees take their sacred dip

Hinduism Today’s journalistic team, Rajiv 
Malik and Thomas Kelly, conducted 225 in-
terviews and took 5,000 photos from Janu-
ary 28 to February 12 for this report. In the 
attempt to convey even a small sense of this 
prodigious religious event, we will let the 
great saints and ordinary pilgrims alike—
and the photos—speak for themselves wher-
ever possible. We’ll start with a description 
of the main bathing day, and then explore 
the Kumbh in a series of short articles, photo 
spreads and interviews.

THE MAIN BATHING DAY
By Rajiv Malik, New Delhi

 S
hahi snan, it is called: the 
royal bath. There are several 
during any given Kumbh Mela, 
but one is always considered 

the most auspicious. This year at the 2013 
Kumbh at Prayag (Allahabad)—the con-
fluence of the Ganga, Yamuna and unseen 
Saraswati rivers—that day was February 10, 
when an estimated 30 million devotees, in-
cluding hundreds of thousands of sadhus, 
participated in what was unquestionably the 
largest gathering of human beings for any 
purpose in history. The numbers were high 
and the intent was lofty, to reach for spiri-
tual liberation by taking a “dip” (as they call 
it in colloquial Indian English) at Sangam, 

the place where the rivers merge. The wa-
tery immersion is made all the more holy by 
sharing it with the various akharas (monas-
tic orders), who take their own dip through-
out the morning hours.

The crowds moving toward Sangam in the 
early morning comprise devotees who have 
camped on the Kumbh grounds for days or 
weeks in advance as well as those who have 
just come for the one day, traveling by plane, 
train, bus, truck or on foot. Most are dressed 
warmly to protect against the chilly night 
temperatures. After all, this is still win-
ter and temperatures typically fall to 45°F. 
Well before four in the morning, the road 
to the Sangam bathing ghat is packed and 
bathing is already underway, even though 
the fi rst dip for the sadhus is scheduled for 
6:30. The pilgrims walk illuminated by the 
harsh bright yellow mercury lights set up 
across the grounds. It is a largely silent pro-
cession, and most appear to be in a state of 
meditation. 

The majority are rural folk—men dressed 
in colorful kurta dhoti, women in saris—all 
walking with their belongings on their head. 
A large contingent of urban dwellers are here, 
too, their numbers increasing each Kumbh, 
dressed in their I’m-from-the-city jeans and 
t-shirts and carrying bags in their hands, or, 
for Generations X & Y, wearing backpacks. 

The pace is unhurried, set by some un-
known combination of crowd mechanics 

and physical infrastructure. One can nei-
ther speed up nor slow down. There is a 
soft drone of ten thousand conversations 
overwhelmed every few minutes by the cen-
tral broadcast system blaring instructions, 
schedules and announcements from the lost-
and-found center. It is a long march, nearly 
eight kilometers for the ordinary pilgrims; 
those with a press pass can cut the distance 
in half. Some groups, accompanied by police, 
are moving forcefully ahead, an impolite in-
trusion which is accommodated with grace 
and resignation by the crowds who let them 
pass.

The scene changes as we arrive at the 
bathing ghats, where the mood is far from 
solemn; it is more like an oversized family 
party, albeit with a strong religious compo-
nent. Acres of pilgrims are sitting in small 
groups on the sand chanting mantras such 
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The great day: (left) the Vaishnavite 
Shri Panchayati Akhara in procession 
on February 10 just before noon; the 
bare-chested man in the lower right is 
performing sword-bending tricks in front 
of the Mahant’s chariot; (right) the ghats, 
still packed on the 11th, with the historic 
Allahabad fort in the background; (inset) 
this shot taken from across the river by Life 
Magazine during the 1954 Kumbh shows a 
less overgrown fort in the background.
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(above) At 7 a.m. on the 
10th, naga babas of the 
Niranjani and Ananda 
akharas charge the bathing 
ghats with the energy of 
an advancing army. (left) 
Pilgrims shout “Har Har 
Mahadev” as the babas go 
by. (right) A couple pause 
as they take repeated dips 
in the Ganga. (far right) 
Mounted police clear the 
way for the next procession 
of saints.

as “Har Har Gange” and singing bhajans. Ev-
eryone is either preparing for their dip by 
changing into a light outfi t they’ve carried 
for the purpose, or drying themselves off and 
dressing in new clothes. Priests, hired by the 
families, are performing the time-honored 
rituals. Nearby a number of small homa fi res 
have been set up for worship. After their dip, 
many pilgrims give donations to beggars and 
poor people sitting in a long queue to receive 
the largess—a typical act following worship 
in the Hindu tradition. 

A raised platform for the media has been 
set up at the ghats adjacent to the akharas’ 
bathing area. The foreign press seems bet-
ter represented here than the Indian press. 
On either side of the platform, thousands 
and thousands of pilgrims await the arrival 
of the sadhus—especially the naga sadhus, 
who are only found in large numbers here 
at the Kumbh. Keeping order are comman-
dos, horse-mounted police, the Central Gov-
ernment’s anti-riot Rapid Action Force and 
the lathi-wielding regular police of Uttar 
Pradesh. 

Around 5:30, still before sunrise, there is a 
fl urry of activity. One naga baba who took an 
early dip starts dancing with joy just oppo-
site the media stand, a scene which scores of 
photographers turn to capture. More babas 
return from the ghats. Aroused, the pil-
grims shout “Har Har Gange” and “Har Har 
Mahadev” with increasing exuberance. Some 

rush to touch the feet of the naga babas. The 
police have a diffi cult time controlling both 
the photographers and the pilgrims, but 
they accomplish this task skillfully. They are 
clearly aware that this is a religious event, not 
a riot—even if it may seem like one at times.

The crescendo is reached when hun-
dreds of naga babas, all bellowing “Har Har 
Mahadev,” have conscripted the road on their 
return to their camps. As soon as one group 
is gone, the ghats are cleaned—something 
the babas are quite particular about—before 
the arrival of the next. The akharas come to 
the water’s edge two at a time, and take about 
40 minutes each at the ghats. Traditionally, 
the Saivites come first: Mahanirvani, Ni-
ranjani, Juna, Atal, Avahan, Anand and Agni. 
Next come the Vaishnavites—Nirvani, Nir-
mohi and Digambar. Last the Udasin akharas 
arrive—Udasin, Naya Udasin and Nirmal. 

One moment after the first departs, the 
next procession comes into sight, saints in 
the lead, with beautifully decorated chariots 
of all types. Several of the sadhus are carry-
ing saffron fl ags printed with their akhara’s 
sacred symbol. Devotees carry large, or-
nate umbrellas, holding them above each of 
their swamis as a sign of respect and nobil-
ity. The devotees in procession thunder “Har 
Har Mahadev,” and the tens of thousands of 
watching pilgrims echo back the divine trib-
ute. The energy continues to rise.

Come daybreak, the glaring lights are 

switched off, replaced all of a sudden by the 
sublime light of sunrise. It is a breathtaking 
scene. The photographers are fully engrossed 
in the attempt to capture the scene in this 
most perfect lighting. The saints shower 
their blessings on the crowd, who are wel-
coming the Sun, Surya Devata, with folded 
hands. As if by some unseen command, the 
whole mood turns again to meditation.

The magical sunrise moments pass all too 
quickly. The whole area is fl ooded with nat-
ural daylight as the next akhara comes into 
view. Sadhus in saffron robes, their huge sil-
ver maces refl ecting the brilliance of the sun, 
are accompanied by hundreds of naga babas. 
Nearing the ghats, the naga babas break into 
a trot. The hundreds of thousands of pil-
grims who can now see this scene in daylight 
stand spellbound, with folded hands. After 
their holy dip, the saints look supercharged 
with divine power, fully capable, one sees, of 
bestowing the blessed boons sought by the 
pilgrims .

The enthralled pilgrims take their own dip 
after the saints, then move away from the 
water in a contemplative mood. They have 
achieved their spiritual objective and know 
they are that much closer to moksha. 

By offi cial estimate, hundreds of thousands 
of sadhus and 30 million pilgrims—yes, that’s 
the population of Tokyo—completed the sa-
cred bath at the Sangam ghats on this auspi-
cious day of February 10, 2013.  ∏π
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  Babas’ Day: Tens of thousands of sadhus
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“Radhe Radhe, Jai Sita Ram” (“Hail to Goddess 
Radha, Hail to Lord Rama and His wife Sita”). 

All the akharas are beautifully lit at night 
with huge decorative arches at their entranc-
es that give the sense of a vast and festive fair. 
Most are located on Treveni Marg and Kali 
Marg, two of the wide central streets, with 
one entrance on each marg, connected by a 
lane lined with tents for the important saints 
and, in the middle, a temple. Here the akha-
ra flag and Deity are kept and worshiped 
morning and evening by a throng of sadhus 
and pilgrims in a majestic manner. 

The Saiva akharas are most popular among 
Kumbh pilgrims, due to their legion of naga 
babas. The chillum-smoking babas (see page 
70 on this practice), nearly naked even in the 
45°f night temperatures, attract hundreds of 
thousands of pilgrims. Many just enter from 
the gate on one marg, take darshan of the 
babas and exit through the other gate; oth-
ers approach the babas at their fi res to seek 
personal blessings and hope for a few words. 

The atmosphere is festive, and at any given 
time tens of thousands of pilgrims are in the 
area visiting sadhus in their camps. Walk-
ing through the area, one sees sadhus sitting 
at their dhunis surrounded by disciples and 
pilgrims, including a surprising number of 
women and foreigners. 

If one sits and listens, it becomes evident 
that discussions can range freely from spiri-
tuality to politics, crimes against women, 
corruption, unfair treatment of Hinduism by 
the secular politicians, conversion to other 
religions and the pollution of the Ganga. Tea 
and snacks are liberally served by volun-
teers—mostly young sadhus, but sometimes 
householders. The young sadhus are also 
responsible for keeping the dhunis burning 
around the clock. The fi re should never go 
out. All the akharas function in this manner, 
from morning to night. 

One of the most prominent camps is that 
of Acharya Mahamandaleshwar Swami 
Avdheshanand Ji Maharaj, chief of Juna 

Akhara and Hinduism Today’s Hindu of 
the Year for 2008. Spread over several acres, 
his camp includes a huge dining hall, a full-
fl edged offi ce, a reception center, a bookstore 
and a shop selling tea and other essentials 
at cost. Every room and hall is tastefully de-
signed; the entire place is neat, clean and im-
peccably maintained. 

The only similar camp is across the Gan-
ga and best reached by boat: that of Swami 
Chidananda Saraswati (Muniji) of Parmarth 
Niketan, Rishikesh (our Hindu of the Year 
for 1992). This camp, masterfully organized 
and decorated, hums with hectic activity. Ce-
lebrities from the worlds of spirituality, poli-
tics and even fi lm can be found here, along 
with hundreds of foreign guests. This camp 
has hosted several important conferences 
focused on the environment, especially the 
cleaning of the Ganga (see Muniji’s commen-
tary on page 39). All the other akharas and 
pilgrim camps offer more basic facilities and 
a more humble ambience.   ∏π

  Bountiful Blessings: Sadhus & pilgrims intersect at the Kumbh

SAINTS AND AKHARAS

 T
he kumbh is a 30-day spectacle 
with the globe’s largest audience 
and two superstars: Ganga Herself, 
the river with the world’s second 

greatest water discharge, and the myriad 
saints and sadhus who camp here for the du-
ration, leaving their maths, ashrams, temples 
and—for thousands of them—their moun-
tain caves. Most Hindus will tell you that 
the sight of either the Ganga or the saints 
can liberate one from the cycle of birth and 
death. What to say of seeing both at once!

While sages are thought of as aloof and 
unworldly, anyone who spends time at the 
Kumbh is touched by the way they receive 
the common pilgrim. Rich and poor alike are 
showered with blessings, love and affection. 
Tea, snacks or even full meals are offered 
to everyone. It is almost as if the sadhus are 
worshiping the pilgrim, putting into practice 
that it is God Himself who has come as the 
guest. A saying often heard at the Kumbh is 

“Nar Narayan,” which means “man has be-
come as God.” 

The naga saints, mostly belonging to the 
Saiva Akharas, are the biggest attraction. 
Covered in holy ash and clad in a mere loin-

cloth or altogether naked, they are only ac-
cessible to the common devotee during the 
Kumbh. The nagas combine a charm and 
attraction with mystery, mysticism and a 
wild autonomy that makes pilgrims blessed 
to have their darshan, even from a distance. 
Traffic stops on the roads when hundreds 
of nagas move to or from their bath. Initia-
tion of new sadhus is among the exceptional 
events of the Kumbh (see page 30).

Hinduism Today has covered the last four 
Maha Kumbha Melas and in that process 
has interviewed hundreds of the saints. This 
time, however, the reporting team has been 
asked to meet saints previously unknown, 
often making “cold calls” without introduc-
tion. This is challenging, given the under-
standable suspicion of many—especially the 
nagas—toward the media, but ultimately it 
proves rewarding. In any case, making an 
formal appointment during this controlled 
chaos is simply impossible.

We begin our visitations with Swami 
Digambar Ishargiri of Shambu Panch Atal 
Akhara, a naga baba. He receives our reporter 
and photographer with quiet grace and an-
swers questions on spiritual matters as well 
as issues confronting Hindu society today, 
including crimes against women and female 

infanticide (see interview page 38). Pilgrims 
come and go during the interview, touch-
ing Swami’s feet, receiving holy ash on their 
forehead as a blessing and often leaving a 
donation. Swami explains that the donations 
are used to buy fi rewood for the dhuni (sa-
cred fi re), always kept burning in the center 
of their tent, and to pass on to the poor who 
come for help. The tent is simple yet elegant, 
with Indian carpets and blankets on the 
ground. Nearly a dozen sadhus are present 
for the interview, and a similar number sleep 
here at night.

Seven Saiva and six Vaishnava akharas are 
represented at the Kumbh. The Saiva greet-
ing is “Om Namo Narayana” (“Hail to Lord 
Narayan”). Though Narayan usually indi-
cates just Vishnu, the Saivites take it to mean 
all forms of God. The Vaishnava greeting is 

Unworldly life: (counterclockwise 
from below) A Vaishnava sadhu applies 
the tilak on a pilgrim; an akhara tent 
in the evening; ash-covered sadhus 
with matted hair; a new initiate at 
Juna Akhara; Sri Mahant Meera Puri 
(left) shares a moment with Sadhvi 
Gurmit Giri, a gifted bhajan singer
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  Saints Being Born: 1,500 men enter Hinduism’s ancient order of monks

INITIATIONS

 T
he initiation of new sadhus at 
the Kumbh is second in impor-
tance only to the main bathing 
days. At this auspicious event, 

thousands of men and a few women, young 
and old, are given the rites of passage into the 
Hindu monastic tradition of sannyas. In past 
Kumbhs, these rites were open to the public 
and the media; but this time most akharas 
went to great lengths to keep the ceremonies 
private, apparently concluding that worldly 
attention does not enhance the profound 
sacrament. Swami Avdheshanand categori-
cally stated he would not allow the media or 
even the Juna Akhara’s householder follow-
ers to attend. 

By chance, our reporting team encoun-
tered one group of new Juna Akhara initi-
ates returning from Sangam after conclud-
ing part of the initiation rituals. There was 
a huge commotion as thousands of pilgrims 
shouted “Har Har Mahadev” and sought 
their blessings. Our team followed the hun-
dreds of sadhus inside, but almost imme-
diately all media persons were summarily 
ejected by the kotwals, sadhus carrying large 
silver staffs and charged with security. 

Fortunately, HINDUISM TODAY was invited 
to cover the initiation of 1,500 new sadhus 
into the Avahan Akhara, perhaps because 
one of their important saints hails from 
Nepal and took a liking to our Nepal-based, 
Nepalese-speaking photographer. At any 
rate, the akhara’s top swamis consented to 
interviews. 

Karobari Swami Ved Vyas Puri, the Akha-
ra’s business manager, spoke with the team 
in some detail about the initiation:

“The day began with the 1,500 new initi-
ates abandoning all their clothes and don-
ning just a loincloth. They were then taken 
to Sangam, where their heads were shaved, 
leaving just the choti tuft at the back. They 
then performed the pinda daan [the offer-
ing to their ancestors which completes all 
their worldly obligations, a rite normally 
performed by sons upon the death of their 
father]. They then take 108 dips in the Ganga 
and are given their danda (staff), kamandalu 
(water pot) and sacred thread. 

This evening their guru will cut off the 
choti and give them the presh mantra, which 
is in our coded language. At this stage they 
are called mahapurushas (great men). On 
February 10, the royal bathing day, they will 
be given digambar diksha, (sky clad initia-

tion), at which point they are fully naga sad-
hus. After this, the akhara judges their talents 
and assigns suitable responsibilities to each.”

Sri Mahant Satya Giri Ji Maharaj, the 
akhara’s secretary, spoke further on the 
 sadhus’ life: “Once initiated, our 1,500 sadhus 
will go into society and work for the promo-
tion of dharma. It is not compulsory that 
they remain naked all the time; they can also 
wear clothes according to the circumstances. 
There was a time when I was like them and 
lived naked, but now I am an offi ce bearer 
and wear clothes, even for the royal bath.”

Shri Subodh Acharya, one of the four 
priests conducting the akhara’s initiation 
rituals, added, “We have done the rituals in 
accord with the tradition of the Dashanami 
sannyasins as laid down by Adi Shankara-
charya. In every Kumbh it is done this way 
only.” ∏π

Sacred initiation: (below) Two of the 
1,500 initiates of Avahan Akhara gathered 
on the banks walk toward the Ganga to take 
108 dips in the river; (right) local barbers 
expertly shave the initiates; (far right) 
young and old initiates alike seek the river’s 
blessings with offerings of fl owers
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(above) The Kumbh city, 
spreading out across 20 
square kilometers of the 
river fl ood plains, can only 
be captured in part by an 
ordinary camera (see the 
inside cover for the satellite 
view); (left) pilgrims from 
the rural areas stream 
into the Kumbh grounds, 
belongings on their heads; 
(right) this group pauses 
for a rest—the metal 
pots for collecting food 
from the free kitchens 
and the plastic jugs for 
Ganga water to take 
back to their homes.
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  Rich & Poor: The logistics of low and high budget travel
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PILGRIMS’ SOJOURN

 N
ot all kumbh devotees are 
alike. Some camp for an extend-
ed time, most stay for a few days 
and others come only to take 

the bath, departing the same day. For all of 
them, the Kumbh is full of challenges and 
uncertainties, paradoxically more so for the 
affl uent than for the poor. 

The upper-middle-class or upper-class 
pilgrim typically struggles to plan the trip, 
book plane or railway tickets and locate de-
cent accommodations—which are in short 
supply here and increasingly expensive. The 
poor man has but to pack his bag and leave. 
He requires no reservations; he takes any bus 
or train that can accommodate him—stand-
ing all the way if need be. 

The hearty villager can carry his bag on 
his head and walk ten or twenty kilometers 
across the expansive grounds without get-
ting fatigued. The sedentary urbanite can 
barely manage the walk, leave alone carrying 
his own suitcases. Unless he has government 
connections to provide transport, he looks in 
vain for the rare three-wheeler to get him 
about. The Kumbh demands more of those 
who demand more.

The urbanite faces daily frustration and 
unending haggling when his expectations 
are not met; the villager has no expectations 
and is content with what God provides. He 
can sit or sleep anywhere along the road, 
under a tree or in the marketplace, which is 

deserted at night. He waits happily in line for 
the free tea and food available at the bhanda-
ras run by the various religious organizations 
and akharas of saints, or he cooks his own 
food beside the road over a small fi re. The 
urbanite is constantly worried about clean 
food, clean water and sanitation facilities—
not to mention security, lest someone steal 
his valuables.

Poor pilgrims enjoy every moment of their 
pilgrimage. They can be seen walking on the 
roads any hour of the day. Many will not rest 
or take food until they have had their bath. 
They may or may not visit the akharas for 
darshan of the sadhus; having the holy dip 
is the ultimate spiritual experience for them, 
after which they repose in bliss and peace. 

Affl uent pilgrims certainly may have an 
intense spiritual experience, but they spend 
considerably more time and energy worry-
ing about their mundane circumstances and 
comforts. Without doubt, however, all are 
one in their faith in Mother Ganga.

Another group, who may be poor or rich, 
are those associated with one of the akharas 
or ashrams which have a camp on the 
Kumbh grounds. Their accommodations are 
good, in some cases luxurious, but mostly 
they benefi t from the akharas’ access and in-
fl uence area. 

A special group of pilgrims, on the order 
of a million, are the kalpavasis (see page 40), 
who stay an entire month on the grounds, 
bathing daily in the Ganga, eating one meal a 
day, visiting the saints and attending frequent 

bhajans. 
Pilgrims’ budgets range from ten to several 

thousand dollars. At one extreme are the ma-
jestic tents set up by the government, private 
enterprises and some of the ashrams, where 
the nightly rates rival that of a fi ve-star Delhi 
hotel, running from us$110 to $370—this 
for a canvas tent and a cot set up on sand. 
For $18.50 to $185, one can stay in the city of 
Allahabad (Prayag) at one of hundreds of ho-
tels and guest houses. There are also ashrams, 
dharmasalas and tented accommodations, 
both in Allahabad and the Kumbh Mela area, 
where one can stay almost without cost, with 
access to the free community kitchens. 

Polluted air is a greater hazard to pilgrims 
than polluted water. The entire grounds are 
sand. Though the area is constantly being 
watered down by trucks, the dust—com-
bined with the smoke from tens of thou-
sands of fires—causes many lung-related 
diffi culties. Night temperatures fall to 45°F 
in early February. But few pilgrims complain 
about these problems.

For numberless wayfarers on any given 
day there is a place to sleep, food to eat, water 
to drink and toilets to use. This astounding 
logistical triumph attracted a multifaceted 
team of dozens of scholars from Harvard 
University, who recognize that this vast tem-
porary city offers lessons for other circum-
stances, such as the creation of refugee camps. 
Their report, not yet released, will be covered 
in a future issue of Hinduism Today.   ∏π
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The Kumbh Mela grounds on each side of the 
Ganga are connected by temporary pontoon 
bridges. (inset) The same grounds in 1954.
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c a l i f o r n i a

“Just Amazing”“Just Amazing”

I I have been coming to india 
for four years. Initially, I came 

to learn more yoga, and I gradu-
ally got interested in the Indian 
culture. I came here right af-
ter the fi rst bathing day. The 
magnitude of the festival 
is amazing. It is wonderful 
sitting around the dhunis 
(sacred fi res). You can read 
books about the Kumbh 
Mela, you can see it on the 
Internet, but you cannot 
understand what it is unless 
you come here. The amazing 
energy of walking down 
the wide Sangam Road has 
to be experienced to know 
what Kumbh is. You see 
people walking singing 
beautiful bhajans. I think 
the beauty and magnitude 
of the faith at such a great 
level is something worth experi-
encing. It really does not matter 

what your label of religion is, the 
spiritual vibrations and energy 
here would just seep into your 
consciousness. 

c l o c k w i s e  f rom  t o p :  t hom a s  k e l ly ; 
r a j i v  m a l i k ;  r a j i v  m a l i k 

d e l h i

“The Energy Level Is So High”“The Energy Level Is So High”
W e came here yesterday. i 

had an early morning 
snan (holy dip) today and felt 
really blissful. This is the fourth 
Kumbh we are attending. I have 
been doing Sivangi sadhana for 
the past few days in conjunc-
tion with the full moon of Thai 
Pusam, which is supposed to 
be very powerful. The sadhana 
lasts 42 days and includes fasting, 

penance and begging, which 
I am doing now. The pilgrims’ 
faith and desire for liberation 
unites them all, brings them 
here and connects them with so 
many sampradayas, saints, Gods 
and Goddesses. The energy level 
is so high here that it is diffi cult 
to explain in words. Only those 
who are here to taste this atmo-
sphere can understand.

d e l h i

“Hindu Dharma Is the Best”“Hindu Dharma Is the Best”
At past kumbh melas there 

was not so much rush, and 
the number of people was much 
less. The morning snan was eas-
ily manageable. This morning, 
when we went for the snan, it 
turned to be no less than a battle 
of Mahabharata, as there was 
so much rush. We could under-
take the snan only with great 

diffi culty. One big difference 
now is that I am aged. When I 
was young, I used to run to reach 
the ghats. In no other country 
can you see the kind of faith 
Hindus have in their dharma. 
After attending fi ve Kumbh 
Melas, my own conclusion is 
that Hindu dharma is the best 
dharma in the world.

Shri Har Lal Gupta (far right), 73, a merchant, and wife Maya Devi 
(far left) with friends meeting Swami Gopal Sharan Devacharya

S O C I A L  I S S U E S

Sadhvi Conducts “Woman Power Camp”
Leading woman saint of Niranjani Akhara convened the Kumbh’s 
women constables for an evening of education and inspiration

By Rajiv Malik, Delhi

 S S
adhvi anandamayi ma, maha-
mandaleshwar of Niranjani 
Akhara, spoke to the policewom-
en assembled before her with 

deep conviction and passion: “The idea is to 
inspire and encourage you to fearlessly work 
for the betterment of exploited and harassed 
women. You can do this in a better way if 
you are yourself enlightened, aware and spir-
itually powerful.”

She continued, “The killing of female chil-
dren in the womb and the rape of young girls 
are issues that have shaken my soul. As a re-
sult, on this holy land of Kumbh, I have taken 
a vow from now onwards to completely work 
for the empowerment of women. It is the duty 
of spiritual people to cure social evils. Every day 
we say, ‘Let dharma prevail’ and ‘May adharma 
(unrighteousness) be destroyed,’ but unrigh-
teousness is increasing day by day. My aim is to 
organize one million women who will work to-
gether with the power of one hundred million.”

The animated gathering, attended by some 
fifty policewomen, was well timed. Saints 
across the entire Kumbh were discussing fe-
male infanticide and crimes against women. 
Maa Anandamayi organized several other 
events at the Kumbh, with the help of activ-
ists such as Dr. Rama Singh, to highlight the 

plight of the common Hindu woman in to-
day’s society.

Inspector General Alok Singh of the 
Kumbh police force addressed the gathering. 
He revealed fi rst that the force has scrambled 
to hire women constables, and some of those 
present in uniform were assigned to the 
Kumbh even before completing their basic 
training, so great was the need. “There is a big 
demand for women police,” he said, “as they 
are sensitive to the needs of the young girls 
and also the elderly. The saint’s discussions 
here at the Kumbh on woman empowerment 
and female infanticide are sure to yield solu-
tions that will be implemented by society.”

“We women constables are generally reluc-
tant to speak from public platforms,” Vibha 
Pandey confided. “Preventing the harass-
ment of women by their own family can be 
achieved not only by educating women but by 
making them fi nancially independent. Illit-
erate women are beaten by drunk husbands 
and harassed by mothers-in-law. Finan-
cially independent women are given respect, 
because the husband and his family real-
ize you can manage without their support.”

Suman Goswami, a social worker based 
in Allahabad, spoke up: “Whenever there is 
a crisis for women in this country, it is the 
forces of Sanatana Dharma which come 

forward to save them. Working women, in-
cluding women police constables, face a lot of 
problems in their professional and personal 
lives. It is a constant challenge for them to 
maintain their dignity and independence 
both at home and in the offi ces. Whenever 
there are atrocities against women anywhere, 
we must all stand together and oppose them.”

Manju Pathak of Allahabad, also a social 
worker, explained: “Ours is a male-dom-
inated society. Men want to keep women 
dependent on them and confi ned within the 
four walls of their homes. However, while we 
fi ght for our rights, we have to live within 
the bounds of good social conduct and not 
cross those boundaries.”

Dr. Singh told Hinduism Today, “Sadhvi 
Anandamayi Ma is asking women to claim 
their rights from their family and the world, 
not by revolting but through love. She is 
working to secure their right not to break 
up society but to unite it and make it better. 
When women receive such direction from a 
spiritual personality, it has a positive impact 
on them.” Nothing similar to Sadhvi Anan-
damayi Ma’s event has been organized, even 
though the treatment of women is a major 
topic among the saints. Her gatherings were 
well advertised and attracted signifi cant at-
tention from the media. ∏π 

Bettering the lot of women: (left) Sadhvi Anandamayi Ma 
(center) poses for the media with participants of the camp; 
(right) the young constables listen attentively
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Kimberly “Kamala” Jordan, yoga 
teacher from Los Angeles

Dinesh Shah, a hotel consultant, begging during the Kumbh as part 
of his 42-day sadhana during the event

Pilgrim Voices
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h i m a l a y a s

“Here to Bless The P“Here to Bless The Pilgrims”lgrims”

 We are one of the well-
known Shaiva akharas. 
We are all naga san-

nyasins. It is diffi cult to know 
how many we are in total. The 
Kumbh is going on nicely and 
peacefully. The naga sannya-
sins are enjoying the bathing 
and going around the Kumbh 
mela area merrily. Police and 
administration are nice. We 
are here to bless the pilgrims. It 
is believed that with the mere 
darshan of nagas, one’s sins are 
washed away. We would like to 
give blessings to all the Hindus 
of the world. We are the force of 
dharma. We normally work si-
lently, but when we see that the 
force of karma is not effective, 
then we come into action to save 

any threat to our dharma. 

Children
The problems we are facing to-
day are because we have not 
brought up our children the way 
we should. We have allowed 
our children to become modern, 
advanced and forward. But we 
have not taught them about their 
duties and limitations. 

Most of the youth and their 
parents have just a working kind 
of relationship; they are not re-
ally on speaking terms with each 
other. Gradually the relationship 
between parents and children 
is deteriorating, as the culture is 
also changing. 

Today we are not respecting 
our saints. Crime against our 

women is increasing. Our girls 
are being killed in the wombs of 
their mothers. Even the govern-
ment is not putting a check on 
all this. Our daughters are also 
a part of the force who preserve 
and protect our religion when 
they assume the role of mothers. 

We have so many eminent 
saints teaching good things in 
direct kathas and through televi-
sion. Why is this not having an 
impact on the society? Why do 
our youth and even householders 
continue to live in the same way 
and do not change even after 
listening to the stories of Rama-
yana and Mahabharata? 

Treatment of Sadhus
Our dharma is facing all kind of 
dangers. Today the temples are 
being handed over to the trustees, 
and sadhus are being pushed 
out. Sadhus are being told to go 

and stay in jungles. In the past, 
for sadhus there was land which 
was provided by the kings and 
the governments in cities and vil-
lages alike. Today we are supposed 
to purchase land for building 
ashrams and temples. Today the 
saints cannot fi nd shelter even 
in the cremation grounds. Even 
there, the commercial people are 
running their shops.

The Dhuni Fire
We worship our sacred fi re, 
dhuni. It is Narayan. It is kept 
alive round the clock. Through 
it, we pray for the welfare of 
the people. If you sit around the 
dhuni, your speech becomes 
purifi ed and your meditation 
deepens. Devatas appear out of 
the dhuni; it holds great signifi -
cance for us. All the ash we use 
to cover ourselves comes from 
this sacred fi re.

ENVIRONMENT

Promoting a Green Gathering
The head of Parmarth Niketan explains why he took 
his “Clean the Ganga” movement to Sangam

B Y  S WA M I  C H I D A N A N D  S A R A S WAT I  ( M U N I J I )

 The maha kumbh mela was a historic event, not only 
 because of the huge, teeming crowds of devotees from every 
corner of the Earth, but especially because of its unprecedented 
emphasis, awareness and focus on environmental protection. 

I have been attending Kumbh Melas and the Ardh Kumbh Melas 
since 1974, and this is the fi rst one where the “green” aspect was so 
prevalent. We have been working for many years to have this Green 
Kumbh Initiative, which I feel was most successful. Thousands 
of students from local schools, the fi sherman community, judges 
and advocates of the High Court, professors and students from the 
university and so, so many local people all came together at various 
times of the Kumbh to take part in the programs, conferences, events 
and actions we organized as part of this Green Kumbh Initiative.

The impact has been successful and lasting. To keep up the mo-
mentum and focus, a Paryavarn Kumbha, Environmental Kumbha, 
will be held in Allahabad on the 19th and 20th of April. Judges and 
advocates have become more aware of the crucial need to uphold 
and create laws protecting the natural environment, and particularly 
Ganga. Local people—not only from Allahabad but from all over 
India—have become educated, informed and inspired about the ways 
they can help protect Ganga. Another wonderful outcome was that 
our Cabinet Minister for Water Resources came to our Kumbh Mela 
camp. He was impressed and touched by the compelling aspects of 
the work for Ganga, Yamuna and the Green Kumbha. Then, just a few 
weeks ago, in the immediate wake of Kumbh, I helped to mediate an 
agreement between him and Yamuna activists from the Vrindavan/
Mathura area in which he has offi cially agreed to build canals along-
side the banks of the Yamuna into which the sewage will fl ow in-
stead of into the Yamuna. Coming just three weeks after the Kumbh, 
this is a major positive result. 

The biggest challenges we face are in the form of educating the 
general population about the crucial nature of the situation. Ganga is 
a Divine Goddess who came down from Heaven, in the form of the 
river, to liberate the sons of King Sagara. Therefore, Her divinity, Her 
purity, Her perfection, the essence of Divine Ganga—the moksha-
giving, liberating nature of Ganga—existed before She took this form 
and continues to exist regardless of how “clean” or “dirty” the actual 
water molecules may be. So people sometimes have diffi culty sepa-
rating the inherent purity, perfection and divinity of Ganga from the 
current polluted nature of Her waters. 

Some 450 million people depend upon Ganga every day of their 
lives—not on Her divine essence for moksha, liberation or divine con-
nection, but on the very physical water molecules they need for their 
drinking water, cooking water and irrigation water. Their very lives and 
livelihoods depend upon Her water staying not only pure but also clean. 

Taking action: Swamiji pitches in with his gurukulam 
students and devotees to clean the Ganga at the Kumbh

Shri Digambar Ishvargiri, a naga sannyasin of the Shambhu 
Panch Atal Akhara, sitting at the dhuni in his tent

Voices of the Saints
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P E O P L E

Kalpavasi Enduring Diurnal Disciplines
One million-plus devotees from all walks of life sojourn at Sangam 
for a full month of rigorous sadhana and joyous devotion

A Kalpavasi camp: (above) Gupta and part of his group engage in 
a lively bhajan for the benefi t of our photographer; (right) tending to 
the ordinary chores of the day; (below) four ladies chat while a few 
more nap inside a spartan tent. Shortly after the main bathing day 
on February 10, heavy rains turned these camps into soggy lakes, but 
few kalpavasis abandoned their sadhana.

Most of the Kumbh grounds are set aside 
not for the hundreds of thousands of sa dhus 
present, who are mostly in sector 4, but for 
the huge number of pilgrims who come to 
spend the full month of Magh. One of these 
pilgrims from the recently formed central 
Indian state of Chhattisgarh, explains who 
they are and what they do.

By Bhagwati Shankar Gupta

 B
y coincidence, both my wife 
and i were born in our respec-
tive homes after a recitation of 
Bhagavatha Purana and named 

after the scripture—I as Bhagwati Shankar, 
she as Bhagvathi Devi. We are a group of 80 
who came 700 kilometers from Chhattis-
garh, bringing all our belongings in a truck. 
Our guru is Sadhu Vir Vrati Prabal Ji Maha-
raj, who is a disciple of Karpatri Ji Maharaj. 
We have been doing kalpavas [“long stay”] 
here each year for ten years, not just for this 
Kumbh. Though the Kumbh is held at four 
places, kalpavas is done only here at Prayag 
Raj, on the banks of Sangam, in the month of 
Magh [in 2013, January 27 to February 25]. 
By doing kalpavas we earn a lot of spiritual 
merit as per our scriptures. My life has been 
completely transformed since I started this.

As kalpavasis we have to sleep on the 
ground, take a daily bath in the Ganga and 
live a disciplined life with minimum food. 
We spend as much time as we can in per-
forming bhajans and reading scriptures. We 
cannot leave the city of Allahabad during the 
thirty days. Our suhagins, married women 
whose husbands are alive, also fast on Mon-
days and Thursdays.

We cook our own food and do not take 
onions or garlic. Rarely do we take free food 
at the bhandaras, and then only if we have 
donated something to them first. Some-
times we ourselves organize bhandaras, ac-
cording to our fi nancial capabilities. We are 
supposed to have food just once a day, but 
these days we are a bit more liberal. Many of 
us have food twice a day, especially those in 
poor health.

Most of the people in our group are from 
the age of 60 to 90 years and mostly couples. 
The per-head expense of kalpavas is around 
us$92 for a one-month stay here. 

At fi ve in the morning our group of eighty 
goes for a bath in Ganga, which is not far 
from our camp. Following the rules of kal-
pavas, this bath has to be taken before sun-
rise; therefore, we get up around 3:30am. At 
Ganga we just do the bath. Brushing of teeth 
and other daily duties are performed here at 
camp only, because we do not want to pollute 
the water of Mother Ganga. It takes over an 
hour for all of us to fi nish bathing. 

After the bath, we make a Sivalinga out 
of sand on the banks of Mother Ganga and 

worship it. Then we perform 
Ganga arati and make donations 
to the brahmins who are there. 
After coming back to camp, we 
do the puja of our own Ishta 

Devata. We also go through scriptures, in-
cluding Gita and Ramayana. 

Around 9am we take food and then sing 
bhajans. In fact, we go to the Ganga sing-
ing bhajans and come back singing bhajans. 
We have some musical instruments for this. 
When we go for the darshan and satsang of 
saints, all eighty of us go together. Sometimes 
others join us. We never lock our tents when 
we go out, as we feel absolutely safe here. 

There are hundreds of thousands of people 
who do kalpavas here at Prayag every year 
in the month of Magh. The biggest num-
ber come from Chattisgarh. I feel everyone 
should come and do kalpavas here on the 
banks of Sangam in Prayag Raj. If you do it at 
home, you get just 10 percent benefi t. If you 
do it in the temple, you get 30 percent benefi t. 
But if you come to Prayag Raj and do kalpa-
vas, you get 100 percent benefi t. Whatever 
charity or penance one does here will have a 
lot of value in the realm of the Gods. 

After six years of kalpavas, we have to 
make special offerings to the brahmins here. 
I did so when I completed six years and will 
do it again once we complete 12 years.

I have been coming here for the 30-day 
kalpavas with my group for the past ten 
years. Over that time the water level of Gan-
ga has gone down, and that is a big problem. 
Interestingly, the water of Ganga that you see 
is of brownish color and not so clean. How-
ever, every year for the past ten years I have 
been taking this water home with me. When 
kept for some time, it becomes very clean. 
Waters of other rivers are not like this; it is 
special quality of Ganga water. If Hindus in 
India get united, things can change for Ganga. 
But I am a very small man and it is diffi cult 
for me to speak on this subject.               ∏π

In the Kumbh spirit: (left) Bhagwati 
Shankar Gupta and his wife Bhagvathi 
Devi, both 63; (right) percussion section 
for bhajana
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A broad view of the Sangam ghat and pilgrim tents (center); clockwise from 
bottom: two Nepalese sadhvis hug each other at the Juna Akhara sadhvi camp; 
a naga baba wearing rudraksha malas over his body; two saints enjoying 
prasad; a young boy having his holy dip at sangam; a pilgrim performing 
Ganga arati; an elderly Hindu woman prays, having bathed in the Ganga
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 M M
ahant Divya Giri poses with sadhvis and new initiates of the all-woman 
Dasanami Sannyasini wing of Juna Akhara. The initiation ceremony followed 
that of the thousands of new sadhus of Juna Akhara. A number of the sadhvis 

in this photo are from Nepal. An estimated ten thousand sadhvis are residing at the 
Kumbh, of which 147 are at Juna Akhara. Their camp was popular with the pilgrims, 
many of whom joined the sadhvis for darshan, bhajana and tea. 

Nepal’s Female Contemplatives

th
o

m
a

s 
k

el
ly

44 hinduism today july/august/september,  2013 july/august/september,  2013  hinduism today  45



46 hinduism today july/august/september,  2013 july/august/september,  2013  hinduism today  47

Some of us are living double lives. That is why the saints who 
preach so much on television are not able to infl uence the lives of 
people. They themselves do not practice what they are preaching, and 
the people know it well. In earlier times people would go to the ash-
ram of a rishi, and by observing that way of living they would learn. 
Now it is just speech-making. This trend was not there in the ancient 
times. It is the pure conduct of a person which has a lasting impact on 
others. Words can just stir up passions momentarily. It is one’s con-
duct that can transform others, not one’s words.

Sanatana Dharma and Religion
Our guru paramapara started from ancient seers like Sanak, Sanatan 
and Sanatkumara. They were all the manas putras (mind-made sons) 
of Lord Brahma. Sanatana Dharma is not something created by a 
particular individual. Whatever is created by man is not everlasting, 
as man himself is not everlasting. The various religions of the world 
are not religions, they are matas and panthas. Those matas have been 
established by specifi c individuals. However, Sanatana Dharma was 
not established by any one person. Neither any rishis nor Rama nor 
Krishna established it. Sanatana means eternal, which was, which is 
and which will always remain. During the time of Buddha, there was 
a domination of Buddhism, and Sanatana Dharma was in the back-
ground. But then Shankaracharyaji came, and our tree of Sanatana 
Dharma was green once again. So 
Sanatana Dharma also has seen 
ups and downs. Even today in 
Hinduism there are certain panths 
which are guru oriented. In Sana-
tana Dharma too much importance 
to a person is not appropriate.

Death
When most people die, their pra-
nas go out from the lower parts 
of their body. For about 20 per-
cent, the pranas go out through 
the mouth. Then there are more 
elevated ones, just a few percent, 
whose pranas go out through the 
eyes, ears and nose. For just a few 
out of millions, the pranas go out 
through their head, through the 
sahasrara chakra.

Shahi Snan
Bathing in Ganga water is impor-
tant, but even more important is the devotion and faith with which 
we enter the water of Ganga. If the level of devotion is not proper, 
then we will not get the due merit out of even a seemingly good ac-
tion. So when one goes for a snan at the Ganga, one has to observe the 
purity of body, mind and soul. One has to be sweet to others, nice to 
others, focused, devoted and in a contemplative state of mind. Your 
speech, your eyes, your ears, your hands—all have to be without any 
vasanas or worldly attractions. Then only the snan in Ganga will be 
of benefi t. To become liberated by the Ganga bath you have to be a 
deserving patra or utensil. You have to be a clean utensil.

On Himself
I did not participate in the procession for the snan because I cannot sit 
on an elephant for seven hours. I go and have a bath at leisure when it 
is suitable to me, and then for a long time and just like a small child. I 
just undertake at this age what is suitable to my body and naturally 
convenient to me. I am more happy taking care of the feeding of all 

those devotees who are visiting my camp. Though I am a mahaman-
daleshwar, I do not believe in much pomp and show. 

Seriousness is not the natural state of a human being; being 
simple and natural is our proper style. We have to be childlike. Sim-
plicity is the result of sadhana. If one is not natural and simple, then 
the sadhana of that person is not bearing him any fruit.

International Hinduism
Hindus outside India are better Hindus and are more devoted to their 
religion. They are more organized and united as well. In fact, they 
have preserved the Hindutva in themselves. They are also very keen 
to give the good sanskars of Hindutva to their children and youth. 
Here in India we are sending our children to Christian schools, where 
they have to pray as per the Christian traditions. If they wear a tilak or 
shikha in a convent school, they are punished by the school authori-
ties. Even our girls, when they pierce their nose or ears, are punished. 
Here in India we are not as good Hindus as our brethren abroad, who 
are more devoted to Hinduism.

The State of Hinduism
Hindus today are valuing money over religion. I knew a doctor whose 
father and even grandfather were my devotees; he used the name of a 
different sect to run his shop. When I asked him, he said he was doing 

it for the sake of business. So 
some Hindus go to any length 
to gain money. A Muslim will 
leave all his clients if his time 
for namaaz comes. But a Hindu 
will give preference to attend-
ing his clients and miss the 
temple arati. So we give more 
importance to money over our 
religion, while people of other 
religions do not behave this 
way. 

We are not taught to be good 
human beings from childhood. 
Rather we are taught how to 
be successful in making money. 
Today we are not attaching 
due value and importance to 
moral values, as we did in the 
olden times. That is the reason 
there is a deterioration of the 
character and moral values in 
the present generation. It is 

because of this fall in moral values that we are becoming a corrupt so-
ciety. Our political leaders are also corrupt, and they are setting wrong 
standards and a wrong code of conduct, which the common man is 
now following. 

It is sad that today even some of our saints are not very honest in 
their conduct. They speak of penance and renunciation, but when it 
comes to the wealth accumulated by them, they try to pass it on to 
their close relatives. Ramayana says that the root of all wrong things 
is in the attachment to worldly things. Today, however, the saints 
who are married will pass on their seat only to their son and not to a 
deserving disciple. This is what they practice, although they preach 
renunciation of the world. 

Today, unfortunately, almost everyone compromises for monetary 
gains, whether he is a successful politician, businessman or saint. 
Therefore, how can others follow them and become honest? In the 
end, I would like to say that only those who do not get attached to the 
things of the world are eternally happy.

INTERVIEW

Youth, Marriage, Kumbh and Death Itself
Swami Hari Prakash Udasin wades into the issues facing Hinduism 

B Y  R A J I V  M A L I K

 It is often said that hinduism has a lot of problems with 
caste differentiation and discrimination. However, no one who has 
come to the Kumbh Mela and taken a bath at Sangam has been 
asked about their caste. If we had a big problem related to caste, 

then where brahmins and kshatriyas were having bath, the entry 
of shudras would have been banned. But you see nothing like this 
happening. Dharma has not only united us but taught us a lesson in 
equality. It is only because of festivals 
like Kumbh that we are not just Pun-
jabis, Gujaratis, Tamils or Marathis, 
but all united as Hindus. In the name 
of Kumbh we are all one. In past cen-
turies there have been thousands who 
wanted to destroy us, but they could 
not succeed. The Kumbh is one reason. 
This gathering is the result of the in-
ternal devotion, faith and dedication 
of the masses; it is not social or caste 
based. Even if a Muslim is bathing in 
the Ganga, we praise his good fortune. 
I do not know if this large-hearted-
ness is present in other religions.

Youth 
If our youth understand their duties 
and start performing them, then it 
will be good both for our country and 
Hindu dharma. It is unfortunate that, 
although we fi ght for our rights and 
agitate about them, we never, ever 
talk about our duties. The man who 
performs his duty does not have to ask 
for his rights—the rights due to him 
fall into his lap. So whether or not we 
can inspire the youth from the angle 
of dharma, we must teach them to 
perform their duties. If we saints can 
only accomplish this much, we will 
consider ourselves successful. 

The truth is that the youth today are 
not taking guidance from saints or 
even from their parents. The infl uence 
of TV and of the West has confused 
us and taken us off the correct path. 
Our sisters and daughters are going 
on dates, and we listen to news of gang rapes and killings. Why is 
all this happening? Who wishes to have his sister or daughter mur-
dered ? Our Hindu sanskars would never permit this. Today we have 
instances of relationships without marriage, just living together. All 
this is leading to a shabby state of affairs. All this is not a part of our 
culture. This wind of Westernization is blowing from Europe and 
America. We do not take the good from their culture, but we readily 

accept the bad. 
Most of our youth are not learning what they should, and they are 

confused. In areas of the country where the youth have improved, the 
region has been transformed. The painful thing is that many are not 
trying to improve. Certainly there are young people who have reached 
the top in their chosen fi elds, but they are small in number. Most are 
off track. Our youth have ample energy, but it needs to be channeled 

correctly so that we can change this 
world.

Marriage
All this is leading to love marriages. 
There is hardly any love in these mar-
riages. It is just infatuation. Their mind 
does not work, and they use their heart 
to make the decision. When the wis-
dom, mind and heart are not in unison, 
any decision made will not be correct. 
The heart itself is not very stable; deci-
sions made by it are not very durable. 
In the practical world, the hard reali-
ties of life often cause love to vanish 
for couples who have married out of 
love. In earlier times the marriages 
were arranged by the parents, and they 
were everlasting or long-lived. A mar-
riage that is arranged by the family has 
no expectations, but a love marriage 
has expectations. When something 
becomes one’s own, then one gets 
bored with that thing—this is the 
nature of a human being. That is the 
reason the love marriages fail 90% of 
the time. Arranged marriages are 90% 
successful and only 10% fail. So now 
tell me if our arranged marriage sys-
tem is correct, or is the European way 
of love marriages correct? A live-in 
relationship is not needed at all.

This menace of drug addiction is 
also affecting our youth in a big way. 
They take drugs and are playing with 
their lives. Not only our youth are to 
be blamed for this; the elders too are to 
be blamed.

Responsibility of Parents, Elders and Saints
Today what the spiritual gurus and parents are teaching is not having 
any effect on the youth, because they themselves are not practicing 
what they are preaching. What we see our gurus and parents practice 
has a profound impact on us. So we will have to walk our talk if we 
wish to have an impact on our children.

Sharing wisdom: (above) Mahamandaleshwar 
Swami Hari Prakash Udasin, 79, of Panchayati 
Akhara Bada Udasin, Haridwar

Austere quarters: Swami paused frequently during the interview 
to explain the questions and his thinking to the assembled devotees
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v r i n d a v a n

“Proud I Am “Proud I Am 
a Hindu”a Hindu”

 In the past, when travel was 
diffi cult, the Kumbh Mela 
was mainly a gathering of top 

saints and acharyas as a symbol 
of unity. They would consider 
the various problems faced at 
district, state and village levels. 
Are our daughters and mothers 
being victimized? Is there an 
attack on our Vedic culture and 
literature? If the problem was 
among the intellectuals, then 
the intellectual saints of very 
high level were sent. If it was 
with the common people, then 
those adept in bhajans and kir-
tans would go and improve the 
situation. This is how the tradi-
tions of our Sanatana Dharma 
were kept alive by our top seers 
through these Kumbh Melas. 
Today only around 65 percent of 

the pilgrims are deeply religious 
and have come here with total 
devotion, while the remaining 35 
percent have come to the event 
in the spirit of a mela or a fair.

Pollution of the Ganga
For this mela, the message is 
that the saints and pilgrims 
here are highly concerned 
about the pollution of our 
Mother Ganga. This can be 
solved only when each and 
every Hindu becomes aware of 
it and keeps their local small 
rivers and tributaries free of 
pollution. The quality and 
quantity of water in successive 
Kumbh Melas is under severe 
pressure. The time has come to 
take this matter very seriously. 

All Hindus must join this move-
ment to clean Ganga.

Proud to Be Hindu
I will end by saying I am proud 
that I am an Indian and I am 

proud that I am a Hindu. I salute 
our men and women who, once 
married before the Fire God, re-
main with each other through-
out their life. 

h i m a c h a l  p r a d e s h

“Emphasis on “Emphasis on 
Brahmacharya”Brahmacharya”

 It is unfortunate that in-
stead of sadhus impressing or 
infl uencing people, people are 

exerting infl uence on the sadhus. 
Sadhus listen patiently to what 
people have to say, but people are 
not listening as patiently to what 
sadhus are telling them. It is even 
happening that corrupt people 
are infl uencing the sadhus. Sad-
hus should be careful to choose 
the company of good people. 

Many of our saints preach 
good things via TV channels 
and kathas which are watched 
and attended by hundreds of 
thousands of people, but still 
they have not been able to bring 
about any improvement in the 
society. Why?

Kumbh Mela
The government has only laid 
down the basic infrastructure 
for this Kumbh Mela city. All 

other arrangements have been 
done by saints and akharas. Each 
has put up their own tents out 
of their own money. 

Youth
Yesterday I was visited by some 
youth from an engineering col-
lege. They were only interested 
in showing their palms to me 
and wanting to know their fu-
ture through palmistry. Finally, I 
told them that it was better they 
focused on using their hands for 
working, which will get them 
success, rather than being much 
bothered about the lines in their 
palms. There are very few seek-
ers among the youth.

Celibacy
I lay a lot of emphasis on brahm-
acharya. If you do not preserve 
the sacred seed, how will there 
be grace and light on your face? 
When the seed is preserved 
and utilized for a higher cause, 
then we see there is a certain 
grace and light on the face of 
the person. A regulated and 
disciplined daily life is a must 

for maintaining brahmacharya. 
Sometimes students tell me their 
memory fails them. I tell them to 
observe brahmacharya and see 
how their memory improves.

Women
Our scriptures say that where 
women are worshipped, devatas 
roam. 

Ramayana and Mahabharata 
happened because of the disre-
spectful behavior meted out to 
Sita and Draupadi. Something 
similar happened recently, when 
a girl was raped in Delhi and all 
those powerful and educated 
people were helpless to save her 
honor. 

This was just one example. 
Besides this there have been so 
many incidents of injustice done 
to women. Crimes against wom-
en are happening on a big scale, 
while only a few are highlighted 
by the media. The rest do not get 
much attention and prominence. 

The big positive change af-
ter the Delhi rape case is that 
people have become awakened, 
and now they have decided to 
raise their voice in a big way. 
However, women also must 
maintain a certain code of 

conduct, which will strengthen 
them, make them more empow-
ered and get them better respect 
overall.

a l l  p ho t o s :  r a j i v  m a l i k

d e l h i

“Immersed In God”“Immersed In God”
A fter experiencing this 

Kumbh, we feel that had we 
not participated in it we would 
have committed a big blunder. 
Such a mega-event cannot be 
organized without the blessings 
of God Himself, and I salute the 
Uttar Pradesh government. What 
we have spent to be here is im-
material. Personally, I believe one 
should spend at least ten percent 
of one’s income on activities 
connected to our religion. All 
other expenses we incur are of 
little worth. The kind of strong 
spiritual vibrations that are here 
right now can be experienced no 
where else in the world. Pilgrims 
from all over are rushing here to 
have a bath in the confl uence of 
three rivers. They have forgotten 
their physical existence and are 
immersed in God. They just want 

to have the bath, and then spend 
time singing bhajans and doing 
meditation at this powerful, holy 
place. Here we have got so easily 
a jewel of our life. This is usually 
diffi cult to obtain, but here in 
Prayag it is available to anyone.

m u m b a i

“Super Power In Prayag”“Super Power In Prayag”
It is amazing to see the faith 

and devotion people have for 
our religion. This morning I was 
reluctant to have a bath, think-
ing the water quality might be 
poor because of the big rush. But 
when I reached the bathing area, 
I found that the water quality 
was fairly good. I had a good holy 
dip. The most amazing experi-
ence was seeing the procession 
of naga sadhus who were com-
ing from Sangam after having 
a holy bath. Their age was from 

10 to 90 years. While we were 
wearing so many clothes and 
still feeling cold, these people 
were walking almost naked. For 
sure there is some super power 
in Prayag—so many things are 
taking place here and the energy 
level is so high. These initiates 
were sitting in the cold, but we 
could see peace and tranquility 
on their faces. Everyone must 
visit a Kumbh Mela at least once 
in their lifetime.

i s r a e l

“There’s Nothing Like“There’s Nothing Like
This In Our Country”This In Our Country”
I have never seen anything 

like this before. It is amazing to 
see how so many people believe 
in the same thing and are doing 
the same thing with such great 
belief. My friends are in shock. 
They told me just a few minutes 
ago that for them it is a dream to 
be here and experience this. It is 

something beyond their imagi-
nation. In our country, Israel, 
there is nothing like this. Maybe 
20 percent are religious, and they 
go to a synagogue and pray. But 
there is nothing like this where 
people gather in such large 
numbers and celebrate a festival 
together.

m u m b a i

“See at Least Some Miracle”“See at Least Some Miracle”
We are wandering here to 

meet some truly realized 
saints and get their divine bless-
ings. We cannot go to the caves 
where the saints stay after the 
Kumbh, but we can defi nitely 
try to meet them when they are 
here after a gap of twelve years. 
We are looking for a saint who 
can tell us about our lives and 
show us some miracles, too. So 

far this has not happened, but 
I am sure we will get to see at 
least some miracle before we end 
our visit. So far, we get up in the 
morning, have a bath in Ganga 
and then spend the day touching 
the feet and having darshan of 
the holy men whose camps we 
are visiting. I think these saints 
are themselves incarnations of 
various Gods and Goddesses. 

Shri Bhupinder Singh Yadav works 
for the Border Security Force

Devjeet and Nita Datta 

Jonathan, second from left, a lawyer with his friends from Israel

Deepak, a professional astrologer, with his wife Karuna 

Pilgrim Voices

Swami Gopal Sharan 
Devacharya (interviewed, 
at right) of the Nimbarka 
Sampradaya with Mahant 
Keshav Puri (center) of Mumbai 
and Swami Ananda Giri (left)

Also known as Swami Atma-
premananda, Mahant Ghan-
shyam Giri is a saint of the Juna 
Akhara based in Himachal 
Pradesh

Voices of the Saints
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Pilgrims assembled outside in the early morning hours on the main bathing day (center); clockwise 
from above: a group of newly initiated naga sadhus sitting around a fi re on a chilly winter evening 
at Juna Akhara; an Akhara temple where the evening arati is being performed; a kotwal of Avahan 
Akhara playing cymbals; sadhus gathered around an arati; jangams, a mystical caste of itinerant 
bards closely related to the naga babas, sing trance inducing songs of their yogic lineage
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n thursday, february seventh the vishwa hindu 
parishad held an immense Sant Mahasammelan (gather-
ing of saints) at the camp of Swami Vasudevananda on the 
Kumbh grounds. It was a raucous affair, with the thou-

sands in attendance shouting, “Jai Shri Ram” and “Har Har Mahadev” 
every few minutes throughout the speeches. The media was present 
in full force at this most political of all Kumbh events—half a dozen 
broadcast vans were parked outside, incidentally blocking an impor-
tant road. The saints on stage, dressed in every hue of saffron robes 
(with a few in white as well), represented most of the main Hindu 
lineages and akharas. The tents, curtains and fl ags on the dais were 
all saffron. 

The fi ve-hour affair dealt with issues pressed by the VHP for 
years, including the construction of a new Ram temple in Ayodhya. 
Swami Ramanandacharya pleaded, “All of us live in air-conditioned 
places, and our Lord Ram lives in a tented accommodation [set up 
after the masjid on the site was torn down in 1992].” Saint after 
saint echoed his plea, many calling for political action.

Mahamandaleshwar Vijyogananda Ji Maharaj introduced a reso-
lution calling for protection of the Ganga. “The truth is,” he lament-
ed, “that the river has lost its identity due to this heavy pollution.” 
Sadhvi Pragya Bharti read out a resolution on the status of women. 

“The increase in cases of rapes, female infanticide, domestic violence, 
dowry problem and eve teasing are a big concern for the fraternity 
of saints. The society in which women are not respected is not a 
civilized society.” The resolution called for moral education in school, 
banning of indecent portrayal of women on TV and in advertise-
ments and the death penalty for rape. All resolutions were passed 
with the chanting of “Aum.” As the meeting ended, there was a great 
rush of devotees to touch the feet of the revered saints. 
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VHP Calls for Action on Ram Temple, Women, Ganga

Call for action: (above) the famed blind swami Jagadguru 
Rama bhadracharya addresses an extraordinary array of religious 
leaders, including the Shankaracharya of Kanchi Peetham (seated 
in a chair at left), gathered on stage for the event; sadhus and 
devotees in attendance
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m a d h y a  p r a d e s h

Our Unity in Our Unity in 
Diversity”Diversity”

 Some people of other reli-
gions believe and often 
emphasize that they have 

one holy book and one God. At 
the same time they highlight 
that those belonging to Sanatana 
Dharma believe in a number of 
scriptures and books and also 
a number of Gods—implying 
we are not united. For all such 
people this Kumbh gives an 
appropriate reply. Here people 
belonging to different castes 
and spiritual lineages, different 
countries and often different 
ways of thinking have come to 
have a collective holy dip in the 
Triveni and worship Bhagwan 

Suryanarayan, the Sun God. It is 
here you get to view our unity 
in diversity. This is the majestic 
form of Sanatana Dharma. 

Youth
A lot of university students come 
to us to ask questions about 
their various projects and as-
signments. I have told them the 
infl uence of Western civilization 
upon them is increasingly appar-
ent, but at the same time West-
erners are being infl uenced by 
us, and in a big way—I see them 
here at the mela moving about in 
Indian dress, some with shaven 
heads even.

Women
Because of inadequate education, 
devotion to mother, father, re-
ligion and country is lessening. 
I tell the young girls coming to 

me about the kind of respect 
they should get in this country, 
respect which is not found any-
where else in the world. Our 
scriptures say, “Where women 
are worshiped, the Gods are 
present.” When our daughters 
are small, we worship them in 
Kumari Puja. When they are 
married, again they are wor-
shipped in Suvashini Puja. Mar-
ried women are taken as the em-
bodiment of Goddess Jagdamba. 

When it comes to men, only 
one’s own father is called “Fa-
ther.” Other male relatives are 
called “Uncle.” But in the case of 
elderly women, everyone calls 
them “Mother.” If a father’s son 
becomes a sannyasin, then the 
father does pranam and touches 
his sannyasin son’s feet. But in 
the case of the mother, the son 
touches her feet even after san-
nyas. Even if the son becomes a 
Shankaracharya, still he touches 
the feet of his mother. This coun-
try has had eminent women of 

stature like Anusuya, Maitri, 
Gargi, Sita and Savitri. Our girls 
should follow their path. It is the 
women of India that have given 
birth to Ramanujacharyas, Ra-
manandacharyas, Nimbarkacha-
ryas and Vallabhacharyas. Such 
is the prestige of women in this 
country.

I tell the college girls who 
come to me to wear graceful, tra-
ditional clothes and not blindly 
emulate the Western clothing, 
which is not graceful. We would 
like our girls to follow the tra-
ditional and moral values of our 
culture and heritage. This will 
certainly lead to more respect 
and the betterment of our nation 
and society.

Agni Peethadhishwar Acharya 
Mahamandaleshwar Shri 
Ramkrishnanand Ji Maharaj, 
Head of Sri Panchadash-
nam Panchagni Akhara

Voices of the Saints

“

l u c k n o w

“Bliss Difficult to Explain”“Bliss Difficult to Explain”
The whole arrangement 

here is so good. The security 
is excellent. The kind of bliss we 
experienced after having a dip in 
Mother Ganga is something very 
diffi cult for us to explain. This 
is the fi rst time we have come 
to attend the Kumbh, though 
we have come to Sangam many 
times in the past. I am a man of 
science, but I also believe our 
religion has a lot to do with sci-
ence. In fact, the scholars related 
to our religion fi rst talked about 
science. Last night we went to 

different akharas and met the 
saints belonging to different 
sects. 

Jaydeep’s wife Ritu adds: The 
message we got from the naga 
babas and other saints was that 
they are also a part of the society 
and should not be treated in 
any different manner. The naga 
babas told us they were here 
as members of our society, and 
therefore we must treat them as 
family members only.  When 
they are in the jungles and caves, 
their duty is to do penance. But 

they are here at the Kumbh mela 
to interact with Hindu society. 
Last night, when we visited the 
akharas, it was very cold. We 
were all wearing a lot of wool-
ens, but most of the saints were 
wearing very few clothes or even 
naked. They have extraordinary 
powers that they can brave 
the winter weather without 
any proper clothing. We were 
under the impression that the 
place would be extremely over-
crowded, and so we deliberately 
avoided bringing our kids. Now 
we are repenting for not bring-
ing them and their missing this 
once-in-a-lifetime experience. 

c l o c k w i s e  f rom  t o p :  r a j i v  m a l i k ;  t hom a s  k e l ly ;  r a j i v  m a l i k

g e r m a n y

“Their Faith Is “Their Faith Is 
Anchored at Anchored at 
Sangam”Sangam”

I teach indology. that is why 
I am here at the Kumbh, to 

cover the aspects of the modern 
religiosity in Hinduism. I’ve 
been a board member of VHP 
in Germany for almost 12 years. 
It is quite positive here. There 
is no perfect organization, and 

we should understand that. A 
perfect organization would be 
fl awless, and it is not fl awless. 
The police are extremely polite 
and well trained. In general, in-
formation technology has been 
used well, and they have tried to 
maintain cleanliness, though the 
sanitary conditions are not good.

Kumbh is not affordable for 
most foreigners. The tented ac-
commodation being offered by 
the UP Tourism is us$261 per day. 
Foreigners cannot understand 
why a government agency has 
put its prices so high. 

I have great regard for the silent 
majority of pilgrims from rural ar-
eas. They are completely dedicated 
and surrendered. The greatest 
pleasure in the Kumbh is that it 
is an affordable destination even 
for the poor of this country. They 
might be traveling thousands of 
kilometers in ordinary buses or 
by cheapest train class. They face 
diffi cult situations, yet the whole 
of their astha, faith, is anchored 
on just one shore, the holy water of 
Sangam. It is a pleasure watching 
the youth come here in big num-
bers, both from rich families and 
poor families. There is a tremen-
dous momentum in youth with 
the renaissance of Hinduism and 
Hindu philosophy. 

k a n n a u jk a n n a u j

“Opportunity “Opportunity 
to Learn”to Learn”
I am here with my friends to 

gather knowledge about my 
Hindu religion. I belong to a 
family of farmers. It seems 
everything is happening here 
perhaps as it was written in our 
Vedas. The biggest realization 
I’ve had is that there is no caste 
discrimination here. Everyone 
is propagating and serving 
Sanatana Dharma. To the people 
back home, I suggest everyone 
come and experience the Kumbh. 
It is a great opportunity to learn 
about our religion in depth and 
about how scientifi c our Hindu 
dharma is. 

Professor Ajit Sikand of the 
Department of Indology, Mainz 
University, Frankfurt

Shivam Bharti, graduate 
student from Uttar Pradesh

Dr. Jaydeep Chandra (center right), a neurosurgeon, with wife Ritu

Pilgrim Voices



One hundred women from Rajasthan came to the Kumbh with the 
singular goal of ending the stigma of untouchability caused by 
their work as scavengers handling human waste. They were present 
through the efforts of Dr. Bindeshwar Pathak, founder of Sulabh 
International, an India-based social service organization which 
promotes human rights, sanitation, non-conventional energy, waste 
management and social reforms through education. This is what Dr. 
Pathak had to say about his social campaign:

 A
s a child, i once touched an untouchable. for this 
infraction I was forced by my grandmother to swallow 
cow dung as a punishment. I was also made to drink cow 
urine and bathe in Ganga water to purify myself. This 

experience ingrained in me what untouchability was in the minds 
of my community. These women here with me at the Kumbh once 
cleaned human excrement from toilets, and this made them Un-
touchables. They had to wear bells around their necks to warn fami-
lies of their approach. They were forbidden from going to the temple, 
doing puja, even bathing in the Ganga. They never used to come here 
to Sangam for the Kumbh. Their children could only play with the 
pigs and not with children of higher castes.

Solving the Underlying Cause
In trying to fulfi ll the dreams of Mahatma Gandhi, I have been ex-
perimenting with the removal of untouchability. We have started 
with the towns of Tonk and Alwar in Rajasthan. We fi rst installed 
Sulabh composting toilets, eliminating the need for manual waste 
removal and relieving the women from this degrading occupation. 
We then set up a training institute in Rajasthan and taught each 
woman a vocation, such as making papadums, tailoring, weaving 
carpets or doing cosmetics, thereby enabling them to stand on their 
own two feet. Now they are going to the same houses where they 
used to clean toilets, and are instead selling products or providing 
cosmetic services. 

Uplifting someone economically can be easy, but creating accep-
tance in mainstream society can be a real challenge. We worked to 
have these women intermingle with the world at large. We worked 
to give them the sanskars (a sacrament or rite done to mark a signifi -
cant transition of life) of the higher castes, by which they could gain 
equality. I feel that this is the biggest thing we have done for them. 
Before this change, being a guest in higher-caste home was for them 
impossible. We prepared these women to sit together with higher 
castes and sort things out, with no feeling of animosity on either side. 
Today these women are one hundred percent accepted by the very 
same people who once considered them Untouchables. They social-
ize together, exchange gifts and even share meals. In Tonk and Alwar 
we have completely eliminated untouchability. It has worked. Any-
one can go there and see it. In India we have so many social organiza-
tions. If each of them could adopt just one village and work to bring 
about these caste reforms, then the whole of India would change. 
This is how a revolution can come about.

The Key Role of Brahmins
Part of our focus has been to inspire a greater feeling of bhakti to-
wards God. Now we are working to encourage brahmins to perform 
pujas for these women and their families, to offer them prasadam 
and to have food with them. Then even in the villages this untouch-
ability will disappear. Our slogan is: “Everyone should go to the 
temple, everyone should bathe in the same pond, everyone should 
have access to the same well water, and all must have food together.” 
These are the four things to be done. These are also the four indica-
tors by which you can judge how well untouchability has been erad-
icated in an area. We are asking brahmins to come forward and take 
the initiative, since even today many brahmins will not sit and eat 
with them. Unless brahmins conduct prayers and accept food from 
these women, then the evil of untouchability will linger. 

There can be different defi nitions of God. All Gods, whether of 
Hindus, Muslims or Christians, are Gods because of the faith of the 
people. But the real God is He who creates the jiva. I say, “It is He who 
has created us all, and there should be no social inequality. It is the 
duty of every Hindu to tear apart this inhumane injustice.”

Uniting for Change
All that I have done is due to the inspiration I took from Gandhiji. 
The discrimination these former Untouchables used to face existed 
for a very long time before he came on the scene. He was the fi rst 
person to draw attention to their plight. Untouchability has now 
been banned by the government, but the stark reality is that it still 
exists. I feel very connected with these former Untouchables. When 
they laugh, I laugh; when they weep, I also weep. When they tell us 
their stories of how they were insulted by society, tears begin to fl ow. 

A brahmin recently asked a former untouchable woman to per-
form his daughter’s kanya daan (the giving of the daughter during 
the marriage ceremony). This is the kind of change that is blooming 
in the minds of the people. Today, at my village in the Vaishali dis-
trict of Bihar, people of all castes sit together and eat. This unity is 
what we need. All these people are a part of our Hindu society and 
should not be segregated. 

To create change, we must unite. We want our politicians, social 
workers and industrialists to come forward and help in this move-
ment. This is a grand work, and by no means a small job. I am happy 
to have taken a fi rst step. Though I alone cannot do everything for 
this cause, at least we have shown the world a path. Now no one can 
say it’s impossible. 

We know what we can do together. Wherever you are in the world, 
your life is successful if you can transform not just your own life, but 
those of others as well.

V O I C E S

“Putting an End to 
Untouchability…

… so that all may share the temples, the 
well, the pond and the dining table” 

Dr. Bindeshwar Pathak: Founder of Sulabh International

(clockwise from above) Dr. Pathak and this group of former scavenger 
women celebrate after their fi rst-ever ceremonial bath in the Ganga to 
remove their status as Untouchables; sharing a meal with brahmins and 
sadhus—Dr. Pathak believes sharing meals to be absolutely necessary in 
order to completely eliminate untouchability; the reeducated scavenger 
women sing and clap on their way to the Ganga for the bath; gathering 
on the dais with swamis who endorsed their new status
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Casting Off Caste: Village scavengers stand transformed by Mother Ganga
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l o s  a n g e l e s

“Primal and “Primal and 
Powerful Powerful 
Event”Event”

 I’ve been here now for three 
weeks, but only over the last 
two or three days, as we get 

closer to February 10, is the 
enormity of it becoming mani-
fest. Suddenly there are huge 
crowds of people walking the 
streets with their bags on their 
heads, so many that you can’t 
even drive a car on the road. I’ve 
never seen anything with this 
power anywhere in the world, 
and I’ve been to many places for 
many big events. You hear re-
peatedly how enormous it all is, 
but there’s no imagining it until 
you see it.

Honestly, my feelings about 
the Kumbh run the gamut. First, 
I see the very poor people who 
are devoted and God fearing, 

who come here for that spiritu-
ality and purifi cation. They come 
because of their fundamental 
beliefs, and they come in huge 
numbers. Then I see the very 
rich, who come to give thanks for 
what they have. Then there are 
the sadhus, who come to be with 
a lot of people like themselves, in 
an event that’s very primal and 
powerful. 

The Sadhus
Most powerful for me has been 
the time I’ve spent with the 
sadhus, listening to them talk 
about their general beliefs, their 
religion, philosophy of life and 
the way their lives have been 
conducted. It has reinforced 
in me the feelings I had about 
my own life and how I conduct 
myself. I’ve learned about people 
who are willing to completely 
dedicate their life to their beliefs 
and their philosophies. They 
are people with vast knowledge 
and great sensitivity. A lot of 
the  √sadhus I’ve met are simple 

country people, but just as dedi-
cated and committed as the very 
big and evolved sadhus. It’s im-
possible not to respect them.

Photographing the Nagas
To a foreigner, the nagas seem 
like a very fi ne concept. Many of 
them are warriors, as has been 
explained to me. All of them, to 
me, seem very aggressive. I was 
suspicious because they do not 
allow you to take a picture of 
them without paying money. 
This is an impossible environ-
ment for me to photograph in. 
It’s a commercial relationship. 
I’m not being myself, and they 
are not being themselves. When 
I’ve gone to a village in Rajasthan, 
Gujarat, Odisha or Madhya 
Pradesh, I sit with people for 
three or four days, go to their 
house, have tea with them. 
When I fi nally take a picture, 
there is a relationship, and the 
picture refl ects that relationship. 
Here, when I give money, what 
do I get in return? Am I getting 

a person who’s posing because 
he’s been paid to pose, or do I 
get the essence of the person? 
That’s the dilemma for me as a 
photographer.

t o p  p ho t o :  t hom a s  k e l ly ;  b o t t om  p ho t o  r a j i v  m a l i k

d e l h i

Ganga Being Ganga Being 
Worshiped Is Worshiped Is 
Beautiful”Beautiful”

 There is a strong feeling 
about this Kumbh that it is 
a peaceful religious occa-

sion and that politics should be 
kept out of it. There is no tension 
about Ram Mandir, which was 
present in the previous Melas.

Pilgrims
I have been overawed by the pil-
grims, especially the kalpava-
sis, who are living here. They 
tolerate conditions which are 
not good, and yet they are full 
of praise for the government 
for looking after them. Their 
patience and peacefulness is an 
example to all of us, as is that 
of the people now fl ooding into 
the Kumbh Mela, 95 percent 
of whom come on foot, mostly 

from the rural areas. I fear that 
in the future, as India urban-
izes, the Kumbh will become 
less peaceful and more full of 
tension brought by the way of 
life of the urban people, who are 
impatient and demanding their 
rights. 

The Media
People expect too much from 
the media. We are trying to get 
the spiritual message of the 
Kumbh, because otherwise we 
cannot explain why the people 
are coming here. It is such an 
unusual spectacle, which is what 
attracts the media—the naga 
sadhus and the huge variety 
of Hinduism on show. Those 
people who want to know more 
about the spiritual side of it 
should read magazines like Hin-
duism Today. You cannot ex-
pect in-depth spirituality from a 
daily newspaper, much less from 
a television show.

His Christian Viewpoint
I have an unusual view for a 

Christian: I welcome every 
other religion. As a Chris-
tian, I have my own ways on 
rituals and things like that. 
I did not think it necessary 
for me to have a bath in 
Sangam. 

I am not that devout a 
Christian. I wish I were 
more devout. When I fi rst 
came to India as an adult, 
I was a very orthodox 
Christian. I believed that 
there was only one way to 
God and that was through 
Christianity. Then I was 
deeply infl uenced by India’s 
openmindedness, and I no longer 
regard Christianity as the one 
and only way to God. 

Ganga Arati
I did participate in the Ganga 
Arati. I was standing there and 
was asked to come to the front. 
I was reluctant, as I felt I had no 
business to be at the front. I have 
been a witness of it in the past, 
too, sitting in the back—even 
when I am in church I like to 
sit in the back. But I was called 
forward, and suddenly the arati 
light was put in my hands to 

offer to Ganga. It was a great 
honor for me, one I will never 
forget, because it was in such 
beautiful surroundings on the 
banks of Sangam. I could see 
all the bright lights twinkling, 
of this huge great tented city. I 
think this concept, Ganga is your 
mother and Ganga is being wor-
shiped, is a beautiful concept.

“

t o p  p ho t o :  t hom a s  k e l ly ;  b o t t om  p ho t o  r a j i v  m a l i k

h a r i d w a r

“Divine and “Divine and 
Spiritual Spiritual 
Souls Here”Souls Here”

 Iam the chief mahant of the 
akhara for the Purab Pangat, 
Assembly of the East. We 

have four mahants, one for each 
direction. Ours is a Vaishnav 
akhara. We have over ten thou-
sand saints. We organize free 
kitchens, promote vegetarianism 
and run Sanskrit schools. Here 
at the mela we are feeding seven 
thousand people a day. Udasin 
means indifference. We are 
living in the world, yet we are 
indifferent to worldly things.

Value of Religious Company
Not only our Indians, but all the 
people of the world should 
come in touch with the divine 

and spiritual souls here from 
whom they can get good san-
skars (cultural and religious 
impressions). When you spend 
time in the company of realized 
spiritual masters and get posi-
tive thoughts and messages from 
them, then you will also do good 
things in society. If you do not 
come in touch with holy people, 
then how can your thoughts 
be good? Just being in their 
company is not suffi cient; you 
must also follow the good path 
that they show you. By visiting 
the Kumbh Mela you get four 
advantages: having the darshan 
of saints, being in their divine 
company, donating at such a 
pious occasion and meeting so 
many other pilgrims. 

Youth
Our youth have to be connected 
to the world through the Inter-
net; if they are not, they will lag 
behind. There is no harm in it. 

When nature changes, how can 
you can keep yourself unchanged? 
If our children do not learn to 
operate computers, they will not 
be able to work. True, the life of 
our youth is a bit disturbed due to 
the night shifts in the information 
technology industry. However, so 
far as worshiping of God is con-
cerned, one can remember God 

when one is traveling, walking or 
even lying down. A change in the 
life style should not affect the re-
membrance of God. If we cannot 
go to the temple, we can do puja 
using our mind. We can even of-
fer the best and costliest things 
we wish to, mentally. Mental 
worship has the same signifi cance 
as physical worship.

p r a y a g

“Children “Children 
Lack Energy”Lack Energy”

 In ancient times the nectar 
fell out of the war that was 
held between the good forces 

and evil forces, and the benefi t 
of that nectar is being made 
available to humanity even to-
day. There are people who have 
doubts about everything and 
raise questions about everything. 
We do not want to enter into an 
argument, as we are people who 
worship stones, cows, trees and 
rivers. They are all treated by us 
as our Gods. So we do not feel 
that we have an argument with 
anyone about our devatas. Ours 
is a unique culture, and we are 
very happy to be a part of it. 

At this auspicious time of the 
mela, the fi rst God to be avail-
able is Lord Surya. Then comes 
Lord Brihaspati and then Lord 
Chandra. Surya (the Sun) is the 
symbol of energy and power. 

Brahaspati (Jupiter) is a symbol 
of knowledge and renunciation. 
Chandra (the Moon) is a symbol 
of the nectar. The rays of the Sun 
fall on Jupiter and Jupiter’s re-
nunciation falls on Moon—that 
is the moment which comes 
once in twelve years and is called 
Purna Kumbh Mela. It is to enjoy 
this moment that not only peo-
ple from India and abroad but 
even the rishis who stay in the 
mountain caves come here. After 
having a bath in this confl uence 
of three rivers, Triveni, they feel 
blessed and extremely fortunate. 
Once in a lifetime one must ex-
perience Kumbh, and especially 
bring the children along so that 
our culture and our dharma con-
tinues to be like this forever.

Vegetarianism
Often I tell the youth why they 
should be vegetarians. Some-
times they do not know the 
difference between a vegetarian 
and nonvegetarian diet, because 
they do not know that we have 
to kill animals to have meat. 

When I tell them 
animals are killed 
for them to eat, they 
become remorseful 
and promise me that 
from then onwards 
they will never eat 
meat. Our Gods and 
our rishis created 56 
types of food made 
out of vegetables. Af-
ter eating a particular 
dish, we should only 
eat it again after two 
months. So many fl a-
vors and varieties of 
food exist only in our 
cuisine. 

Brahmacharya
It is that power 
through which one 
can achieve anything 
that one wants in one’s 
life. Today children lack energy. 
Their faces are sad, their eyes are 
weak and their hair is falling out. 
They do not have good thoughts 
coming to them, and that is the 
reason they are frustrated and 

not at peace with themselves. 
They are living at such a fast 
pace that their worldly life is 
becoming a hell. If you ask them, 
they say they are just surviving 
and not living happily.

Mukhiya Mahant Shri Dharam Das of Shri Panchayati Akhara 
Naya Udasin Nirvan at his camp with fellow monks

Swami Ananda Giri, administrator of the famed 
Lete Bade Hanuman Mandir at Sangam

Voices of the Saints

Fredric Roberts, 70, is a 
professional photographer who 
spent six weeks at the Kumbh

Mark Tully was born in Calcutta, 
British India, in 1935, raised in UK 
and returned to India in 1965 as 
a correspondent for the BBC

Voices of Non-Hindus
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l u c k n o w

“One Who Has Not Come “One Who Has Not Come 
Here Has Not Seen Anything”Here Has Not Seen Anything”
When i came to the kumbh 

24 years ago as a child, we 
drove straight to the ghat and 
had our bath. There was hardly 
any security and fewer people. 
Those were simple days. Today 
it is a sea of humanity. A lot of 
change has taken place, and the 
faith of the people in the event 
has increased. We visited the 
different akharas, which was an 
0ut-of-the-world experience 
for our group. It is very diffi cult 
to convey what I have seen here. 
I can only say that whosoever 
has missed this opportunity has 
missed a lot. In fact, the one who 
is not here has not seen anything.

n e w  y o r k

“Rare Saints of Such Stature”“Rare Saints of Such Stature”
We went to the 2010 

 Kumbh in Haridwar, but 
this is something really amaz-
ing. Ganga is a mokshadayani, 
grantor of liberation, you can say. 
Every morning we go to Sangam, 
have our holy dip, do our puja 
and only then start our day. 

Both our children follow our 
Hindu traditions, but getting 
them married is a problem. They 
are pure hearted and honest, and 
this is something not 
so easily found here 
in India in the young 
generation. Though our 
culture is rich, we lack 
honesty; and this is one 
thing which is going 
from bad to worse here 
in India. We are looking 
for pure Bhartiya—the 
best of India—matches 
for our children. It may 
sound strange, but it 
is easier to get such 
matches back in the US. 
The reason is that the 
young people there are 
not learning dharma 

under pressure; they do it out 
of free will. We have yet to fi nd 
pure-hearted Indians for them.

Neelam Sandhir: Every time 
I have a holy dip in the Mother 
Ganga I feel the presence of God 
on this holy land. The same feel-
ing comes to us when we have 
the darshan of our holy saints. It 
is rare to have saints of such stat-
ure in such big numbers any-
where else.

r a j a s t h a n

“At the Feet of  Mother Ganga”“At the Feet of  Mother Ganga”

I I love having a bath in ganga. 
If possible, I do so several times 

a day. It is my biggest enjoyment 
here. Here at this book stall I am 
looking for a Ramayana to take 
home. Every time I go to a reli-
gious fair, I buy at least one book 
which I then read daily after my 
morning prayer. I have come by 

train and without reservations. 
I am staying at the ashram of 
Manjhle Murari Bapu who is 
also of Rajasthan. I am comfort-
able, because my expectations 
are very low. I take it as a pil-
grimage, where I get to touch the 
feet of Holy Mother Ganga and 
worship Her. 

m a d h y a  p r a d e s h

“Our Stay is Blissful”“Our Stay is Blissful”
We are a group of ten and 

have traveled about 700 
kilometers by road with a big 
vehicle to participate in the 
Kumbh. The older people in our 
group have been to the other 
Kumbhs, but for the youth and 
children, it is a fi rst-time experi-
ence. We came last night and 
will be staying here for a few 

more days, having our bath on 
the 10th. We are staying in a tent 
put up by our priest, who hails 
from Ayodhya. We are not facing 
any problem here, and our stay 
is blissful. 

We would be spending around 
US$185 on the transport. Total 
per-head expense would be 
around $37 to $56.

c l o c k w i s e  f rom  t o p :  t hom a s  k e l ly ;  r a j i v  m a l i k ;  r a j i v  m a l i k ; 
t hom a s  k e l ly

p r a y a g

“Our Team is Fully“Our Team is Fully
Committed to Pilgrims”Committed to Pilgrims”
T his central hospital has 

100 beds. In addition, there 
are 14 more with 20 beds each 
set up in the different sectors. 
We have a staff of 150 doctors. 
There are 20 fi rst-aid posts 

with paramedics and phar-
macists, plus 100 ambulances. 
All operate around the clock. 
Here in the central hospital we 
attended to 1,580 patients yes-
terday. Throughout our system 
we treated 6,772 patients today, 
which is a normal number. To 
date (February 1), we have exam-
ined over 141,000 patients. 

Just one in a hundred has to be 
admitted or sent to a hospital 
in the city. We are operating 
well under our capacity. Here, 
for example, only 30 beds out of 
the hundred are occupied. Most 

patients are either very young 
or very old and suffering from 
asthma, cough and cold. There 
have been cases of heart attack 
and fractures, and two patients 
have died. I advise pilgrims to 
wear proper woolen clothes 
so as to not catch colds, and to 
keep a slightly wet piece of cloth 
covering their nose, especially 

for those with asthma. I am re-
ally grateful to the government 
for assigning this job to me. The 
government is paying me wages 
to earn punya (good merit) by 
working during this holy event. 
My team is fully dedicated and 
committed to provide the best 
services to the pilgrims who 
come to us with health problems.

a l l a h a b a d

“Ensuring a “Ensuring a 
Safe Holy Dip”Safe Holy Dip”

I I am a member of the river 
police and an expert swimmer. 

Our thousands of river police 
personnel are everywhere on the 
ghats, ensuring that the pilgrims 
have a safe holy dip. With the 
grace of God, everything is going 
well, and I have seen no instances 
of drowning. The water level 
has been kept low. This is a great 
opportunity for us to serve the 
pilgrims. I am feeling so blessed 
that I could have many holy dips 
during this Kumbh.

a l l a h a b a d

“Remarkable Faith“Remarkable Faith
Cannot Be Explained”Cannot Be Explained”
T o have a bath at sangam, 

most pilgrims had to walk 
from one to fi fteen kilometers. 
As they were leaving, we di-
verted them through a longer 
route, as we did not want a heavy 
rush at the railway station. We 
wanted them to get there in 
numbers that could be easily 
accommodated in the trains 
available there. So far we have 
been able to manage the whole 
affair smoothly, without any 
serious problems. [A few hours 
later, a stampede caused by 
mismanagement occurred at the 
crowded railway station and 35 
people were killed.]

The fact that the mela area was 
spread over a vast space has 
been to our advantage, and that 
is the reason the roads are so 
broad. The wide roads ensure 
that even when tens of millions 
of people are there, we are not 
facing situations in which a 

stampede is likely to oc-
cur. The iron sheets on the 
road are bolted this year, 
a big improvement. This 
is the best we can do on 
the sand. In the past the 
steel plates were merely 
clamped; scores of people 
would get injured and go 
to the hospital. 

This remarkable faith 
which the people of India 
have towards Ganga and 
a bath in this particular 
place cannot be explained 
in any rational and scien-
tifi c way. People have faith 
that a holy dip will get 
them liberated. To have 
a holy dip, they are determined 
to come here regardless of cost. 
This is something most people in 
the world cannot imagine. The 
special place for faith has been 
there and will always remain. 
All my counterparts have similar 

experiences and feelings. I per-
sonally will have a dip once it is 
all over.

Dr. Major B.P. Singh, Joint 
Director of the Kumbh 
Mela Medical Facilities

Srimahant Jageshwar Das Mahatyati at the Kumbh central hospital

Ram Asre Pandey

Devesh Chaturvedi, Kumbh 
Mela Commissioner

Voices: Kumbh Officials

Girish Agarwal, a businessman

Vijay and Neelam Sandhir 

Thakur Dev Lal, 65, a farmer

Shikhar Chand Sahoo, 62, at center, is a farmer in Sivni District, MP 

Pilgrim Voices
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 One Family’s Mission: One Family’s Mission: Reuniting lost pilgrims

 Each year, thousands of pilgrims 
get lost or separated from their 
families and friends at the 

Kumbh. Mistakenly parted for but a 
moment, they quickly disappear into 
the countless faces and voices of the 
oceanic crowds. Thankfully, 86-year-
old Rajaram Tiwari has made it his 
life’s mission to help as many people 
as possible reunite with their loved 
ones. Mr. Tiwari’s lost and found 
camp, Bhule Bhatke Shivir, is one of 
several such camps, but his is by far 
the largest and most active.  
Half century ago with just twelve 
other people he began the service. 
Today the Kumbh administration 
provides the land for the lost and 
found, as well as the use of an an-
nouncement booth from where they 
can broadcast throughout the whole 
area. 

Although his camp has not started 
using the Internet for connecting 
pilgrims, some other institutions are 
experimenting with it, and report-
ing good results. Mobile phones have 
made it easy for those who have 
them to be reunited. Now the major-
ity of people who arrive at Tiwari’s 
camp are those who don’t use mobile 
phones, such as young children and 

the elderly. While lost pilgrims wait, 
volunteers serve them food and tea, 
and even provide travel fare to those 
in need.

When asked about stories of 
people abandoning their elderly at 
the Kumbh, Mr. Tiwari countered, 
“It is simply not true. This notion is 
completely baseless. Pilgrims bring 
elderly to the Sangam ghat with a lot 
of care and reverence, trying to fulfi ll 
their wish of having a holy dip in 
Mother Ganga. How could such de-
vout children abandon their parents 
here? None of the people I’ve helped 
are ever separated permanently. All 
of them, elderly or young, are even-
tually reunited with their families.” 
At the last Kumbh, the camp helped 
over 80,000 people. In Mr. Tiwari’s 
68 years of running lost and found 
camps during the Kumbh, Ardha 
Kumbh and Magh melas, he has re-
united over 1,200,000 people with 
their families and friends. 

People in search of their loved 
ones dictate their names to a 
volunteer for the public address 
announcement; Rajajram Tewari, 
86, founded the camp 68 years ago
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Pilgrims assembled outside the lost and found 
camp await reuniting with their relatives.
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d e l h i

“Expensive”“Expensive”
I I have come with a big group 

of foreign tourists, mostly 
professionals. We have been 
preparing and planning for this 
trip for the past two years. Most 
of my clients are from Belgium 
and Italy. They are amazed to see 
so many people gathering at one 
place. Our clients came here to 
attend the fi rst royal bath. Now 

we are coming here to partici-
pate in another royal bath. We 
will be here for a fortnight or so, 
till the 17th. I, too, had a holy dip. 
Being a Hindu, it is impossible 
not to have a holy dip. I sipped 
some water and got sick, but I am 
OK now. Our clients are cautious 
that they do not do anything 
which is against the traditions. 
They get permission before they 
take any photographs. Many of 
these foreigners close their eyes 

and meditate before taking any 
food. Sometime I feel they are 
learning from us the right things, 
while we are becoming more 
and more Westernized. 

India is a very expensive desti-
nation when it comes to hotels 
and accommodation. Here cot-
tages are available for a mini-
mum of us$110 per day. Those 
foreigners who have a limited or 
low budget cannot afford them. 

a l l  p ho t o s :  r a j i v  m a l i k

u n i t e d  k i n g d o m

“I Am Being Transformed”“I Am Being Transformed”

Shravan poddar: this is the 
fi rst time I am visiting a 

Kumbh Mela. I was born in 
Bihar, but my family is from 
Rajasthan. I have lived in Glas-
gow, UK, since 1967. Staying at 
the Kumbh with Guruji is a 
unique experience. Every mo-
ment new things are happening. 
I feel I am being transformed 

Sunita Poddar: Seeing people 
in such big numbers over-
whelms me, as they all have so 
much faith in their God and their 
traditions. In 2010 I participated 
in the Haridwar Kumbh. At fi rst 

I was so scared because of the 
heavy rush, but then I felt as if 
God was personally taking care 
of me. There was a great rush 
that morning at the bathing ghat, 
but when I arrived, it suddenly 
slowed so we could have a lei-
surely bath. My experience there 
was very divine and unique. 
Today we will take the holy dip 
in the divine company of Guruji. 
With his blessings, our children 
are also good Hindus and pure 
vegetarians. We are associated 
with a Radha Krishna temple in 
Glasgow as trustees.

m u m b a i

“Questions on Reality”“Questions on Reality”
We are here because we 

want to learn about spiri-
tuality and connect it to the life 
we live. I have questions about 

reality and consciousness, as we 
ourselves are living in a material 
world. I am getting very interest-
ing answers. Here these people 

are in a spiritual world. We are 
Punjabis from Mumbai and train 
people in martial arts. The naga 
baba we just met called me Bruce 
Lee. He did not know my business 
but amazingly still connected me 
with martial arts.  

We are living in times where 
the current system is failing, 
whereas this system has ex-
isted over six thousand years. The 
 sadhus themselves are on the 
spiritual path and may not always 
have the answer. Now, as I am 
preparing to leave, I feel this is a 
place not for getting answers, but 
for generating more questions in 
our mind. As we interact with the 

saints, we realize there is no one 
way of doing things. 

I did not have a bath in Ganga. 
Maybe that is where I differ. I do 
not get the logic of why people 
would like to drink that water. 
Ganga water is polluted, and still 
hundreds of thousands of people 
are bathing in it and drinking it 
without falling sick. We are here 
to precisely understand what this 
faith and energy is all about.

Akhil Kapoor (center), Shiva Malani and Varun 

Pankaj Kholi, 42, works for 
Indebo travel agency

Shravan Kumar, an engineer, and Sunita Poddar seek the blessings of 
Swami Gopal Sharan Devacharya of Golokdham, Delhi

Pilgrim Voices
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PHOTOJOURNALISM

Capturing India’s Divine Chaos
Photographers usually communicate through their lens, but this 
time our intrepid cameraman supplements pictures with words

B Y  T H O M A S  K E L L Y

W hen hinduism today asked me to photograph the 
2013 Purna Kumbh Mela at Prayagraj (Allahabad), I didn’t 
think twice. This will be my fourth time covering the 
Kumbh Mela, the others being Haridwar in 1998, Prayag 

in 2001 and Ujjain in 2004. And now a return to Prayag, confl uence 
of the holy waters of the Ganga, Yamuna and Saraswati rivers. Over 
a 50-day period 100 million pilgrims will come here from all over 
India—indeed, all over the world—to witness and internalize the 
holistic spirit of this timeless Himalayan tradition and to earn spiri-
tual merit by taking cold dips in the holy waters. I am fortunate to be 
returning with veteran Kumbh Mela reporter Rajiv Malik. 

Photographing the Kumbh Mela is like entering a magical man-
dala at ritual time. Within minutes of entering the grounds I am 
mesmerized by a sea of pilgrims fl owing inexorably like a tsunami 
across the sprawling 5,000-acre makeshift city of tents. Their en-
durance and tolerance levels are beyond my comprehension. What 
can sustain such patience, other than their deep faith and gratitude 
at being at the Kumbh Mela? For most, this is a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to perform the sacred rituals here and take a dip in the 
holy waters. I know this: only their unhurried discipline, coupled 
with meticulously planned infrastructure and sophisticated crowd 
control, could possibly keep the rivers of people fl owing so smoothly. 

They carry minimal belongings—a blanket, several cooking pots, 
fl our and a roti roller, stainless steel water glasses, an extra sari for 
women and dhoti for men, and the essential ritual objects: incense, 
matches and vermilion dye for offerings. All this fi ts into a well-
worn canvas bag carried on the head. I stand still, the camera in 
video mode, as the pilgrims stream past my lens, the elderly tightly 
clutching the sari of a relative in front of them. What would hap-
pen if this human chain were broken and they were separated? How 
could they ever fi nd each other again among all these millions?

Each morning at 5 am, after a much-appreciated cup of tea (thank 
you, Rajiv, for bringing the electric teakettle), I step out of our UP 

Tourism tented colony and join the human wave of pilgrims. After 
a 45-minute walk, being blessed by an orange-colored Hanuman 
murti along the way, we arrive just before sunrise at Sangam, the 
confl uence of rivers that makes Prayag the most auspicious of all 
four Kumbh Mela sites. Already thousands are standing hip deep in 
the cool waters, awaiting the sunrise. I’ve come to photograph them 
giving praise to that which gives us life—Surya, the Sun—hoping to 
capture that inner gaze, a meditative resting with their inner essence, 
free of the dharma of having to think about “Me and the Other.” The 
faces are calm, hands cupped together holding water offerings, lips 
slightly parted while reciting personal mantras. The pilgrims appear 
suspended in peace, bathed by the golden-soft morning light. The 
visual poetry of this timeless moment conveys a sense of eternity. 

Coming out of their meditation, they take a deep breath, many 
pinch their nostrils closed, some elderly couples join hands with 
their family members, and all submerge themselves into the great 
Mother Ganga-Yamuna-Saraswati. They rise from the water blessed. 

In order to capture their inner gaze, their connection with their es-
sence, I must be in the water, but not so close as to be intrusive. Using 
my 80mm to 200mm Canon lens, I focus gently and with precision, 
hoping my presence does not disturb this moment of grace. Nearby I 
notice boys trolling for coins with magnets tied to strings. Each of us 
has our purpose here, our task to perform. 

Saints and Sages
Historically, and still today, the Kumbh Mela is a convocation of the 
holy ones, and Rajiv is instrumental in bringing us into contact with 
them. Having chosen the spiritual path, these revered saints and 
sages skillfully and compassionately teach and provide for hundreds, 
even thousands, of followers. Patient and poised, the saints sit bless-
ing pilgrims and meeting other saints in intense dialogue. I photo-
graph them as unobtrusively as possible, eagerly listening to their 
instructive messages between clicks. It is a rare privilege to be in 

such close contact with saints and sages who 
have spent a lifetime studying and thinking 
about how to help humans help themselves 
to live a fulfi lling and spiritual life. 

I have always been fascinated by the tyagi 
sadhus—the renouncers, those men and 
women who seek freedom from worldly life 
and from any consciousness of duality, of “Me 
and the Other.” For over 25 years I have been 
photographing them at the melas, at Shivar-
atri in Benares and at the sacred grounds of 
Pashupa ti nath in my home country of Nepal. 
In their striving to attain freedom (moksha, 
liberation) they walk an unconventional path. 
Many perform penances that few of us will 
ever see. I search each day for these men and 
women. I fi nd one who has been standing up 
without lying down for 15 years, others who 
have held their arm aloft until it atrophied, 
others who have taken a vow to only drink 
milk for life. Their goal is to sever their at-
tachment to the body and focus on their inner 
devotion to God. 

Photographing these remarkable souls requires proper greetings, 
courage, clear motivation, acceptance and an abundance of patience. 
Monetary offerings are appreciated by some, especially the naga 
sadhus. Before photographing them, I absorb their presence, watch 
their eyes and inwardly thank them for sharing an example of mind 
control over pain and suffering and for their continual striving to live 
a life in pursuit of freedom—a life which few of us, even those who 
wish, are able to emulate. 

Main Bathing Day: Mauni Amavashya, January 10, 2013
The entire press has been waiting for this day, the most auspicious 
day to take the dip in these sacred waters. We have been instructed 
to photograph the march from the towers erected a short distance 
back from Sangam, and to be there early. I leave our tent at 4:30 am, 
having already scouted out which tower would offer the best van-
tage point. When I arrive, the tower is packed with over fi fty pho-
tographers and major fi lmmakers. Below us is a sea of 30 million 
pilgrims. With the fi rst glimmerings of dawn, the pilgrims converge 
towards the sacred waters. As the Sun’s rays spread over the mela 
grounds, the naga sadhus approach, eyes focused inwards. Hundreds 
of police, on horseback and on foot, clear the pilgrims away to make 
room for the procession. The tower is surrounded by the tsunami 
of pilgrims making way for the stream of nagas. I shoot a few more 
pictures; then with adrenaline at peak level, I descend to the open 
ground and run toward Sangam with other press photographers. 

Whistles blow and the stream of nagas fl ows into Sangam. The con-
fl uence of three holy rivers has become a merging of four.

We must be dervishes, darting in and out of the procession. Pho-
tographers with small throw-away cameras have positioned them-
selves in the water, directly in front of the nagas, to capture their 
religious fervor. Photographers carrying high-end digital cameras 
get several shots, then turn away from the splashing water to save 
their expensive gear. I stand at an angle to the rush with my camera 
on continuous shooting mode. I capture a cascade of images, then 
quickly turn around and concentrate on the march back to the akha-
ras. The nagas are raucous and ecstatic. I dart around, shooting scenes 
that will be etched on my mind for life. For the record, if you’re a 
photographer and dare to enter the naga procession, take one camera 
body and lens and transform yourself into a Nataraja.

Packing up gear and saying goodbye to the UP Tourism staff is bit-
tersweet: these professionals have generously allowed us to hold our 
accommodations longer than expected. We load our belonging onto 
rickshaws, knowing that exiting the crowded grounds by vehicle is 
impossible. We slowly make our way to a back exit road where the 
staff have arranged a private taxi. All the way to the Lucknow airport 
I ride with my eyes shut, watching the amazing event play back in 
my mind. Life is full of magical moments, and these moments and 
encounters are now embedded in my hard drive and soul. Thank you, 
HINDUISM TODAY, and all the extraordinary people who have allowed 
me to capture human beings at their best. Jai Ganga! 

Universal greeting: (left to right) Balinese priest greets a tour-
ist; Prince Charles on a visit to India; California businesswoman. 
(above) Garuda, Vishnu’s eagle mount, on a temple in Singapore.

a l l  p ho t o s  by  r a j i v  m a l i k
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T
he 18th incarnation of shri hari, mighty hanumanji, 
is undoubtedly one of the most popular characters in the 
Ramayana. Here at Prayag, He is worshiped in a unique 
resting position in a temple on the banks of Sangam. 

Swami Ananda Giri is a disciple of Swami Narendra Giri, the 16th 
head of the Baghambari Peeth which has administrated the tem-
ple for the last 700 years—even during the Mughal period. Swami 
Ananda explains, “Hanuman is a very important Deity for us. He is 
treated as kotwal, the chief of security, of this Tirthraj Prayag. Any-
one who has a bath at Sangam must have darshan of Lord Hanu-
man. Then only is one’s pilgrimage complete. The main attraction 
of this particular temple is that here He is in a lying-down posture, 
taking rest. It is believed that in Treta Yuga, when Lord Rama was 
going back to Ayodhya after defeating Ravana, Hanuman Ji stopped 
at this place to rest and recover from the injuries He had suffered 
in the war in Sri Lanka. Hanumanji found this place soothing, as all 
the three rivers fl owed together here and the whole atmosphere was 

serene. In fact, He laid down, determined to leave his body at such 
a holy place. He expressed this intention to Sita and sought permis-
sion to leave the body in Her divine presence. Sita started weeping 
and said that if Hanuman ever left this world then there would be 
no one to do the selfl ess service. All the great bhaktas or devotees of 
this world have one aim, and that is to get liberated from the cycle 
of birth and death. Hanumanji was born not to get liberated but to 
grant liberation. He served those who served Lord Rama. Sita ap-
plied sindur (orange-red powder) to the body of Hanuman and de-
clared that as long as the name of Lord Rama is in this world, Hanu-
man will be immortal and always known.”
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Hanuman: Sangam’s Ancient Guardian
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Worshiping the great bhaktar: (right) Priests decorate the 
murti of Lord Hanuman; (above) devotees throng the courtyard 
outside the temple; passing security personnel receive blessings 
from the sacred fl ame after the worship
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I S S U E S

The Chillum Question
Some of India’s sadhus have long smoked marijuana 
and hashish. Hinduism Today asks why.

 T
he legal status of cannabis—
marijuana and its related products 
such as hashish—is evolving around 
the globe, with tough laws soften-

ing in some places. While it remains illegal 
in most nations, its restricted use is permit-
ted in Italy, Germany, Russia, Spain, the Czech 
Republic and the Netherlands. Recently it has 
been legalized in Colorado and Washington 
and decriminalized in twelve other US states, 
ostensibly due to its proven medical uses. In 
India it is technically illegal, yet one can fi nd 
it for sale at designated government-owned 
shops. 

Western documentarians who cover the 
Kumbh almost always include a scene of sad-
hus smoking a chillum, a type of pipe, within 
the first few minutes. The recent National 
Geographic documentary on the Kumbh 
(which we do not recommend, because of this 
and other anti-Hindu stereotypes) managed 
it at the 60-second mark. In past Kumbh re-
ports, Hinduism Today has overlooked the 
matter, not wanting to criticize a long-stand-
ing practice among a group living austere lives, 
nor wanting to endorse what for the general 
population is regarded as a real menace. At 
this festival we decided to ask the saints and 
sadhus, chillum smokers and not, to explain. 

What is smoked in the conical clay pipes 
is a varied mixture of ganja (marijuana 
flower and leaf), charas (a form of hash-
ish handmade in India from the cannabis 
plant, which grows wild in the Himalayas) 
and tobacco. Smoking chillum is most com-
mon among the naga sadhus, those who go 
about naked at the Kumbh even in the cold-
est weather. 

Sri Mahant Ganeshananda Saraswati of 
Taponidhi Shri Ananda Akhara, based in 
Nashik, explains, “Our naga sadhus have 
chillum as part of their sadhana, to keep 
their mind established in God and connect 
to the higher power. This is only one aspect 
of their life; presentation of it by the media 
in a fl ashy manner is not desirable.” 

Sthanapati Mahant Ghanashyam Giri 
points out, “On certain things our religion 
has no clear-cut directions. The tradition of 
chillum-smoking is one of them. Though I 
myself do not smoke chillum, I feel it may 
not be that bad. The purpose is to increase 
one’s ability to focus and strengthen one’s 
energy for meditation and penance. It is 
also supposed to reduce sexual desire. The 

purpose has never been intoxication. It is 
OK—if you control it, rather than allowing 
the chillum to control you.”

Digambar Amar Bhati, also known as  Tyagi 
Baba, of the Mahanirvani Akhara, echoes 
Ghanashyam’s view: “The traditional experi-
ence is that these natural herbs are helpful in 
concentration and meditation. These are not 
drugs, as such, but natural herbs. However, if 
one becomes addicted, even these herbs can 
be harmful to our health. I personally feel 
that the young sadhus should keep them-
selves away from all kinds of drug addiction.”

Naga Baba Mahant Sawan Puri of Awahan 
Akhara explains, “People should understand 
that naga sadhus have chillum to connect to 
God and not as an addiction. This is allowed 
for them; but drug consumption is not ap-
propriate for a householder, who can ruin his 
life through addiction.”

Our reporting team did not observe any 
women sadhvis taking chillum in any of 
several visits to their camps. Sri Mahant 
Aradha na Giri, a woman saint of the Juna 
Akhara, shared her view. “I had a problem 
adjusting to the many swamis who had 
chillum. I myself do not take any kind of 
drugs and have just one meal a day. But chil-
lum helps the young saints pass their entire 

youth by directing their thoughts to higher 
consciousness.”

Sri Mahant Divya Puri, head of the women’s 
wing of the Juna Akhara, said the practice 
should end: “I do not think chillum is needed 
today, though it was needed or permitted in 
the past. It is, however, very diffi cult to bring 
changes in the many areas which need change.”

Mahant Daya Shankar Puri of Juna Akhara 
fi nds it “unfortunate that in today’s time nei-
ther the householders nor the sannyasins 
are abiding by the boundaries that religion 
has set for them. Chillum is OK for sadhus 
but should not be taken up by householders. 
I, too, have chillum. I can also certainly do 
without it. My own Guruji, who is older than 
I by ten years, does not even touch it, nor will 
anyone take it in his presence. For  sadhus 
staying in seclusion, it keeps their brains 
peaceful and in control. Those who smoke 
chillum also have to realize it is a cause of 
lung disease. Everything, after all, has a limit.”

Of those we interviewed, neither saints 
nor pilgrims condemned the long-standing 
practice. All opined that the tradition among 
sadhus does not give license to householders 
or youth to smoke chillum. A related practice 
among some sadhus of cigarette smoking 
may actually have a more deleterious impact 
on the youth. This habit is not only more ad-
dictive but meets with less discouragement 
from society, not carrying the same stigma as 
the chillum.    ∏π
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DATE

Saturday, 

September 14, 2013

TIME

5:00 p.m. – 9:00 p.m.

LOCATION

India Community Center 

525 Los Coches St 

Milpitas, CA 95035

RSVP

http://haf2013.eventbrite.com

CONGRESSWOMAN 
TULSI GABBARD (D-HI)

As the first Hindu American elected to Congress 

Rep. Gabbard will share her experiences as a lifelong 

public servant and describe how Hinduism has 

influenced her path.

Come celebrate HAF’s 
10 YEAR ANNIVERSARY 
with its staff, volunteers, 
supporters, and keynote speaker:

Promoting tolerance, 
understanding and pluralism.

www.HAFsite.orgHAFHINDU AMERICAN
FOUNDATION

MAN

THE HINDU AMERICAN FOUNDATION 

CORDIALLY INVITES YOU TO ITS

ANNUAL NORTHERN 
CALIFORNIA AWARENESS 
& GALA DINNER

Like Rep. Gabbard, the HAF team is proud to be both 

American and Hindu.  As the organization at the forefront 

of Hindu American advocacy, HAF provides a voice for the 

community by:

Educating the public about Hinduism.

Speaking up about issues affecting Hindus.

Building relationships with those who shape society’s 

views and freedoms.

Come find out what we’re all about!  There is no cost to 

attend...all are welcome. We look forward to seeing you 

on September 14th!

Media rush: Eight photographers, 
apparently all Westerners, eagerly snap a 
sadhu taking chillum during a break in the 
initiation ceremonies on the Ganga banks



A N  A D VA N C E  H E A L T H  C A R E  D I R E C T I V E  S AV E S  F A M I L Y  G R I E F

Sanjit Sharma had slipped into a coma from which, his doc-
tors said, he would not awaken. His grieving family, however, 
had one great consolation: Sanjit had put down in writing 
what he wanted done in just this circumstance.

Rather than debating if and when to take their father  or 
grandfather off life support—remember the Terri Schiavo case 
contentiously argued in the US Congress?—they referred his 
doctor to Sanjit’s advance health care directive. 

The family breathed a communal sigh of relief. They still 
had many issues to face, but Sanjit had lifted from their 
shoulders this delicate decision. Besides saving them from 

the enormous expense of high-tech but, in his case, futile 
medical treatment.

The advance health care directive, also known as a durable 
power of attorney for health care, is a legal document, similar to a living will, that lets your physi-
cian, family and friends know your health care preferences, regarding the types of special treat-
ment you want or don’t want at the end of life, your desire for diagnostic testing, surgical proce-
dures, cardiopulmonary resuscitation and organ donation.

The Hindu belief in the rebirth and reincarnation of souls transforms death from a calamity to a 
natural process, a means by which the soul sheds one body and continues its evolution in another. 
But our technical ability to keep patients alive and the natural inclination to prolong the life of a 

By completing an advance health care directive, you, like Sanjit, can avoid having your family mak-
ing crucial medical decisions for you at a time of emotional turmoil, and assure that your wishes 

you to make sure your wishes conform to both state and federal law. Your health care directive will 
allow you to make clear:

What is important to you when you are dying?

 • do you especially want or not want certain medical treatments? 
  • do you prefer to be in a nursing home, a hospital or at home?
 • what do you prefer regarding palliative care/pain management and hospice care? 
 • who is to make sure your wishes are carried out?

Keep your original signed form and give copies to the person you appoint as your agent and any 
alternates, your physician, family members, and the health care institution providing your care.
And don’t rely on this brief article for authoritative guidance. Again, an estate planning attorney is 
your best resource. 

For more information on estate planning and planned giving, visit the Hindu Heritage 
Endowment website at www.hheonline.org and click on Planned Giving, then Essentials.  
Or call Shanmuganathaswami at 808-822-3012 extension 244. For an estate planning toolkit write  
to hhe@hindu.org. HINDU HERITAGE ENDOWMENT

KAUAI’S HINDU MONASTERY, 107 Kaholalele Road, Kapaa, Hawaii, 96746-9304 USA
808-822-3012  ext 244 • fax: 808-822-3152 • hhe@hindu.org • www.hheonline.org

MISSION STATEMENT:  Hindu Heritage Endowment is a publicly supported, charitable organization recognized as tax 
exempt by the IRS on April 22, 1994. Employer ID 99-0308924. Founded by Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, its 

leaders of all lineages of Sanatana Dharma. 
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Kauai Aadheenam Monastic Endowment

Anonymous 150.00
Eleni Cannon 108.00
Roshan Harilela 375.00
Siva Jothiswary 100.00
Gunasekaran Kandasamy 196.79
Mira Das & R. Mahalingam 250.00
Other Donations 74,000.00
Total 75,179.79

Iraivan Temple Endowment

Eleni Cannon 108.00
Kiran Davane 51.00
Umesh Desai 60.00
Anonymous 55.00
Harsh Gopal 301.00
Dheeraj & Geeta Kumari Handa 303.00
Victoria Lynne Johnson 11.00
Latha Kannan 153.00
Murali Krishnaswamy 500.00
Alex Ruberto 358.00
Pregassen & Selvina Soobramaney 40.00
Other Donations 86,866.80
Total 88,806.80

Kauai Aadheenam Annual Archana Fund

Thanesh Kumar & Leelawathy Aianarappan 
155.00

Anonymous 171.00
Hemakheshaa Naatha Batumallah 17.00
Mekaladeva Batumallah 17.00
Gunavadee Caremben 9.68
Somasundaram Caremben 9.68
Sukanta Caremben 9.68
Tarakini Gunasegaran 6.37
Brahmaiah & Bharathi Jain 101.00
Victoria Lynne Johnson 11.00
Juhivaasana Koothan 3.22
Anil Kumar 27.00
Veena Kunniah 3.48
Punithavathi Kuppusamy 40.00
Savitree Mangapatty 225.81
Saroja Devi Manickam 7.50
Bhaveshan Moorghen 16.14
Shanda Kumaran Moorghen 16.14
Udeyadeva Moorghen 16.14
Jogendra Mooroogen 6.44
Vidyadevi Mooroogen 6.44
Toshadevi Nataraj 60.00
Subramaniam Pennathur 49.98
Hemavalli Sivalingam 1.94
S.R. Thancanamootoo 9.68
Total 997.32

Hinduism Today Lifetime Subscription Fund

Anonymous 499.00
Tirunyanam Gunasegaran 47.83
Souda Koothan 209.69
Bala Krishna 115.45
Kalpana & Muralikumar Krishnamurthi  

 499.00
Maragatham Kumar 300.00
Maithilee Kunda 499.00
Prakash Kunda 499.00
Sivakavinian Moonesawmy 120.00
Ramchandra & Malathi Nayak 400.00
Bharat G. Patel 499.00
Kirtideva Peruman 22.58
Niroshnee Peruman 27.41
Ajay Haridas Popat 499.00
Logavalli Sinsamy 70.96
Nutanaya Sivaceyon 221.47
Potriyan Sivanathan 13.11
Poobarlene Soobramanien 354.83
Kydong Syhachack 240.00
Total 5,137.33

Gurudeva’s Trilogy Distribution Fund

Vel Mahalingum 19.35
Manogaran Mardemootoo 48.39
Total 67.74

Hindu of the Year Fund

Harsh Gopal 101.00

Kadavul Nataraja Ardra 

Abhishekam Endowment

Eleni Cannon 108.00
Aravindraj Chandrasekaran 9.00
Gunasegaran Chitravelloo 15.50

Rosa Jaramillo Osuna 35.00
Anonymous 51.00
Anuradha Venkatachalam 100.00
Total 318.50

Kauai Aadheenam Matavasi Medical Fund

Kulagan Moonesawmy 19.35
Carmen Debora Murbach 600.00
Gowri Nadason 173.90
Toshadevi Nataraj 140.00
Anonymous 613.74
Aran Sambandar 162.00
Barathy Sockanathan 48.27
Vayudeva Varadan 54.00
Other Donations 4,800.00
Total 6,611.26

Tirunavukkarasu Nayanar Gurukulam

Anonymous 633.00
Michael R. Eisen 25.00
Total 658.00

Sri Subramuniya Ashram Scholarship Fund

Anonymous 324.00

Sri Subramuniya Kottam Fund

Anonymous 900.00

Kumbhalavalai Ganesha Temple Endowment

Mano Navaratnarajah 75.00

Malaysia Hindu Renaissance Fund

Anonymous 520.17

Hinduism Today Production Fund

Silvana Aliverti 100.00
Anonymous 4047.00
Raj Kumar Bhardwaj 50.00
Ron & Jennifer Burke 200.00
P.C. Ghosh 90.00
C. Govind 600.38
Hiranya Gowda 93.00
Bramh D. Mishra 100.00
Silvarajoo Muniandy 80.00
Subramaniam Pennathur 50.01
Sakuntalai Periasamy 30.48
Aran Sambandar 162.00
Deochan Sanichar 15.00
Ganga Sivanathan 516.00
Asan Tejwani 1,008.00
Total 7,141.87

Hindu Orphanage Endowment Fund

Roshan Harilela 375.00
Gunasekaran Kandasamy 196.79
Anonymous 522.06
Alex Ruberto 75.00
Rodney & Ilene Standen 30.00
Matthew Wieczork 17.00
Total 1,215.85

Hindu Education Endowment

Hasu N. & Hansa H. Patel 100.00

Suntheram Family Trust Fund

Ramachandran Suntheram 1,500.00

Hindu Press International Endowment Fund

Hiranya Gowda 63.00

Loving Ganesha Distribution Fund

Mano Navaratnarajah 225.00
Gassa Patten 1,350.00
Total 1,575.00

Saiva Agamas Trust

Ganga Sivanathan 210.00

Spiritual Park of Mauritius Endowment

Anil Kumar 27.00

Positive Discipline Endowment

Tamnash Gupta 59.40

Tirumular Sannidhi Preservation Fund

Murali Krishnaswamy 250.00

Hindu Heritage Endowment 

Administrative Fund

Kiran Davane 51.00

Tamnash Gupta 108.00
Hansmukh & Pratima Patel 500.00
Total 659.00

Kauai Aadheenam Religious 

Art and Artifacts Fund

Rajadeva Alahan 153.00
Michael Zimmermann 6.00
Total 159.00

A. Saravanapavan Family Murugan 

Temple Pillaiyar Shrine Fund

Pathmini Saravanapavan 650.00

Thank You Bodhinatha Fund

Shreya & Seetha R. Aiyar 101.00
Hotranatha Ajaya 33.00
Anonymous 1,580.66
Amarnath & Latha Devarmanai 324.00
Gunasekaran Kandasamy 520.83
Thulasidas Nadarajah 75.00
Mano Navaratnarajah 150.00
Alex Ruberto 45.00
Aran Sambandar 162.00
Anba Dayananden Valayten 12.57
Vayudeva Varadan 63.00
Michael Wasylkiw 648.00
Total 3,715.06

Saivite Hindu Scriptural Fund 

for the Visually Impaired

Rajendra Giri 110.00
Alex Ruberto 60.00
Total 170.00

Sri Chandra Madhab Debnath Endowment

Shyamal Chandra Debnath 100.00

Murugan Temple Yalpanam Festival Fund

Pathmini Saravanapavan 650.00

Taos Hanuman Fund

Sarma R. Kunda 100.00
Elena Woodard 108.00
Total 208.00

Kapaleeshwara Temple Orphanage

Savithri Sundaresan 108.00
Michael Zimmermann 6.00
Total 114.00

Manjung Hindu Sabha Orphanage Fund

Rajendra Giri 110.00
H.D. & Susheela Kishorenath 15.00
Suhashini Muniandy 35.00
Total 160.00

Pazhassi Balamandiram Orphanage Fund

Rajendra Giri 110.00

Karnataka Temple Development Fund

Hiranya Gowda 1,000.00

Sri Ganesha Hindu Temple of 

Utah Endowment Fund

Temple Devotees 5,000.00

Swami Vipulananta Children’s 

Home Endowment

Anonymous 150.00
Murali Krishnaswamy 250.00
Total 400.00

Hinduism Today Complimentary 

Subscription Fund

Hiranya Gowda 153.00
Rajagopal Krishnan 60.00
Michael Zimmermann 6.00
Total 219.00

Kauai Aadheenam Yagam Fund

Victoria Lynne Johnson 3.00

Yogaswami Hindu Girls’ Home 

of Sittandy Endowment

Anonymous  370.47
Jeri Arin 300.00
Sangamesh Bellad 50.00
Marlene Carter 162.00
Sunil Chacko 795.00

Maruthu Pandian Darmalingam 60.00
Sasikumar Darmalingam 10.00
Joel Knepp 101.00
Subramaniam Pennathur 50.01
Ananthakumar Renganathan 300.00
Ganga Sivanathan 150.00
Sivaruban & Nishiya Sivanesan 100.00
Andrew Stich 300.00
Soma Sundaram 5.00
Total 2,753.48

Yogaswami Hindu Boys’ Home Fund

Anonymous 474.00
Maruthu Pandian Darmalingam 60.00
Sasikumar Darmalingam 20.00
Canaganayagam Kugendra 60.00
Total 614.00

Murugan Temple of North 

America Puja Fund

Ken Kanagalingam 121.00
Vayudeva Varadan 54.00
Total 175.00

Rani Jothiswarar Memorial Fund

Kodisvara Jothiswarar 100.00

Ramanathaswamy Temple Cleaning Fund

Danyse Crotti 100.00
Hiranya Gowda 99.00
Manogaran Mardemootoo 96.78
Kulagan Moonesawmy 19.35
Toshadevi Nataraj 60.00
Ganga Sivanathan 300.00
Total 675.13

Cows of Kadavul and Iraivan Temples 

(Kovil Maadu) Endowment

Anonymous  122.03
Dharam & Madhu Bahl 54.00
Natraj Narayanswami 33.00
Toshadevi Nataraj 30.00
Michael Zimmermann 6.00
Total 245.03

Pakistan Hindu Empowerment Fund

Anil Kumar 27.00

Bharathi Yoga Dhama Fund

Michael R. Eisen 25.00
Bruce & Martha Mitchell 108.00
Total 133.00

Murugamoorthi Thirukkovil Endowment

Anonymous 108.00

Panchangam Endowment Fund

Thushyanthan Amirthalingam 25.00
Dolly Nyaneshwari Belas 25.00
Anonymous 965.13
Rolf Karl Kern 25.00
Subrahmanyam Kuppa 25.00
Shipriya Mahesh 25.00
Raj & Deepa Maturi 25.00
Madhavi Medi 25.00
Gangadhar Puravant 25.00
Sivakumar Saravan 50.00
Viswanathan Subburaman 5.00
Soma Velayutham  2.00
Anand & Srividya Yegnan 25.00
Total 1,247.13

Insurance Premium

Mrunal Patel 3,003.00

Kauai Aadheenam Renovation Endowment

Other Donations 600.00

Total Contributions $214,836.86

Funds at Market Value, Mar 31, 2013

Total Endowment Funds $11,521,510.25
Total Pooled Income Funds $230,065.42

Grand Total $11,751,575.67

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



Live a joyful life !

Our holy scriptures teach us 
to claim our heritage and 
live a joyful life. 

Acharya Pankaj Dixit is a  
Vedic scholar, spiritual 
teacher, priest, astrologer, 
adviser and confidant. He 
helps people put Hinduism's 
timeless wisdom into prac-
tice and live productive and 
happy lives, especially mar-
ried couples. Here are some 
of the services

 Astrological consultation  
    and guidance to find a suitable spouse, avoid divorce  
    and remain happy. 

 Counseling and lectures for zero divorce goal.  
 Health remedies via special rituals along with guidance  

    in the all-important realm of food and diet. 
 Puranic pilgrimage tours to India. 
 Laxmi sadhna for success in business and all endeavors. 
 CDs with classical stotra and mantra remedies in  

    marriage, education, health and career.

Ask for a consultation, or just call and chat with Acharya:
www.HinduWayofLiving.com  

pandixit25@hotmail.com 
1-780-905-9100 • 1-780-250-5100

he offers:
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      he editors of Hinduism Today, in col- 
      laboration with USA’s foremost historian 
of India, created The History of Hindu In-
dia, a comprehensive school textbook cov-
ering ancient to modern times. Let your 
kids learn of their heritage in an accurate, 
unbiased and engaging way. Abundantly il-
lustrated, concise, and clear—as you would 
expect of Hinduism Today. Youngsters 
love it, and so do adults. More at:  

minimela.com • 877-255-1510

Give
your kids
the gift of 

knowledge
& pride

     he
      lab T 

Eternal Friend gives you the keys to the Divine 
within—always there for you, ever ready to help  
you attain peace and contentment.

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

“Helps people manifest their deepest soul 
potentials.”—Dr. David Frawley

By M. Hanumante, PhD • 142 p • hardcover• color • $35
www.swamisamarthofakkalkot.org • mukund@juno.com

Beeefrrieennd tthhee DDDivvviinnee.
Friend gives you the keys to the Divined

—always there for you, ever ready to help
in peace and contentment.

ieennd thhee DDDDivvviinne.

ISBN: 978-0-9406-7621-3

Soma in Yoga and Ayurveda
The Power of Rejuvenation and Immortality

David Frawley (Vamadeva Shastri)

What is the secret of Soma, the 
legendary mystic drink of immortality, 
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Make your h e 

sweeter than ever
                    with this wooden om  
         plaque laser-etched by the monks 
               of Kauai's Hindu Monastery. 
            www.minimela.com/omsweetom 

eeee
h

http://www.ayurveda.com
http://www.jewelofthelotus.com
mailto:lotuspress@lotuspress.com
http://www.lotuspress.com
http://www.vedanet.com
http://www.minimela.com
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Visit the spectacular gold-domed, all-
white-granite Iraivan Temple being 

constructed at Kauai's Hindu Monastery—
from stones quarried and hand-carved in 
India. Bring the children. 
Read more, see photos, videos and/or 
donate at:
      himalayanacademy.com/iraivan.org 
 808-822-3012, x237 • iraivan@hindu.org

  Your Hawaiian
    Pilgrimage Destination

  ,,,, 

Pandit Samavedula 
888-835-7788 • fax: 512-788-5694 

cs@vydic.org • vyc@vydicfoundation.org 
www.vedicyagyacenter.com 

Special upcoming events:

 Akshaya Tritiya (Day of Lasting Achievements) Lakshmi Kubera Homa, 
May 13th  Special Chandra Graha Shanti Homa, May 24-25. Pournami 
for lunar eclipse.  Shani Jayanthi Pooja, Tila tailabhishekam on Shani-
dev’s birthday, June 8  Guru Pournami Special Pooja, Guru Paduka Pooja, 
July 23  Special Lakshmi Homa on Sri Varalakshmi Vrata day, August 16

We also offer Yagyas for:
 Daily Rudrabhishekam & Chandi Parayanam $108.00/mo/person  

    or $151.00/family
 Daily Welfare Yagyas to improve day to day life
 Customized Yagyas to fit your needs as per natal chart & astrology

 Vastu rectification, residential & commercial land & property

Learn more: 
 Contact us for pricing for the above services
 We can perform Yagyas for you anywhere in the world  
 View our Yagyas & events: www.youtube.com/user/samavedula/videos  
 Visit our website for more details

Jyotish Vachaspathi   R. G. Krishnan

Details of the services rendered  
by Jyotish Vachaspathi R. G.  
Krishnan and articles published  
by him in regard to Stock Market  
and other astrological matters  
may be seen at: 
http://rgkrishnan.com 

He may be contacted at:  
jyotish@juno.com 

tel.: 972-881-3751  •  cellular: 469-879-5107

 

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

Enlightenment  Enlightenment
                  Podcast

“The doors to living an  
enlightened life open with 
the keys of silence and just 
being. Leave your thoughts 
behind and enter.” Dr.  
Robert Puff, author of 
Spiritual Enlightenment: 

Awakening to the  

Supreme Reality.  

www.EnlightenmentPodcast.comwww.EnlightenmentPodcast.com

Free articles and
podcasts on
Nonduality

5-ft. tall, hand carved 
sandstone Lord Shiva

     We specialize in
        orders from  
monasteries & temples

This 5-foot tall  
sandstone Shiva  
and other fine, 

hand-carved statues  
are available 

in the USA, now, 
ready to be shipped  

anywhere.

713-668-2948
concept@wt.net

www.hindugods.net 
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Sacred Statues & Art
from India & T ibet

75 

mailto:prasannanjyotish@gmail.com
http://www.himalayanacademy.com/iraivan.org
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Beautiful Kauai rental 
near monastery

quiet  gourmet kitchen

sleeps 6 adults & 2 children 
owned & cared for by 

   devotees
aloha7155@aol.com  
photos at www.VRBO.com 

  (house no. 115017)

Mar 15-17
21-24 

27 
29-30 

31

Apr 4-7 
12-14 
19-21 

28

May 3-5 
9-12 

15-19 
25-26 
28-29

Jun 6-9 
11-12 
14-16
18-19

20
21-23
27-30

Jul 5-7
8-9

11-16
19-20 

 

21

Seattle WA
San Francisco CA
Santa Barbara CA
Ojai & Ventura CA
N. Hollywood CA

Los Angeles CA 
Phoenix AZ 
Austin, TX 
San Antonio TX

Houston TX 
Dallas TX 
Atlanta GA 
Nashville TN 
Minneapolis MN

Chicago IL 
Clevand OH
Columbus OH
Philadelphia PA
Bethlehem PA
Washington DC
Princeton NJ

New York, NY
Woodstock NY
Toronto ON
Princeton NJ
Guru Purnima  
Retreat 
Princeton NJ
Guru Purnima  
Celebration
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         uring a lifetime of 
medi cal practice, Dr. 
Gowda MD observed 
that the ailments 
that burden people 
can almost always be 
improved or remedied 
easily by applying 
simple, basic principles 
and practices. He now 
shares his knowledge 

and experiences in highly 
illustrated GYM3. The 
title is an anagram refer-
ring to the three tradi-
tional practices: exercise, 
yoga and meditation.

106 pages • $13.30, including shipping 
less for quantities • contact us: 
615-665-1565 • www.EntDrGowdaGYM3.com
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by yourself,
at home 

with simple, easy 
practices that have  

thousands of years
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New Hindu  
Global Charity

We are currently planning projects in nutrition and  
education for Indonesia, Sri Lanka and Nigeria.

A         merican Hindu World Service (AHWS) is a new  
          501(c)(3) nonprofit dedicated to educating the 
American public and the world on Hindu perspectives 
on service. These can apply to areas such as nutrition/
food security, water/sanitation, environmental issues, 
education, women's empowerment and microfinance. 
AHWS aims to work with other religious communities 
on interfaith issues, and serve without discrimination 
as to ethnicity, gender, nationality or creed. Learn more 
at www.ahwsngo.org.

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

Custom Tours to IndiaCustom Tours to India

Kali Travel is uniquely qualified to 
organize custom-made tours to sat-
isfy the needs of any type of group, 
organization or individual and to 
structure an itinerary appropriate to 
their specific needs and interests. 

For more information, contact: 

Kali Travel, 169-12 Hillside Ave
Jamaica, NY 11432-4498 USA
718-291-9292
http://kalitravelandtours.com

Custom Tours to India

Buyer's market on the  
Garden Island of Kauai. Best 
time to buy land, condos &   
investment properties. AUM.

Yelena Okhman Realtor®(S) • Remax Kauai 
808-635-6552 • Yelena.Okhman@remax.net

     

http://www.vastu-design.com
http://www.karunamayi.org
http://www.csa-davis.org
http://www.mlbd.com


8th   A N N U A L  
HINDU MANDIR EXECUTIVES’ CONFERENCE 

20-21 September, 2013 

  Some of the topics addressed at the HMEC include: 

Building, preserving and strengthening of Mandirs in North America 

Engaging youth in temple operations 

Providing leadership, networking and building a strong community 

Engaging in inter-faith dialog: Reasons Hindus should be active 

Social Services: Hallmark of Hindus 

HMEC offers past and present executives and officers of Hindu Mandirs 
and Institutions a great opportunity to learn from one another and grow 

ences. 

 

LEARN    |   SHARE     |   SUSTAIN 

                        HMEC-2013 HOSTS 

Mississauga Ram Mandir, Vishnu Mandir 

 and other Toronto area Temples and Institutions 

SUSTAINING DHARMA THROUGH MANDIRS 
HMEC IS AN INITIATIVE OF  WORLD HINDU COUNCIL OF AMERICA (VHPA) 

P.O. BOX 611, ISELIN, NJ  08830, PHONE: (732) 744-0851 

   www.myhmec.org 

This Ad is Sponsored By The Hindus of Greater Houston , TX (www.hindusofhouston.org) 

 

2nd Annual Hindu Mandir  

  PRIESTS’ Conference, NY 

May 31-June 1 

SUSTAINING DHARMA THROUGH MANDIRS 
HMEC IS AN INITIATIVE OF  WORLD HINDU COUNCIL OF AMERICA (VHPA) 

P.O. BOX 611, ISELIN, NJ  08830, PHONE: (732) 744-0851 

   www.myhmec.org 

This Ad is Sponsored By The Hindus of Greater Houston , TX (www.hindusofhouston.org) 

SUSTAINING DHARMA THROUGH MANDIRS 
HMEC IS AN INITIATIVE OF  WORLD HINDU COUNCIL OF AMERICA (VHPA) 

P.O. BOX 611, ISELIN, NJ  08830, PHONE: (732) 744-0851 
This Ad is Sponsored By The Hindus of Greater Houston , TX (www.hindusofhouston.org) 

SUSTAINING DHARMA THROUGH MANDIRS 
HMEC IS AN INITIATIVE OF  WORLD HINDU COUNCIL OF AMERICA (VHPA) 

P.O. BOX 611, ISELIN, NJ  08830, PHONE: (732) 744-0851 
This Ad is Sponsored By The Hindus of Greater Houston , TX (www.hindusofhouston.org) 

Yogini Shambhavi 

Yogini Shambhavi is one  
 of the most dynamic  
 women spiritual teachers 
 from India in recent years. 

Her best-selling books,  
Yogini: Unfolding the  
Goddess Within (Lotus 
Press) and Yogic Secrets of 
the Dark Goddess (Lotus 
Press) continue to inspire 
readers worldwide. She 
draws one to the deeper 

“Yogic Reality,” awakening 
the Shakti power within us. 

Ma Ganga Yoga Shakti    
   Retreat above Rishikesh, March 8- 14, 2013

Jyotir Bhava CD: Sacred Chants for the Nine Planets    
   (Lotus Press)

Yoga Shakti Retreat, Adrasan, Turkey, Nov 18-25, 2013

Yogini Bhava CD: Sacred Chants to Shiva and Shakti  
   (Lotus Press)

Vedic astrology consultations with Yogini Shambhavi     
   based upon and the Goddess tradition for spiritual  
   guidance and all life issues

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

American Institute of Vedic Studies

Expand your horizons in  
Vedic and Hindu Dharma. 
Practical teachings of Pandit 
Vamadeva Shastri (David  
Frawley). Authentic Vedic  
knowledge in a clear and  
modern idiom. Courses,  
publications, programs and  
retreats—with students from 
all over the world.

   Recent books: 
• Soma in Yoga and Ayurveda 
• Mantra Yoga and Primal  
        Sound 
• Inner Tantric Yoga 
• Hinduism, the Eternal Tradition (Sanatana Dharma) 
• Hidden Horizons: Unearthing 10,000 Years of  
   Indian Culture

    Courses from the Institute: 
• Ayurvedic Healing Course in Ayurvedic Medicine  
• Advanced Yoga & Ayurveda Course  
• Vedic Astrology and Ayurveda Course

American Institute of Vedic Studies 
PO Box 8357, Santa Fe, NM 87504-8357 USA 
 tel: 505-983-9385 • www.vedanet.com 

(Note our on-line articles, books and Vedic resource guide)

79 

eas @gmail.com
1-530-231-5646 (USA)

since 1983

30 years 
of successful 

mailto:gs@vhp-america.org
http://www.myhmec.org
mailto:info@lotussculpture.com
http://www.lotussculpture.com
http://www.easankatir.com


CLASSIFIED
Classified ads are US$52 for 20 words, $1 
for each additional word. “Box ads” are $75 
and $140 • 10% to 35% discount for repeat 
ads • 888-464-1008, cell: 808-634-5407  
fax: 808-822-3152 • ads@hindu.org    
www.hinduismtoday.com (click”advertise”)

Appeal

Support this magazine—give to the  
Hinduism Today Production Fund. 
www.HHEonline.org  
888-464-1008 •jothi@hindu.org

Astrology

 
 

Ayurveda/Health

Low-cost blood test by mail. Eg., PSA, $10, 
HIV screen, $$

$10 • www.LowCostBloodTest.org 
or Call Dr. Siva, tel: 1-866-505-1556 (USA).

Devotional Supplies

Top Quality Rudraksha beads and malas 
Jai Hanuman Ltd.• gdg4044@yahoo.com  
641-472-2448 • www.rudraksha.com

Free Products and Services 

Shri Shivabalayogi Maharaj Meditation 
Blessings. Peace, Bliss and Self-Realization 
Guaranteed through Meditation. Receive  
Shivabalayogi’s photo, holy ash and medita-
tion in    structions. Free. Germaine, 108  
Yogaville Way, Buckingham, VA 23921 USA. 
www.meditate-shivabala.org

Hawaii—Rentals

Hawaii   — Resident Program

Work-Trade opportunities on spiritual 
Ayurvedic farm in Kauai, Hawaii. Vedic  
practices, raja yoga, permaculture, and or-
ganic farming. Contact: 
DurgaFarms@HalePule.com

Professional Products/Services

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

Publications

Sri Aurobindo books. Ayurveda. Reiki. 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  1008 USA  
www.lotuspress.com

 

Babaji’s Kriya Yoga & Publications. See  
our e-commerce at www.babajiskriyayoga. 
net • Books, correspondence course, semi-
nars. In India: india@babajiskriyayoga. net 
Outside of India: tel. 888-252-9642 or 
450-297-0258; info@babajiskriyayoga.net 
 

For kids—a course in Saivite Hinduism by 
Satgurus Sivaya Subramuniyaswami and Bod-
hinatha Veylanswami. Books 1 through 4, for 
ages 7 to 11. In English with Sanskrit, 
Tamil, Malay and French translations.  
www.minimela.com • books@hindu.org 

Modern storybooks for kids 
Stories on how to live,
collected by Hinduism  
Today’s publisher—in-
cluding audio CD by a
professional narrator.
Here is a lighthearted
approach to dharmic  
living kids can relate to 
and appreciate. A great
holiday season gift. 
www.minimela.com  
877-255-1510 • books@hindu.orghi gindu.org

History of Hindu India

A comprehensive 
school textbook (6th 
grade) created by 
Hinduism Today, cov-
ering Hindu history 
from ancient to mod-
ern times. Accurate, 
unbiased, illustrated, 
concise and clear. Give 
this gift of knowledge and pride to your 
kids. They love it. So do adults.
877-255-1510 • www. minimela.com 

Vedic astrology

Insights and  
solutions by  
Acharya Bharat— 
Brahmin priest  
& college lecturer 
on Hinduism.  
Emphasis on traditions,  
such as homa and gem therapy.

503-591-0984
bharatji108@gmail.com
www. PadminiLight.com

Holy Smokes! Incense
Made entirely of natural  
essential oils, resins, herbs, 
spices & plant extracts.  
Suppliers to Kauai’s Hindu 
Monastery • alahan@me.com

Fine Quality Neem Products

Living neem trees, fresh 
branches, twigs or leaves. 
Complete line of neem 
products including cold-
pressed oil, soaps, cream, 
shampoo, salve and certi- 
fied-organic extract and 
capsules, all at fresh- 
from-the-farm prices • 813-661-8873 
www.neemtreefarms.com  
601 Southwood Cove 
Brandon, FL 33511 USA

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

 

Discover the Self...

...as you listen to The 
Secret Path and  
Discover Yourself, 
two books by Paul 
Brunton, one of 
the great teachers 
of Hinduism of the 
XXth Century. A free 
audio stream read by 
Superman actor Christopher

More at: www.PaulBrunton.org

f...

e 

 Reeve.

Studio Near Hindu Monastery
A one-minute walk 
to beautiful Kauai’s 
Hindu Monastery 
from our charm-
ing studio. Peaceful 
tropical setting for 
one or two (w chil-
dren, ok). Private  
entrance, deck, bath, fully equipped 
kitchenette, wifi, cable TV.

970-390-0456 • 808-431-4219 
alahan@me.cwom

Sri Chinmoy Books

Wisdom of ancient India  
made clear and simple. 
Free catalog: 1-734 -994 -7114 
   www.Heart-Light.com 
   www.SriChinmoy.org
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  Gather endless insights
                          into the
                             heart of  
                           Hinduism

           hat Is Hinduism? is 
published by the editors of 
Hinduism Today. It is a col-
lection of 46 of their finest 
articles published through 

the years—those that illustrate and illuminate the best of 
Sanatana Dharma, its wisdom, knowledge, practices and 
vibrancy. All is captured in Hinduism Today‘s characteristic 
clarity, relevance, color and enthusiasm. 

Keep this volume around, and delight yourself browsing 
through it from time to time. It’s a great tool to learn with, 
or teach or share with someone—your children for example. 
It makes you feel you really do know what is Hinduism!

“The most concise, clear and complete  
presentation of  Hinduism anywhere.”

hhha
bli hpublish

   hhW

www.minimela.com/wih?      
Pandit Vamadeva Shastri (Dr. David Frawley)

      

      

   
                         

   

                       
                             

                        

Order the version for your city at: 
www.gurudeva.org/panchang

All the auspicious times
for your locality

International
Hindu Calendar 
April 2013 to April 2014

������Calculated for over  
�����200 cities worldwide�����200 citie

iit t

999999¢99¢

World-renowned teacher  
and advisor, Chakrapani Ullal, 
consults internationally with 
people from all walks  
of life. As the founding honor-
ary chairman of the ACVA 
(American Council of Vedic 
Astrology), he has played  
an active role in bringing 
together the Eastern Indian 
Vedic astrologers and  
Western astrologers. Consid-
ered a teacher of teachers, he 
travels widely as an author, 
lecturer and consultant.

Born into a traditional Hindu lineage of astrologers in  
South India, Chakrapani began his training at an early  
age and enjoyed associations with many of India’s most re-
vered and celebrated saints and sages. With over 45 years  
of experience, his depth of knowledge and unique under-
standing of how astrological principles apply to different  
cultures are sought out by people from all over the world.  
For more information and a schedule of his upcoming  
itinerary, please contact:

Chakrapani Ullal • PO Box 74427 
Los Angeles, CA 90004 USA
tel: 323-962-9911 • fax: 323-962-9915
info@vedicastrology.com • www.chakrapani.com

Chakrapani Ullal, Vedic Astrology
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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
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Worldwide Katha / Discourses

Contact Shastri Shri Bharatbhai Rajgor for 

• Bhagwat Katha • Ram Katha 
• Jeevan Darshan discourses  
• Astavakra Maha Gita Pravachan 
• and other religious discourses

Shastriji, a gold-medalist in 
Sanskrit, is an articulate and 
poetic Kathakar (preacher). 
He studied, taught and 
began preaching at Shree 
Bhagwat Vidyapith, in Sola, 
Ahmedabad, 

To date, he has offered 
more than 100 Kathas in 
Hindi and Gujarati in India, 
North America, UK, and 
other countries. He is cur-
rently available to perform 
anywhere in the world.
Panditji does not believe in 
charging for Katha but he accepts donations. 

Contact: 
• worldwidekatha@gmail.com  
• www.bhagwatsudha.com 
• Vinaben Gandhi, +1-562-618-8826 
• Prashant Pranav Patel (UK), +44-2085373704  
• Vijaybhai Vyas (India): +91-9879358435

Gain 
a great
understanding
about where human-

kind is headed at this 

point in time, why we  
came to this planet in the 
first place, why we have 
gone through all that we 
have gone through, where 

it will all lead and what is the purpose of it all.

Lemurian Scrolls consists of messages that seers stored 
in the Akasha through the ages, so that we could have 
them at this time to give us the understanding we need so 
very much. These were revealed mystically to the founder 
of Hinduism Today magazine, Satguru Sivaya Subramu-

niyaswami (Gurudeva) in 1973. After decades of being 
kept private, Gurudeva decided to release them, verbatim, 
to everyone. If you know Gurudeva's other teachings, you 
know that you can expect sound, clear information that 
will mean a great deal to you.

400 highly illustrated pages • hardback • color • $31.88

                    www.minimela.com/lemurian

http://www.devanutrition.com
mailto:info@devanutrition.com
http://www.evolvenaturally.com
http://www.trihealthayurveda.com


Save on shipping
by ordering from our new  

distribution centers 

f you live in one of the countries 

listed below, or nearby, order from  

    our distribution center located  

    there and save a ton on shipping.

Canada: Shop at: 

www.minimela.com/canada 

Malaysia: Shop at: 

www.minimela.com/malaysia

India: Shop at: 

www.minimela.com/india

USA: Shop at: 

www.minimela.com

Of course, the very best Mini Mela Gift 

Shop is the original one located at Kauai’s 

Hindu Monastery on the Island of Kauai 

in Hawaii. There you’ll find everything you 

need to enhance your spiritual life.

Kauai’s Hindu Monastery 

107 Kaholalele Rd 

Kapaa, Hawaii 96746 USA 

books@hindu.org        

ff

lI

10107 7 Kaholalele Rd

KaKaKaKKapapapapapappap aaa,a, HHHHHawwawwawawawwawawa aiaiaiaiiiii 96969696996747474744666666666 USUSUSUSAAAA
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path to anandam

 Crystal Ganeshas 
     All sizes 

Cr
  

minimela.com
books@hindu.org 

877-255-1510 
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           nhance your temple or home    
          shrine worship with this 460- 
page handbook of prayers & sacred 
knowledge—gathered by the swamis and 
gurus of the Bharat Sevashram Sangha 
(see Hinduism Today, Apr. 2010 issue). It is 
invaluable for anyone who wants to draw 
more from his faith, and ideal for introduc-
ing children to Sanatana Dharma.

       hundreds of slokas and their meanings  
       Vedic havan mantras, sandhya, bhajans     
       Hanuman Chalisa 
       Shiva Chalisa 
       Durga Chalisa 
       67 pg. of common questions & answers    
       on Sanatana Dharma 
       and much more

Available in new large and small editions.
www.pranavashram.com 

416-741-4335 • 905-480-1156

Enrich
your  

worship

Enrich
your  

worship

Enrich 
your  

worship
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http://www.minimela.com
http://www.bhaktifest.com


 “

www.hinduismtoday.com
d o c u m e n t a r y

The Story of India, as Told by the BBC
 As the brief heyday of the west 

draws to a close, one of the greatest 
players in history is rising again.” Popular 
writer and UK TV host Michael Wood has 
done it again. Already well known for earlier 
ambitious projects, this time he set out to 
achieve a near-impossible feat: to fi ll—at 
least partially—a major gap in the Western 
understanding of the world by summarizing 
the vast history of India in a six-part BBC 
television series, The Story of India. The 
result, shot in India over an eighteen-month 
period, is both informative and entertaining. 
Lesson plans and other valuable resources 
are available online at pbs.org/thestoryofi n-
dia. The series itself can be seen, in segments, 
on YouTube, starting here: bitly.com/thesto-
ryofi ndia. There appears to be some copy-
right issues with its posting on YouTube. You 
may need to search “Story of India” to fi nd all 
the parts, some of them broken up into ten-
minute segments.

Starting with the earliest migrations into 
India from Africa 70,000 years ago, Part 1 
goes on to explore the ancient Indus Valley 
civilization. Wood unfortunately mentions 
the now widely discredited Aryan migration 
theory; but this may be forgiven, considering 
the overall quality and good taste of the show.

Parts 2, 3 and 4 take us from the 5th cen-
tury bce up to Muslim times, covering the 
country’s renowned kingdoms and global 
commerce. Wood discusses India’s early 
achievements, such as its ancient religious 
traditions and rituals, its unmatched archi-
tecture, temples and bronze work, and its 
mathematics, which originated the concept 
of zero and accurately calculated the circum-
ference of the Earth. Finally, parts 5 and 6 
take us through the Muslim era and British 
colonialism to the Independence movement 
and India’s ultimate freedom in 1947, includ-
ing interviews with participants.

What makes the series charming is the 
fact that Wood traveled all over India to 
make it. We see him exploring the mag-
nifi cent cities of the Gangetic plain and the 
ancient Tamil culture of the South, examin-
ing ancient manuscripts and documents 
from the archives of the British East India 
Company, visiting historical sites and speak-
ing with local people. Throughout the series 

he attempts to give audiences—particularly 
those in the West—a glimpse of India’s 
greatness and some insight into the diversity 
of its peoples, cultures and landscapes. 

As Wood explores Tamil Nadu, he explains 
that Tamil culture is 3,500 years old, like that 
of ancient Greece or Rome. An interview 
by The Hindu highlights his admiration for 
Tamil culture: “Tamil is the last living clas-
sical Indian language. The fi rst surviving 
work in Tamil, a 300-bce book on linguistics, 
refers to an already existing culture. Tamil is 
older than any modern European language. 
I remind Western-centric audiences, who 
implicitly assume the superiority of Western 
modes of thought, that Tamil has a literature 
comparable to any in the West. It makes 

viewers sit up and question their assump-
tions.” 

In the documentary, Wood states, “Now, in 
the era of globalization, India has once again 
become a leading player in the world. Home 
to more than one billion people, it is a land of 
amazing contrasts: it contains both the high-
tech brilliance of Bangalore’s Silicon Valley 
and the archaic splendor of the Kumbha 
Mela festival, where 25 million pilgrims 
come to bathe in the sacred river Ganges on 
a single night. While moving at high speed 
into the 3rd millennium, India alone, of all 
the civilizations on the face of the earth, is 
still in touch with her ancient past.”

India’s storyteller: (top to bottom) The 
Story of India’s book cover; Wood at the 
Taj Mahal; Thanjavur’s “Big Temple”
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