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Sriram, age 10, performs evening worship on the banks of river Tunga 
in Sringeri as a student of the Rig Veda at the Sadvidya Sanjeevini 

Samskrita Pathashala under the Sringeri Vedic Pathashala.  
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It has been so for thousands of years: young men, living in 

community with their teachers, learn to recite Sanskrit 

shlokas and perform powerful incantations. In time, they 

mature into priests who can connect all three worlds. 

This sacred art is preserved and taught at pathashalas 

throughout India, like the one at Sringeri Matha. ...page 18
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i n d i a

Hindu Priests Bereft of BridesHindu Priests Bereft of Brides
A may report by k. 

 Venu gopal in the Deccan 
Chronicle highlights a growing 
problem in South Kerala. Hun-
dreds of young priests are in dis-
tress because no family is willing 
to give them a bride. “They are 
in a very sad situation,” said Ak-
keraman Kalidasa Bhattathiripad, 
president of the Yogakshema 
Sabha. An offi ce-bearer of the 
sabha, Mr. Radhakrishnan Potti, 
explained, “Priests are offi cially 
equivalent to sweepers in the 

Travancore Devaswom Board’s 
(TDB—a government-appointed 
Hindu temple administration 
body) scheme. Despite umpteen 
demands, the arrogant TDB is 
not even willing to give them the 
post of sub-group offi cer.” With 
no status and a salary of only Rs 
5,000 a month (US$112.00) no 
prospective bride’s family will 
have them. “Priests don’t even 
have a welfare fund, since they 
are not even considered employ-
ees,” Potti added. 

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

Brent Cuts Events FundingBrent Cuts Events Funding
Among a population of 

over 260,000 in the London 
borough of Brent, seventeen 
percent declared themselves 
Hindu in the 2001 census. 
Brent’s generous policy to pro-
vide fi nancial support for 14 
annual ethnic festivals is being 
reduced due to lack of funds. In 
June, 2011, 6,000 residents pe-
titioned to continue support for 
Navaratri, pleading their case for 

its cultural value. Their bid was 
successful. Navaratri was kept in 
the 2011 budget, as was Diwali, 
which was attended by 60,000 
in 2010 compared to 1,000 for 
the Saint Patrick’s day parade. 
Based on “equality assessments,” 
however, support for more activ-
ities may be reduced in 2012, in-
cluding Navaratri, Saint Patrick’s 
Day parades, Islam’s Eid day, and 
even Christmas street lights.

i d a h o

Public Ganesha ProtestedPublic Ganesha Protested
L ake coeur is one of ameri-

ca’s fabulous scenic Rocky 
Mountain tourist magnets. 
Locals work hard to overcome 

Northern Idaho’s stigma of being 
a center for the white supremacy 
group, Aryan Nations. But Coeur 
d’Alene City offi cials received 

another publicity blow 
after including a sculp-
ture of Ganesha in a year-
long public art display. 
The Kootenai Constitu-
tion Party, claiming that 
the US was founded on 
Christianity, protested 
the piece, calling it an 

“abomination” installed by 
a “godless group.” Some 
local citizens reacted by 
citing freedom of religion 
and mounted a protest 
to protest the protesters. 
The art stayed.

n e w  y o r k

Tradition Versus EnvironmentTradition Versus Environment
New york park rangers 

and Hindus are in a stand-
off over holy debris in Jamaica 
Bay, which is part of New York 
State’s Gateway National Rec-
reation Area. According to a 
New York Times report, Hindu 
offerings to Mother Ganga are 
a mounting problem. Coconut 
shells, decaying limes, water-
logged colored cloth, incense 
sticks, pictures and even cre-
mation ashes are washing up 
on shore. Rangers responsible 

for the fragile habitat, an en-
closed bay that does not sweep 
refuse away, are trying to be 
diplomatic, talking to Hindu 
groups to educate them on the 
environmental pollution and 

“Leave No Trace” policies. But 
Hindu priests are not willing to 
tell devotees they cannot make 
what some consider obligatory 
offerings to Ganga. Some Hin-
dus are collaborating with of-
fi cials on clean up, while others 
continue making offerings.

k e r a l a

Gigantic Chariot SplendorGigantic Chariot Splendor
In the malayalam month of kumbha each year in the dis-

trict of Alappuzha in Kerala, Hindus conduct the Kettukazhcha 
festival. It is perhaps the most extravagant of all Hindu temple 
chariot festivals. Instead of the Deity leaving the temple for a 
public parade, devotees build elaborate towering offerings and 
pull them with great energy to the temple. Each of the big temples 
in Alappuzha has attached village areas called karas. After Maha 
Sivaratri each year, in the days preceding the bharani nakshatra, 
karas artisans vie with each other to create the most intricately 
decorated kuthiras (effi gies) , some reaching 70-80 feet. The most 
famous are the Nandi bulls that are taken to the Padanilam Para-
brahma temple where Lord Siva is present as the integration of 
Brahma, Vishnu and Siva and the gigantic chariots carrying kuthi-
ras of Bhima and Hanuman who are taken to the 1,200 year-old 
Bhagavathi temple in Chettikulangara. Devotees also offer minia-
ture kuthiras. On the afternoon of aswini nakshtra, the whole vil-
lage departs for the temple, the men pulling the chariot. The arrival 
of multiple ratham at the temple is a huge, exciting spectacle. The 
main festival rites are done the following morning during bharani 
nakshatra and then the rathas return home for another year.“Ganesha,” a metal sculpture by Spokane, 

Washington, artist Rick Davis

Rato Machhendra’s gigantic 
chariot lurches in the wind, 
making for an exciting parade

Madan Padarat and his wife, Nalini Kowlassar, immigrants from 
Guyana, releasing a coconut and fl ower into Jamaica Bay. 

This elaborate Nandi kuthirakettu ratham (a chariot of Lord Siva’s 
bull vehicle) is one of seventeen that are pulled with music and dance 
to the Parabrahma Siva temple each year in Nooranad, Kerala

k a r n a t a k a

Predatory ConversionsPredatory Conversions
by R. Guru Prasad

Dr. m. chidanandamurthy, 
noted researcher, columnist 

and a social activist in Bangalore, 
released a case study in March, 
2011, on Christians proselytiz-
ing with cash. Murthy and his 
friend Ramachandra Upadhya 
where shocked by discoveries 
they made in Manjunathanagar 
near Marathhalli. First, Murthy 
reports, missionaries identify 
Hindu families who are fi nan-
cially weak. Evangelists and their 
local agents go to low-income 
homes carrying sweets and an 
attractive, framed image of Jesus. 
Money is offered if the family 
will include Jesus in the home 
shrine. Phase two comes a few 
weeks later: another cash pay-
ment to place Jesus more visibly 
over and above the Hindu Gods. 
In phase three another, larger 
cash gift is paid to those who 
discard all images of Hindu 

Gods and Goddesses. Afraid to 
throw images and sculptures 
of Hindu Gods into the dust 
bin, poor, gullible Hindus place 
them in the premises of Vasuki 
Subramanya Temple out on the 
national Highway.

In the next stage, more money 
is used to induce families to fully 
embrace Christianity and dis-
play Christian symbols in their 
house. Murthy comments in his 
study: “It is a bargain, and if the 
converted Christian is willing 
to wear a cross around his neck, 
he gets another bonus from the 
agents who also earn incen-
tive money for their work from 
foreign funds used by Christian 
missionaries.” He notes that 
agents are also preying on Hin-
dus who are sick, offering a free 
prayer meeting to get rid of dis-
eases under the guise of convert-
ing them to Christianity under 
the pretext of a “faith” healing.

Borough residents petition to save Navaratri funding

They conduct opulent Hindus wedding for others; but some priests 
are so poor they or their sons struggle to fetch a bride of their own

n e p a l

Macchendranatha Lives onMacchendranatha Lives on
Rato macchendranatha’s

 temple is located in South 
Tabahal, Nepal. The God of 
rain, He is considered a form 
of Siva by Hindus, while Bud-
dhists believe the Deity to be a 
manifestation of Avalokitesh-
wara. Each year, following the 
Nepali New Year, a huge wooden 
chariot wheels the image of the 
Red Macchendranath around 
Patan City in a series of complex 
celebrations to invoke monsoon 
rains. Despite the overthrow of 
the king and a new, leftist gov-
ernment, this year’s festival ran 
with as much zeal as ever.
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TEENAGERS IN MUMBAI ARE BEING
trained to do puja to make up 
the defi cit in priests required 
to perform rites for the annual 
Ganesha Chaturthi celebra-
tions. Over 12,000 mandals 
and 180,000 households need 
to have pujas done, but the 
city only has about 4,000 
priests. Under the program, 
which is conducted by the 

Brihanmumbai Sarvajanik Ga-
neshotsav Samanvaya Samiti 
in Mumbai, elder priests will 
mentor and initiate young-
sters, teach them a selection 
of Vedic chants and honor 
them with an priestly title.

A US STATE COURT OF APPEALS 
has allowed a lawsuit by sixteen 
Hindus who were unknow-

ingly served meat to go forward. 
If the Hindus win, the Mogul 
Express in Edison, New Jersey, 
which served them meat-fi lled 
samosas, may pay travel costs to 
India to obtain purifi cation rites.

THE DIGITIZATION PROJECT 
of palm leaf manuscripts at 
the French Institute in Pondi-
cherry, which was conceived 
and managed by our own 
hinduism today team, was 
completed in June, 2011. Total 
photos of palm leaves (and a 

few books) in Grantha, Deva-
nagiri and Tamil: 1,017,324.

THE INCREDIBLE TREASURE 
recently found in the vaults 
of the 16th Century Sree Pad-
manabhaswamy in Kerala is 
still being counted, with more 
crypts yet to be opened. The 
total value of gold and silver 
jewelry and precious stones 
found so far is said to exceed 
1.5 lakh crore, or over 30 bil-
lion dollars. We plan do a story 
in the January, 2012, issue.

n e u r o s c i e n c e

Healthier Multilingual BrainsHealthier Multilingual Brains
Hindu parents who try to

cajole their kids to keep up 
or learn a second language can 
now bring some hard science to 
that discussion. Dr. Ellen Bialys-
tok is a cognitive neuroscientist 
working at York University 
in Toronto, Canada, who has 
researched bilingual brains for 
almost forty years. Her research 
hit the limelight in 2010 when 
she received the prestigious 
$100,000 Killam Prize for her 
contributions to social science.

Her research shows that bilin-
gual brains have better cognitive 
skills and “executive control sys-
tems” more capable of managing 
and fi ltering information. Being 
bilingual can also delay symp-
toms of Alzheimer’s disease. 
Bialystok adds, “Learning other 
languages is important because 
it helps you understand other 
people, other cultures, other 
ways of thinking. Even if it didn’t 
change your brain, there are just 
so many benefi ts.”

ay u r v e d a / n a t u r a l  m e d i c i n e

Natural Medicines Are Now Regulated in EuropeNatural Medicines Are Now Regulated in Europe
Alternative health care 

practitioners are up in 
arms. Dreaded new regulations 
called the Traditional Herbal 
Medicinal Products Directive 
(THMPD) went into effect 
for member countries of the 
European Union in April, 2011. 

Critics point out that compli-
ance with quality control re-
quirements and the dossier for 
registration can cost as much 
as us$80,000 for a single herb 
and us$300,000 for a product 
with multiple ingredients. 
Small companies with diverse 

products are knocked out of the 
market. Getting authorization to 
sell any herbal product requires 
vendors to demonstrate that it 
has been in use in the EU for 
30 years, or 15 years within the 
EU and 30 years outside the EU. 
Even when such usage can be 
established (for example a prod-
uct made with tumeric, amala 
and boswelia may have been in 
use for fi fteen years in the Eu-
ropean Union and over 30 years 
in India ) the cost to register is 
prohibitive. 

Control now rests in the 
hands of the European Medi-
cines Agency (EMA), based 
in London, which approves 

registration for all medicinal 
products—modern drugs, vita-
mins and herbals alike, and is 
accused of bias toward big phar-
maceutical interests. 

In June, 2011, the European 
Parliament refused to sign off on 
EMA accounts, with members 
accusing the EMA of working to 
protect pharmaceutical profi ts. 
The Parliament’s revelations 
validate claims that THMPD was 
developed under the infl uence 
of World Health Organization’s 
drive for global implementation 
of Codex Alimentarius, the UN 

“health food book.” Critics point 
out that WHO gets two thirds of 
its funding from pharmaceutical 
companies. In the US, vitamins 
and herbals are still classifi ed as 
foods and, at least for now, are 
freely available.

Ayurvedic and  Chinese 
medicinal herbs used in the 
Asia for thousands of years 
are disappearing from the 
store shelves in Europe 

Dr. Bialystok’s brain mapping shows bilinguals use different pathways 
for problem solving. But, it’s not enough to learn a few words of an-
other language; you need to be using both languages all the time.
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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

Call for Religious Education
Secularism in education means teaching about 
all religions, not being silent on the subject

B Y  D R .  J . S .  R A J P U T

 R Religiosity has been 
put on the back burner 
in India. The adherents 
of Hinduism are treated 

as pariahs the moment they talk 
of ancient India, Indian heritage, 
culture, the Vedas and India’s 
contribution to global civiliza-
tion during the last two mil-
lennia, if not even earlier. India 
is in an unusual situation; the 
majority of the population fear 
being labeled “communal,” that 
is, against one religion or another. They may 
be so labeled by those who follow a post-
independence interpretation of secularism 
in which religion is to be avoided. But those 
leaders of India’s original freedom struggle 
who lived to see this interpretation of secu-
larism have urged us to consider religion, 
especially in education.

One of the sharpest minds in contempo-
rary history, C. Rajagopalachari, warned in 
the late 60s: “Mass education, in the sense 
herein explained, which is to result not only 
in knowledge and mental preference of the 
good but in the capacity and readiness to 
work and suffer for it, cannot, so far as I see, 
be organized except on a religious base; reli-
gious in the broadest sense. To misunderstand 
the ‘secularity’ to which people think we are 
pledged and to treat religion as untouchable 
is one of the many unfortunate follies our 
government has fallen into. It is not impos-
sible, or even very diffi cult, to deal with and 
include religion in a nationwide effort to 
make men truly religious, each in the way 
shown by his or her own religion and add to 
it a spirit of understanding and respect for 
other people’s religion and way of life.” 

Raja Ji’s contemporary Maulana Abul 
Kalam Azad expressed similar views in 
1948: “Our present diffi culties, unlike those 
of Europe, are not creation of materialistic 
zealots but of religious fanatics. If we want to 
overcome them, the solution lies not in reject-
ing religious instruction in elementary stages 
but in imparting sound and healthy religious 
education under our direct supervision so 
that misguided credulism may not affect the 

children in their plastic stage.”
Maulana had examined the 

consequences of divorcing 
religions from education in the 
following terms: “What will 
be the consequence if the gov-
ernment undertakes to impart 
purely secular education? Natu-
rally, people will try to provide 
religious education to their 
children through private sourc-
es. How these private sources 
are working today or are likely 

to work in future is already known to you. I 
know something about it and can say that, 
not only in villages but even in cities, the 
imparting of religious education is entrusted 
to teachers who are literate but not educated.”

Hinduism accepts Divinity in every cre-
ation, every human being included. It cannot 
be unfair to any person of a different faith. 
Consequently, secularism is an inbuilt part 
of Hinduism in the sense that it implores 
everyone to remain true to his own faith and 
at the same time support others in being true 
to theirs. There could hardly be an approach 
more conducive to creating a cohesive world 
order that survives on mutual respect and 
creates conditions for living and working 
together, the prime requirement of our times.

The judiciary has also realized the role of 
religions in inculcating moral and ethical 
values in children and citizens. In a 2002 
judgment, the Supreme Court stated, “Chil-
dren must be made aware of [the] basics of 
all the religions of the people of India. They 
should know the commonalities and learn 
to respect differences wherever these exist.” 
This in no way violates the spirit of secular-
ism as enshrined in India’s constitution. The 
extent of mutuality amongst religions is a 
measure of the maturity of people and com-
munities. Hinduism continuously reaffi rms 
that learning is a process that continues 
until life proceeds on the other journey.
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would not host an honored guest in one’s closet or have him or her 
sleep in the kitchen and expect the guest to feel welcome, appreci-
ated and loved.”

The most cultured Hindu homes center around the home shrine, a 
special room set aside and maintained to create a temple-like atmo-
sphere in which we conduct puja, read scripture, perform sadhana, 
sing bhajans and do japa. This sacred space serves as a solitary refuge, 
a meditation chamber. It is a safe room in which we retreat from the 
world, draw into ourselves and get in touch with our superconscious 
intuition. It is a place to face ourself, to write and burn confessions 
and make new resolutions. It is a place to dissolve problems in the 
light of inner knowing with the help of our guardian devas. 

You can strengthen the vibration of your home shrine by going 
to the temple regularly, ideally once a week, and making extra visits 
during festivals. Lighting an oil lamp in the shine room when you 
come home from the temple brings the temple’s religious atmo-
sphere into your home. Mystically, that simple act brings devas who 
were at the temple right into the home shrine, where, from the inner 
world, they can bless family members and strengthen the home’s 
religious forcefi eld.

Gurudeva takes the idea of having a separate shrine room in which 
God and the devas can dwell one step further. He states that cultured 
and devout Hindus dedicate their entire home to God: “The ideal 
of Ishvarapujana, worship, is to always be living with God in God’s 
house, which is also your house, and regularly going to God’s temple. 
This lays the foundation for fi nding God within. How can someone 
fi nd God within if he doesn’t live in God’s house as a companion to 
God in his daily life? The answer is obvious. It would only be a theo-

retical pretense, based mainly on egoism.” 
Hindus who believe in God’s presence in their home naturally 

wish to honor Him, even feed Him. They lovingly place food before 
His picture, leave, close the door and let God and His devas partake of 
the meal. Gurudeva observed: “God and the devas do enjoy the food; 
they do so by absorbing the pranas, the energies, of the food. After 
the meal is over and everyone has eaten, God’s plates are picked up, 
too. What is left on God’s plate is eaten as prasadam, a blessed of-
fering. God is served as much as the hungriest member of the family, 
not just a token amount. Of course, God, Gods and the devas do not 
always remain in the shrine room. They wander freely throughout 
the house, listening to and observing the entire family, guests and 
friends. Since the family is living in God’s house, and God is not liv-
ing in their house, the voice of God is easily heard as their conscience.”

Gurudeva challenges each of us: “The psychology and the decision 
and the religion is, ‘Do we live with God, or does God occasionally 
visit us?’ Who is the authority in the home, an unreligious, ignorant, 
domineering elder? Or is it God Himself, whom the entire family, 
including elders, bow down to because they have resigned them-
selves to the fact that they are living in an ashrama of God? This is 
religion. This is Ishvarapujana.” 

 Aunique aspect of hinduism is that
everyone can be a priest and be in charge 
of one’s own temple. That temple is your 
home shrine, which you can spiritualize or 

turn into a mini-temple through conducting daily 
puja. This process works best when the shrine 
is a separate room, strictly reserved for worship 
and meditation, unsullied by worldly talk and 
other activities. That is the ideal. When that is not 
possible, it should at least be a quiet corner of a 
room—more than a simple shelf or closet. Make 
the shrine a refuge for all family members, a place 
of peace and solace where they can connect with 
God and offer their praise, prayers and practical 
needs.

The late Sri Sri Sri Chandrasekharendra Sara-
swati Maha Swamiji of Kanchipuram Kamakoti 
Pitham commented on the necessity of home puja: “Every family 
must perform puja to Ishvara. Those who fi nd it convenient to do so 
may conduct elaborate types of puja after receiving proper initiation 
into them. Others need perform only a brief puja, not lasting more 
than ten minutes or so. Offi ce goers must offer at least this brief 
worship. The sacred bell must ring in every home.”

Here’s a story to show how our efforts to perform puja in the 
home shrine can start simply and gradually become more elaborate. 
The Shekhar family always kept a shrine room in their home. Over 
the years the husband systematically learned more and more about 
conducting puja. In the beginning he just chanted a simple mantra 
to Lord Ganesha while waving incense. Then he learned a few more 
chants and began passing the arati fl ame at the end of puja. Finally 
he learned the entire Ganesha Atmartha Puja, which he now does 
every morning before breakfast. He fi nds performing the full puja 
deeply satisfying and notes that it uplifts all members of the family 
as well. (The Ganesha Atmartha Puja is available with text and audio 
fi les at www.himalayanacademy.com/audio/chants/ganesha_puja/.)

About Personal Puja
Many people do not realize it, but personal worship is a fundamental 
element of what we call Hinduism’s Code of Conduct, the yamas and 
niyamas, or restraints and observances. And this code, comprising 
steps one and two in ashtanga yoga, is often regarded as the foun-
dation for meditation. Worship, one of the ten niyamas, is known 
as Ishvarapujana. It refers to puja that we conduct for ourselves 
rather than the rites done by a priest on our behalf. This worship, 
performed in the home shrine, can range from simply offering a 
fl ower to performing a full and formal puja. Puja conducted by a lay 
person, called Atmartha Puja, is regarded as a personal worship rite; 
whereas the public puja held by a priest in a temple is called Parar-
tha Puja. After performing Atmartha Puja, it is customary to sit for 

a few minutes in meditation, internal 
worship, taking in to the soul level the 
refi ned feelings, the prana, that the puja 
has created and which still remains in 
the room. In this way, we receive maxi-
mum benefi ts from the puja.

My Gurudeva observed that some 
people are afraid to perform puja. Why? 
They often feel they lack suffi cient 
training or don’t understand the mysti-
cal principles behind it well enough. 
Many Hindus depend on the priests to 
perform the pujas and sacraments for 
them. However, Gurudeva points out, 
as did Maha Swamiji of Kanchipuram, 
that simple pujas may be performed by 
anyone wishing to invoke grace from 

God, Gods and devas. Love of the Deity is more im-
portant than ritualistic perfection. Those wishing to 
perform advanced Atmartha Puja can receive training 
and permission to do so through initiation, called dik-
sha, from qualifi ed priests. 

Gurudeva placed one important restriction on performing Atm-
artha Puja: “If a serious outbreak of anger is experienced, one must 
refrain from doing puja for thirty-one days. Simple waving of in-
cense before the icons is permissible, but not the passing of fl ames, 
ringing of bells or the chanting of any mantra, other than the simple 
recitation of Aum.” 

He invoked this restriction knowing that an angry person would 
invoke, in the Second World, asuras that can upset us rather than 
the devas that bring us blessings. In fact, to successfully spiritualize 
the home, there is a need to minimize expressions of anger, as well 
as swearing. Take as an analogy assembling a complex jigsaw puzzle. 
Performing the puja is the equivalent of correctly fi tting ten puzzle 
pieces together. Minor anger takes away fi ve pieces, simple swear-
ing two and a major argument twenty. Clearly, we will never fi nish 
the puzzle unless we bring anger and swearing under control. In 
other words, even the most sincere efforts we put into increasing 
the spirituality of our home will not succeed if we nullify them with 
outbursts of anger and swearing. 

Keeping in Touch
All Hindus have guardian devas who live on the astral plane and 
guide, guard and protect their lives. The shrine room is a space for 
these permanent unseen guests, a room that the whole family can 
enter and sit in and commune inwardly with these refi ned beings, 
who are dedicated to protecting the family, generation after genera-
tion. “A token shrine in a bedroom or a closet or a niche in a kitchen 
is not enough to attract these Divinities,” Gurudeva counseled. “One 

PUBLISHER’S DESK

Making Your Home God’s Home
Establish a formal shrine room as the family’s place of 
communion with the Divine through worship and meditation

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

Worshiping together: Three generations gather in the 
home shrine for puja. At the conclusion, the father 
shares prasadam, which all are eager to receive, knowing 
God has blessed them through this sacrament.
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Thank You
I was blessed to come across the name of your 
magazine while Sri Samavedam Shanmukha 
Sarma was delivering a spiritual lecture on 
television. I am honored to know of the great, 
focused efforts of your organization. Please 
accept my hearty wishes for making efforts 
to glorify Hindu Dharma.

Sudhakar Bharatam
Pondicherry, India

sudhakar0828@gmail.com

The Two Madhvacharyas
I read with fascination the feature about In-
dia’s great Hindu heritage sites (“World Heri-
tage Sites,” Jul/Aug/Sep 2011). These are just 
the tip of the incredible iceberg that is Hindu 
architecture and culture. I am delighted to 
have visited fi ve of these eight sites and in-
tend to see them all. I would like to point out 
a small error in the section on Hampi. The 
kulaguru of the Vijayanagara kingdom was 
Sri Vidyaranya, the twelfth Acharya of the 
Sringeri Sharada Peetham (1380-1386), whose 
purvashrama name was Madhava. While 
also known as Madhavacharya, he is much 
more commonly known as Sri Vidyaranya. 
The confusion arises since the dvaita phi-
losopher Sri Madhvacharya was a contempo-
rary. Moreover, the Sringeri Peetham is not a 
Vaishnava order, as was stated in the article, 
but follows the Smarta Sampradaya. In fact, 
the center of worship for the Sringeri jagad-
gurus is the crystal Lingam of Lord Chandra-
moulishwara (Shiva).

Skanda Prasad
Bengaluru, Karnataka, India

skandaprasadn@gmail.com

Hinduism and Homosexuality
After reading both articles (“Guyana’s Hin-
dus Face Gay Quandry” and “Beware of Alien 
Morals,” Apr/May/Jun 2011), I want to say 
that I particularly agree with a couple state-
ments. The fi rst one was made by Pandit Ra-
jin Balgobind: “Everyone, including homosex-
ual people, should lead disciplined lives that 
fulfi ll dharma, contribute to the well being 
of their society and do no harm to anyone.” 
The article continues, “In Balgobind’s opinion, 
sexual orientation falls into the category of 
kama (pleasure), one of the four goals of life, 
called purusharthas.” The second statement 
was made by an anonymous man: “Many 
negative stereotypes of gay and lesbian peo-
ple lead to prejudices.”

Personally, I believe that, regardless of one’s 
sexual orientation, in order to achieve Self 
Realization one has to renounce physical and 
worldly pleasures (which include all sexual 
activities), and that Self Realization will lead 

to moksha; if someone is not able to renounce 
the physical and worldly pleasures, it doesn’t 
mean he/she is a bad person, but it will defi -
nitely keep that person from Self Realization 
in this life. Being a good or bad person, a good 
or bad Hindu, is not a matter of sexual orien-
tation; I think a good Hindu is that one who 
is after service, wisdom, Self Realization and 
moksha. Respect, tolerance and wisdom are 
key values a good Hindu must possess and 
put in practice all the time.

Renato Yamil Crespo
Mexico

via Facebook

The Hindu Dharma has a wonderful oppor-
tunity to show the world its true enlightened 
thinking. Other faiths are bound by the black 
and white dicta of their scriptures. For some, 
no matter how much they want to be open 
and affi rming, they are held back by verses 
they believe come straight from the lips of 
God. The Dharma, when expressed from 
its summit, allows for many instruments of 
knowledge to define Truth; including our 
scriptures, of course, but also the words of 
our modern day saints and sages, science and 
our own personal experiences and sense of 
reason. It is my understanding that much of 
contemporary Hinduism’s less than progres-
sive attitude towards homosexuality stems 
from the dismal legacy of Muslim and British 
rule over 800 years. I have read accounts of 
greater tolerance and appreciation in ancient 
times. We must reclaim this.

As an actor I have had the gift of many 
more friendships in the gay community than 
perhaps most straight people are afforded. 
Yes, I’ve seen plenty of examples of what I 
consider adharmic activity (promiscuity, he-
donism, etc.), just as I’ve seen among the het-
erosexual community. But I’ve also seen long-
term, loving, monogamous relationships that 
are inspirational.

One problem with this conversation is that 
we concentrate too much on the “sex” in ho-
mosexual. A committed, loving relationship 
between two people is so much more than 
the relatively short time they are actually en-
gaged in sexual activity.

Fred Stella
Grand Rapids, Michigan, USA

via Facebook

How to Make Natural Sindoor?
It is diffi cult it is to fi nd instructions on mak-
ing natural sindoor at home. There is virtu-
ally no information online, no recipes or in-
structions. The only fi rm recipe that I could 
fi nd involves slaked lime (calcium hydroxide), 
which, if handled improperly, can be very 
dangerous. There are no instructions avail-

able on how to create purely herbal sindoor. 
Some flowers are listed, but amounts and 
methods are never mentioned. Judging from 
the number of requests for specifi c instruc-
tions on online forums, I am sure that other 
readers would fi nd the information as help-
ful as I would.

Sarah English
Mississauga, Ontario, Canada

szenglish@gmail.com

Christian Evangelism
I want to bring to everyone’s attention a blog 
post by Nithin Sridhar in which he quotes 
from a paper entitled “Christian Witness to 
Hindus” published in 1980 by the Lausanne 
Movement, listing some of the methods to 
be implemented to convert Hindus. He be-
gins with an excerpt from the paper: “1) We 
should enunciate theology in Indian catego-
ries so that the Hindu can understand the 
gospel. 2) We must develop a truly Chris-
tian world view consistent with the Indian 
context. 3) While presenting the gospel, we 
must be aware of the fact that the Hindu un-
derstands the doctrine of God, man, sin and 
salvation in a way entirely different from the 
biblical doctrine. 4) Communicate the gospel 
through indigenous methods such as bhajans, 
drama, dialogue, discourse, Indian music, fes-
tival processions, etc.”

Sridhar explains, “Christian missionaries 
have adopted Hindu ways of life, Hindu re-
ligious symbols, architecture, worship forms, 
and even declare themselves as swamis. A 
Catholic priest who calls himself swami in-
stantly attains the status and authority of a 
holy man in Hindu society, which he can use 
to convert individuals. By using Sanskrit ter-
minology in his sermons, he implies a close 
relationship of Hindu theology to Catholic 
theology, a relationship which does not really 
exist. Such missionaries speak authoritatively 
on Hindu scriptures and argue that their 
[Christian] teachings are consonant with ev-
erything Hindu, but add a fi nishing touch, a 
‘fullness’ to the traditional faith.

“Swami Jayendra, Sankaracharya of Kanchi 
Matham, made a valid point at the ‘Interfaith 
Dialogue’ with Cardinal Jean-Louis Pierre 
Tauran, president of the Vatican’s Pontifi cal 
Council for Inter-religious Dialogue, and oth-
ers, in Mumbai on 12 July 2009. In a statement 
released to the media, he said: ‘The Church in 
India must stop forthwith the use of Hindu 
religious words, phrases and symbols like 
Veda, Agama, rishi, ashram, Om and other 
such in what is referred to as “inculturation” 
tactics, but which are only intended to de-
ceive the vulnerable sections of our people 
who are the intended targets for religious 
conversion.’” Sridhar concludes, “Christianity 

has always followed a policy of ‘inculturation.’ 
It adopted Pagan elements in Christianized 
form to pave the way for transition from Pa-
ganism to Christianity in Europe. Pagan gods 
became Christian saints, and Pagan festivals 
became Christian festivals. In this process 
of inculturation, the Christian Church sub-
orned old forms to its new message, making 
sure that the [Greek and Roman] Pagan foun-
dation was submerged under Christian doc-
trine.” Please read more of Sridhar’s article, 

“Inculturation: Fooling the Hindu Masses,” at 
http://bit.ly/inculturation.

Neeraj Sukhavasi
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA

neeraj.sukhavasi@gmail.com

Catholic Murtis in Temples
I am very saddened to see a Catholic nun’s 
murti in the Shree Sanatan Hindu Mandir in 
Wembley, UK (“New Temple’s Unusual Icon,” 
Global Dharma, Oct/Nov/Dec 2010). The 
management should take a very bold step to 
remove it. Otherwise, I would advise Hindus 
to boycott that temple. It is a shame that Hin-
dus don’t stand up for their religion. This is a 
tactical process to convert Hindus to Chris-
tianity. After 100 years or so a stamp will be 
issued by the UK government showing Hin-
dus worshiping Catholic icons, implying that 
they have converted to Catholicism. It has 
happen before with an image of Mary carry-
ing baby Krishna.

Krishna Gangopadhyay
Wetaskiwin, Alberta, Canada

gango@incentre.net

Why Were Animals Sacrificed?
I am a Hindu and have been vegetarian my 
whole life, as I was born into the tradition, 
and I believe it is not right to kill another 
animal. I have recently taken up study of the 
Veda and have discovered there are sacrifi ces 
of animals prescribed. How would you ac-
count for this?

Kishen Raval
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA

kishen@wharton.upenn.edu

 It is a controversial subject, and we invite 
our readers to comment.

Blood Attracts Asuras
You cite Hindu scriptures as teaching that 
blood attracts asuras, low-minded spirits, in 

“Women Barge their Way into Temple Sanc-
tum” (Hindu Press International, April 14, 
2011). Could you give a specifi c reference?

Dr. Anantanand Rambachan
Northfield, Minnesota, USA

rambacha@stolaf.edu

 According to Agama scholar Dr. Sabha-
rathnam Sivachariyar, the Amsumat Agama’s
chapter on expiatory rites directs: “Devotees 
or priests should desist from entering the 
temple if their bodies have been wounded 
or blood is oozing out of their bodies. There 
are good forces (saumya saktayah) and evil 
forces (dussaktayah), being invisible to hu-
mans, pervading around. The blood is highly 
instantaneous in attracting such evil forces, 

asuras, rakshasas. The presence of such evil 
forces would nullify the benefi ts of puja, fi re 
rituals, mantra japa and expiatory rites.” 

Corrections
 In “Giants Who Reawakened Indian 

Dance” (Apr/May/Jun 2011) by Kusum Joshi, 
the name given for Uday Shankar’s father 
was incorrect. His father’s name was Shyam 
Shankar.

 The Sanskrit word printed at the end of 
Digital Dharma in our Apr/May/Jun 2011 
issue was improperly formed due to a font 
error. It should read À‹∫º—™‹

 In Chapter 4 of our Hindu history lesson 
series, “India as Colony: 1850-1947” (Apr/
May/Jun 2010), the 1909 map used in the 
lesson is misleading, showing a dotted red 
line around Nepal, as if it was part of Brit-
ish India. In the map’s legend, it accurately 
states that areas in yellow (which includes 
Nepal) were “Native States and Terrorities,” 
i.e., independent of British India. Nepal has 
never been under foreign rule.

Life’s Richest Opportunity: Giving 
Even better: giving via endowments

 H H
indu heritage endowment 
(hhe) has a treasure to share with 
you and the world today: its newly 
redesigned website at www.hhe

online.org. It has already proved helpful 
to donors, potential donors and people 
curious to know more about endowments, 
estate planning and planned giving. 

The site will remind you of Hinduism 
Today for its simplicity, clarity, relevance 
and inspiration. It gives quick, trenchant 
overviews, illustrating ways of giving with 
numerous examples and personal accounts. 
It contains an Estate Planning Toolkit and 
shows you how to set up an endowment 
for your favorite charity anywhere in the 
world—the whole made amazingly easy by 
HHE, with no fees involved. The website 
is a marvelous tool for shaping one’s legacy, 
which can bring satisfaction, a sense of ac-
complishment and joy.

In 2006, Mrunal and Padmaja Patel of 
Texas purchased a life insurance policy 
and named the Hinduism Today Produc-
tion Fund (one of HHE’s 83 funds) as one 
of its benefi ciaries. “Hinduism Today 
changed our lives,” explains Dr. Patel. “We 
wanted to do something signifi cant in 
return. It has been fulfi lling for our family, 
proving that what you give will come back 
to you abundantly in one way or another.” 

If you would like to support Hinduism 
Today and give yourself and your family 
a measure of fulfi llment in the process, 
please consider donating to the Hinduism 
Today Production Fund with an immedi-
ate gift or by including the fund in your 
estate plan. Read about the fund at www.
hheonline.org/productionfund. Subscribe 
to the Production Fund e-newsletter at: 
www.gurudeva.org/email-news. Call 
1-808-634-5407 or email hhe@hindu.org. 

The Patel family: “Rather than waiting 
until later in life, we acted when the oppor-
tunity, the inspiration and the means were 
all there.” Above, HHE ‘s newly designed 
home page.



It is my ambition to conquer the world by Hindu thought. 
Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902)

duration, but timelessness, then eternal 
life belongs to those who live in the 
present. Ludwig Wittgenstein 
(1889-1951), Austrian philosopher

The secret for having a successful team 
is to lead, rather than to manage.

You need to be a great theist before you can 
become a great monist. Theistic practices 
of humility, service and worship form the 
basis of yoga, which then leads to levels 
of samadhi and monistic realizations. 
It is a ladder with defi nite, clear steps. 
Satguru Bodhinatha Veylanswami, 
publisher of Hinduism Today 

Nothing is lost, nothing is gained. There 
is nothing. Satguru Siva Yogaswami, 
(1872-1964) Sri Lankan mystic

Our nerve system is just like a harp. It can 
be played by us or by other people. Others 
can cause many tones to be heard in our 
nerve system; that is why it is imperative 
for those on the path to be in good company. 
But we want it to be played from the 
inside out through the beautiful rhythm 
of superconsciousness—which is bliss.
Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami
(1927-2001), founder of Hinduism Today

If you accept Parabrahman, you must accept 
Shakti. They are like fi re and its power to 
burn. If you see the fi re, you must recognize 
its power. You cannot conceive of the Sun’s 
rays without the Sun, nor can you conceive 
of the Sun without its rays. One cannot 
think of the Absolute without the relative, 
or of the relative without the Absolute. Sri 
Ramakrishna Paramahansa (1836-1886)

Though my voice is feeble, Truth will be 
heard. Truth alone will endure; all else 
will be swept away before the tide of 
time. Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948)

Give! Give! Give without any 
expectation of reward. Give the best 
in you! Dada Vaswani, leader of 
the Sadhu Vaswani Mission

All things are good when we master them, 
but no thing is good when it masters 
us. Swami Panchadasi (1862-1932)

The unchangeable can only be realized in 
silence. Once realised, it will deeply affect 
the changeable, itself remaining unaffected. 
This attitude of silent observation is the 
very foundation of yoga. You see the picture, 
but you are not the picture. Nisargadatta 
Maharaj (1897-1981), Hindu sage

If all the land were turned to paper and all 
the seas turned to ink, and all the forests 
into pens to write with, they would still 
not suffi ce to describe the greatness of the 
guru. Kabir (1440—1518), Indian Saint

If Indians had remained unknown to the 
Tartars and to us (Europeans), they would 
have been the happiest people in the world. 
Voltaire (1694-1778) French Enlightenment 
writer, historian and philosopher 

In the valley and on the mountain
—only God I saw.
In prayer and fasting, in praise and 

contemplation
—only God I saw. 
Neither soul nor body, accident nor 
substance, qualities nor causes

—only God I saw. 
Like a candle I was melting in His fi re: 
amidst the fl ames incandescent

—only God I saw. 
I saw myself with my own eyes most clearly, 
but when I looked with God’s eyes

—only God I saw.
I passed away into nothingness, I vanished, 
and lo!, I was the All-living

—only God I saw.
Baba Kuhi, 11th-century Sufi mystic

Two silk worms had a race. 
They ended up in a tie. 

It’s always wrong before it’s right. 
Chuck Close, American painter 

If eternity means not infi nite temporal 

B A S I C S  O F  H I N D U I S M

Festivals

 F
 estivals are special times of communion with god 
and Gods, of family and community sharing. Hindus 
observe numerous festivals in the temple and the 

home, and special holy days each week and month. 
These are also auspicious and sacred days of sadhana, fasting, 

meditation, worship and retreat from worldly concerns.
It is through festivals that most Hindus experience their 

religion. The devout Hindu knows these are times of profound 
mysticism, when God and the Gods touch our world, revitalize 
our souls, lighten karmas and bless our families. Yet festivals do 
even more than this: they are essential to the perpetuation of 
religion, periodically reigniting the spark of zeal and devotion in 
the community. They provide the spiritual public square where 
Hindus interrelate with one another.

Each state of India, indeed each village, lends a little of its 
unique culture to how festivals are celebrated, creating almost 
endless variations.

The major temple festivals are Mahasivaratri, Krishna Jayanti, 
Ramnavami and Navaratri. There are also home, community 

and national celebrations that are also important, most notably 
Diwali, Holi and Hindu New Year. The Kumbha Melas, perhaps 
the grandest of all, happen every few years based on astrological 
calculations.

The Rig Veda says, “Let us now invoke for our aid the the 
Designer of all things that are, the inspirer of wisdom! May He, 
the ever-kindly, be well disposed to our summons, and may He, 
whose work is goodness, grant us His blessing!”
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Oh, no, thanks. I was already born again, thousands and thousands of times!
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D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?

Sacred Sandalwood

 S
andalwood is a revered tree in hindu tradition. The 
fragrant oil of the Santalum album has been used for 
medicinal and religious since Vedic times. Fragrant san-

dalwood paste is used for pujas and in sectarian marks. It makes 
one of the most popular types of incense. The oil extracted from 
sandalwood is a stimulant and an antiseptic, used through the 
centuries as a cure for gastric ailments and skin problems.

Indian sandalwood is named in the Saiva Agamas as the 
preferred sacred wood for building temples. Alas, though the 
scripture recommends the propagation of more sandalwood tree 
before felling a tree, making sure that at least fi ve saplings are 
viable, this practice has not been followed by those who fell this 
precious tree only for its oil or other prized uses. As a result, it is 
now a threatened species. Indian laws protect the trees, granting 
ownership to the government.

Santalum album trees may live to be a hundred years. When 
young, they engage in a well-mannered parasitism. By intertwin-
ing their roots with nearby trees, a process called haustorium, 

they acquires various nutrients—with no detriment to other 
plants.  Flowers (photo below) and fruit are produced after three 
years, and viable seeds after fi ve. 

Indian poet Rabindranath Tagore wrote,

 The sandal tree as if to prove, 
 How sweet to conquer hate, love, 
 Perfumes the axe that lays it low.
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 Have you ever been put on the spot with a provocative 
question about Hinduism, even one that really shouldn’t 
be so hard to answer? If so, you are not alone. It takes some 
good preparation and a little attitude adjustment to confi -

dently fi eld queries on your faith—be they from friendly co-work-
ers, students, passersby or especially from Christian evangelists. 
Back in the spring of 1990, a group of teens from the Hindu Temple 
of Greater Chicago, Lemont, sent a request to Hinduism Today for 

“offi cial answers” to nine questions they were commonly asked by 
their peers. These questions had perplexed the Hindu youth them-
selves; and their parents had no convincing answers. Satguru Sivaya 
Subramuniyaswami took up the challenge 
and provided the following answers to the 
nine questions. Perusing the list for this edi-
tion of the magazine, we thought it crucial 
to add a tenth dialog on caste, since that is 
the most relentless criticism Hinduism fac-
es today. 

Let’s begin with advice on the attitudes 
to hold when responding. First, ask your-
self, “Who is asking the question?” Millions 
of people are sincerely interested in Hindu-
ism and the many Asian religions. So, when 
asked about Hinduism, don’t be defensive, 
even if the questioner seems confronta-
tional. Instead, assume that the person really 
wants to learn. Of course, some only want to 
harass, badger and turn you to their view. If 
you sense this is the case, feel free to smile 
and courteously dismiss yourself without 
any attempt to answer, lest you simply add 
fuel to his fi res. 

Bearing this in mind, it is still best never 
to answer a question about religion too 
boldly or too immediately. That might lead 
to confrontation. Offer a prologue fi rst, then 
come to the question, guiding the inquirer 
toward understanding. Your poise and de-
liberateness gives assurance that you know 
what you are talking about. It also gives you 
a moment to think and draw on your in tuitive knowing. Before go-
ing deeply into an answer, always ask the questioner what his reli-
gion is. Knowing that, you can address his particular frame of mind 
and make your answer most relevant. Another key: have confi dence 
in yourself and your ability to give a meaningful and polite response. 
Even to say “I am sorry. I still have much to learn about my religion 
and I don’t yet know the answer to that” is a meaningful answer. 
Honesty is always appreciated. Never be afraid to admit what you 
don’t know, for this lends credibility to what you do know.

Here are four prologues that can be used, according to the situa-
tion, before you begin to actually answer a question. 1) “I am really 
pleased that you are interested in my religion. You may not know 
that one out of every six people in the world is a Hindu.” 2) “Many 

people have asked me about my tradition. I don’t know everything, 
but I will try to answer your question.” 3) “First, you should know 
that in Hinduism, it is not only belief and intellectual understanding 
that is important. Hindus place the greatest value on experiencing 
each of these truths personally.” 4) The fourth type of prologue is 
to repeat the question to see if the person has actually stated what 
he wants to know. Repeat the question in your own words and ask if 
you have understood his query correctly. If it’s a complicated ques-
tion, you might begin by saying, “Philosophers have spent lifetimes 
discussing and pondering questions such as this, but I will do my 
best to explain.” 

Have courage. Speak from your inner 
mind. Sanatana Dharma is an experiential 
path, not a dogma, so your experience in 
answering questions will help your own 
spiritual unfoldment. You will learn from 
your answers if you listen to your inner 
mind speak. This can actually be a lot of 
fun. The attentive teacher always learns 
more than the student. 

After the prologue, address the question 
without hesitation. If the person is sincere, 
you can ask, “Do you have any other ques-
tions?” If he wants to know more, then 
elaborate as best you can. Use easy, ev-
eryday examples. Share what enlightened 
souls and scriptures of Hinduism have 
said on the subject. Remember, we must 
not assume that someone who asks about 
Hinduism is insincere or is challenging our 
faith. Many are just being friendly or mak-
ing conversation to get to know you; others, 
having reincarnated into a strange culture, 
are searching for the way back “home.” So 
don’t be on the defensive or take it all too 
seriously. Smile when you give your re-
sponse. Be open. If the second or third 
question is on something you know noth-
ing about, you can say, “I don’t know. But 
if you’d like, I will fi nd out and email you 

what I fi nd out.” Smile and have confi dence as you give these answers. 
Don’t be shy. Your birth karmas ensure that nobody can ask you a 
question to which you are unable to provide a fi ne answer that will 
fully satisfy the seeker. You may make lifelong friends in this way. 

In the following pages, each question is addressed by a short 
response that can be committed to memory, a longer answer, and 
a detailed explanation. Many questioners will be content with the 
short, simple answer, so start with that fi rst. Use the explanation as 
background information for yourself, or as a contingency response 
in case you end up in a deeper philosophical discussion. 

To order additional copies of this Educational Insight and other 
Hindu literature, email: pamphlets@hindu.org. Additional resources 
can be found at: www.himalayanacademy.com/basics/.

© 2011 by Himalayan Academy, 107 Kaholalele Road, Kapaa, Hawaii 967463  hinduism today 

A  visitor to India questions an elder about 
temple ceremonies and customs  

Cow Worship, Cremation, Caste, Many Gods, 

Karma, Reincarnation, Idols, Yoga & More 

14 Questions People 14 Questions People 
Ask About HinduismAsk About Hinduism

 …and 14 tweetable answers! …and 14 tweetable answers!

Humanity’s most profound faith is now a global phenomenon. Students, teachers, 
neighbors and friends are full of questions. Misconceptions run rampant. 

Here are fourteen thoughtful answers you can use to set the record straight. 
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 C ontrary to prevailing
misconceptions, Hindus 
all worship a one Su-
preme Being, though by 

different names. This is because 
the peoples of India with differ-
ent languages and cultures have 
understood the one God in their 
own distinct way. Through history 
there arose four principal Hindu 
denominations—Saivism, Shak-
tism, Vaishnavism and Smartism. 
For Sai vites, God is Siva. For Shak-
tas, Goddess Shakti is supreme. For 
Vaishnavites, Lord Vishnu is God. 
For Smartas—who see all Deities 
as refl ections of the One God—the 
choice of Deity is left to the devo-
tee. This liberal Smarta perspec-
tive is well known, but it is not the 
prevailing Hindu view. Due to this 
diversity, Hindus are profoundly 
tolerant of other religions, respect-
ing the fact that each has its own 
pathway to the one God. 

One of the unique understand-
ings in Hinduism is that God is not 
far away, living in a remote heav-
en, but is inside each and every 
soul, in the heart and conscious-
ness, waiting to be discovered. 
This knowing that God is always 
with us gives us hope and courage. 
Knowing the One Great God in this 
intimate and experiential way is 
the goal of Hindu spirituality.

Elaboration: Hinduism is both 
monotheistic and henotheistic. 
Hindus were never polytheistic, in 
the sense that there are many equal 
Gods. Henotheism (literally “one God”) better defi nes the Hindu 
view. It means the worship of one God without denying the exis-
tence of other Gods. We Hindus believe in the one all-pervasive 
God who energizes the entire universe. We can see Him in the life 
shining out of the eyes of humans and all creatures. This view of 
God as existing in and giving life to all things is called panenthe-
ism. It is different from pantheism, which is the belief that God is 

the natural universe and noth-
ing more. It is also different from 
strict theism which says God is 
only above the world, apart and 
transcendent. Panentheism is an 
all-encompassing concept. It says 
that God is both in the world and 
beyond it, both immanent and 
transcendent. That is the highest 
Hindu view. 

Hindus also believe in many 
Gods who perform various func-
tions, like executives in a large 
corporation. These should not be 
confused with the Supreme God. 
These Divinities are highly ad-
vanced beings who have specifi c 
duties and powers—not unlike 
the heavenly spirits, overlords or 
archangels revered in other faiths. 
Each denomination worships the 
Supreme God and its own pan-
theon of divine beings. 

What is sometimes confusing 
to non-Hindus is that Hindus 
of various sects may call the one 
God by many different names, ac-
cording to their denomination or 
regional tradition. Truth for the 
Hindu has many names, but that 
does not make for many truths. 
Hinduism gives us the freedom to 
approach God in our own way, en-
couraging a multiplicity of paths, 
not asking for conformity to just 
one. 

There is much confusion about 
this subject, even among Hindus. 
Learn the right terms and the 
subtle differences in them, and 

you can explain the profound ways  Hindus look at Divinity. Others 
will be delighted with the richness of the Indian concepts of God. 
You may wish to mention that some Hindus believe only in the 
formless Absolute Reality as God; others believe in God as personal 
Lord and Creator. This freedom makes the understanding of God 
in Hinduism, the oldest living religion, the richest in all of Earth’s 
existing faiths. 

Why does Hinduism have so many Gods?Why does Hinduism have so many Gods?
Hindus all believe in one Supreme God who created the Hindus all believe in one Supreme God who created the 
universe. He is all-pervasive. He created many Gods, universe. He is all-pervasive. He created many Gods, 
highly advanced spiritual beings, to be His helpers.highly advanced spiritual beings, to be His helpers.
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Do Hindus believe in reincarnation?Do Hindus believe in reincarnation?
Yes, we believe the soul is immortal and takes birth Yes, we believe the soul is immortal and takes birth 
time and time again. Through this process, we have time and time again. Through this process, we have 
experiences, learn lessons and evolve spiritually. experiences, learn lessons and evolve spiritually. 
Finally we graduate from physical birth.Finally we graduate from physical birth.

Hindus all worship the One Supreme God, called by various 
names, depending on their denomination, and they revere a 
multitude of angelic beings, which they call Gods. Above, the 
central fi gure is Lord Siva, worshiped as the Supreme Being by 
Saivites and many other Hindus. Cradled in His hands are  other 
great beings, known as Gods, including Lord Ganesha. 

C arnate means “of flesh,” 
and reincarnate means to 

“reenter the flesh.” Yes, 
Hindus believe in re-

incarnation. To us, it explains the 
natural way the soul evolves from 
immaturity to spiritual illumina-
tion. Life and death are realities for 
all of us. Hinduism believes that the 
soul is immortal, that it never dies, 
but inhabits one body after another 
on the Earth during its evolutionary 
journey. Like the caterpillar’s trans-
formation into a butterfl y, physical 
death is a most natural transition 
for the soul, which survives and, 
guided by karma, continues its long 
pilgrimage until it is one with God.

I myself have had many lives 
before this one and expect to have 
more. Finally, when I have it all 
worked out and all the lessons have 
been learned, I will attain enlight-
enment and moksha, liberation. 
This means I will still exist, but will 
no longer be pulled back to be born 
in a physical body. 

Even modern science is discov-
ering reincarnation. There have 
been many cases of individuals’ re-
membering their past lives. These 
have been researched by scientists, 
psychiatrists and parapsychologists 
during the past decades and docu-
mented in good books and vid-
eos. Young children speak of vivid 
past-life memories, which fade as 
they grow older, as the veils of indi-
viduality shroud the soul’s intuitive 
understanding. Great mystics speak 
of their past lives as well. So do our 
ancient scriptures, the Vedas, reveal the reality of reincarnation.

Reincarnation is believed in by the Jains and the Sikhs, by the 
Indians of the Americas, and by the Buddhists, certain Jewish 
sects, the Pagans and the many indigenous faiths. Even Christian-
ity originally taught reincarnation, but formally renounced it in the 
twelfth century. It is, in fact, one of the widest held articles of faith 

on planet Earth. 
Elaboration: At death the soul 

leaves the physical body. But the 
soul does not die. It lives on in a 
subtle body called the astral body. 
The astral body exists in the non-
physical dimension called the as-
tral plane, which is also the world 
we are in during our dreams at 
night when we sleep. Here we 
continue to have experiences un-
til we are reborn again in another 
physical body as a baby. Each re-
incarnating soul chooses a home 
and a family which can best ful-
fill its next step of learning and 
maturation. 

After many lifetimes of follow-
ing dharma, the soul is fully ma-
tured in love, wisdom and knowl-
edge of God. There is no longer 
a need for physical birth, for all 
lessons have been learned, all 
karmas fulfi lled. That soul is then 
liberated, freed from the cycle of 
birth, death and rebirth. Evolution 
then continues in the more refi ned 
spiritual worlds. 

Similarly, after we graduate from 
elementary school we never have 
to go back to the fi fth grade. We 
have gone beyond that level in un-
derstanding. Thus, life’s ultimate 
goal is not money, not clothes, not 
sex, not power, not food or any oth-
er of the instinctive needs. These 
are natural pursuits, but our real 
purpose on this Earth is to know, 
to love and to serve God and the 
Gods. That leads to the rare and 
priceless objects of life: enlighten-

ment and liberation. This Hindu view of the soul’s evolution an-
swers many otherwise bewildering questions, removing the fear of 
death while giving assurance that each soul is evolving toward the 
same spiritual destiny, for the Hindu believes that karma and rein-
carnation are leading every single soul to God Realization. 

Each soul evolves by experiencing many varied lives through 
reincarnation, called punarjanma in Sanskrit, the process 
wherein the soul repeatedly takes on a physical body through 
being born on Earth. Here, a soul, represented by the ray of light, 
is shown in seven successive lives. Reincarnation is a purposeful 
maturing process governed by the law of karma.
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 Hindus regard all liv-
ing creatures as sa-
cred—mammals, fishes, 
birds and more. We 

acknowledge this reverence for 
life in our special affection for 
the cow. At festivals we deco-
rate and honor her, but we do 
not worship her in the sense 
that we worship the Deity. 

To the Hindu, the cow symbol-
izes all other creatures. The cow is 
a symbol of the Earth, the nour-
isher, the ever-giving, undemand-
ing provider. The cow represents 
life and the sustenance of life. The 
cow is so generous, taking nothing 
but water, grass and grain. It gives 
and gives and gives of its milk, as 
does the liberated soul give of his 
spiritual knowledge. The cow is so 
vital to life, the virtual sustainer of 
life, for many humans. The cow is 
a symbol of grace and abundance. 
Veneration of the cow instills in 
Hindus the virtues of gentleness, 
receptivity and connectedness 
with nature.

Elaboration: Who is the great-
est giver on planet Earth today? 
Who do we see on every table 
in every country of the world—
breakfast, lunch and dinner? It is 
the cow. McDonald’s cow-vend-
ing golden arches and their rivals 
have made fortunes on the humble 
cow. The generous cow gives milk 
and cream, yogurt and cheese, but-
ter and ice cream, ghee and but-
termilk. It gives entirely of itself 
through sirloin, ribs, rump, porter-
house and beef stew. Its bones are 
the base for soup broths and glues. It gives the world leather belts, 
leather seats, leather coats and shoes, beef jerky, cowboy hats—you 
name it. 

The only cow question for Hindus is, “Why don’t more people 
respect and protect this remarkable creature?” Mahatma Gandhi 

once said, “One can measure the 
greatness of a nation and its moral 
progress by the way it treats its 
animals. Cow protection to me is 
not mere protection of the cow. It 
means protection of all that lives 
and is helpless and weak in the 
world. The cow means the entire 
subhuman world.”

In the Hindu tradition, the 
cow is honored, garlanded and 
given special feedings at festivals 
all over India, most importantly 
the annual Gopashtama festi-
val. Demonstrating how dearly 
Hindus love their cows, colorful 
cow jewelry and clothing is sold 
at fairs all over the Indian coun-
tryside. From a young age, Hindu 
children are taught to decorate 
the cow with garlands, paint and 
ornaments. Her nature is epito-
mized in Kamadhenu, the divine, 
wish-fulfi lling cow. The cow and 
her sacred gifts—milk and ghee 
in particular—are essential ele-
ments in Hindu worship, penance 
and rites of passage. In India, more 
than 3,000 institutions called 
Gaushalas, maintained by chari-
table trusts, care for old and infi rm 
cows. And while many Hindus are 
not vegetarians, most respect the 
still widely held code of abstain-
ing from eating beef. 

By her docile, tolerant nature, 
the cow exemplifi es the cardinal 
virtue of Hinduism, noninjury, 
known as ahimsa. The cow also 
symbolizes dignity, strength, en-
durance, maternity and selfless 
service. In the Vedas, cows repre-

sent wealth and joyous Earthly life. From the Rig Veda (4.28.1;6) we 
read. “The cows have come and have brought us good fortune. In 
our stalls, contented, may they stay! May they bring forth calves 
for us, many-colored, giving milk for Indra each day. You make, O 
cows, the thin man sleek; to the unlovely you bring beauty. Rejoice 

Why do Hindus worship the cow?Why do Hindus worship the cow?
Hindus don’t worship cows. We respect, honor and Hindus don’t worship cows. We respect, honor and 
adore the cow. By honoring this gentle animal, who adore the cow. By honoring this gentle animal, who 
gives more than she takes, we honor all creatures.gives more than she takes, we honor all creatures.
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 K arma is one of the nat-
ural laws of the mind, just 
as gravity is a law of matter. 
Just as God created grav-

ity to bring order to the physical 
world, He created karma as a di-
vine system of justice that is self-
governing and infi nitely fair. It au-
tomatically creates the appropriate 
future experience in response to 
the current action. Karma simply 
means “action” or “cause and ef-
fect.” When something happens to 
us that is apparently unfortunate 
or unjust, it is not God punishing 
us. It is the result of our own past 
actions. 

The Vedas, Hinduism’s revealed 
scripture, tell us if we sow good-
ness, we will reap goodness; if we 
sow evil, we will reap evil. Thus 
we create our own destiny through 
thought and action. And the divine 
law is: whatever karma we are ex-
periencing in our life is just what 
we need at the moment, and noth-
ing can happen but that we have 
the strength to meet it. Even harsh 
karma, when faced in wisdom, can 
be the greatest catalyst for spiri-
tual growth. Understanding the 
way karma works, we seek to live 
a good and virtuous life through 
right thought, right speech and 
right action. This is called dharma.

Elaboration: Karma is basically 
energy. I throw energy out through 
thoughts, words and deeds, and it 
comes back to me, in time, through 
other people. Karma is our best 
teacher, for we must always face the 
consequences of our actions and 
thus improve and refi ne our behavior, or suffer if we do not. We 
Hindus look at time as a circle, as things cycle around again. Profes-
sor Einstein came to the same conclusion. He saw time as a curve, 
and space as well. This would eventually make a circle. 

Karma is a very just law which, like gravity, treats everyone the 

same. Because we Hindus under-
stand karma, we do not hate or re-
sent people who do us harm. We 
understand they are giving back 
the effects of the causes we set in 
motion at an earlier time. The law 
of karma puts man at the center 
of responsibility for everything he 
does and everything that is done to 
him.

Karma is a word we hear quite 
often on television. “This is my kar-
ma,” or “It must have been some-
thing I did in a past life to bring 
such good karma to me.” We hear 
karma simply defined as “What 
goes around, comes around.” In 
some schools of Hinduism, karma 
is looked upon as something bad—
perhaps because we are most aware 
of this law when we are facing dif-
fi cult karma, and not so aware of it 
when life is going smoothly. Even 
some Hindus equate karma with 
sin, and this is what evangelical 
Christians preach that it means. 
Many people believe that karma 
means “fate,” a preordained des-
tiny over which one has no control, 
which is also untrue.

The process of action and reac-
tion on all levels—physical, mental 
and spiritual—is karma. Here is an 
example. I say kind words to you, 
and you feel peaceful and happy. I 
say harsh words to you, and you be-
come ruffl ed and upset. The kind-
ness and the harshness will return 
to me, through others, at a later time. 
This is karma. An architect thinks 
creative, productive thoughts while 
drawing plans for a new building. 

But were he to think destructive, unproductive thoughts, he would 
soon not be able to accomplish any kind of positive task even if he 
desired to do so. This is karma, a natural law of the mind. We must 
also be very careful about our thoughts, because thought creates, 
and thoughts make karmas—good, bad and mixed. 

What is karma? What is karma? 
Karma is the universal principle of cause and effect. Our Karma is the universal principle of cause and effect. Our 
actions, both good and bad, come back to us in the future, actions, both good and bad, come back to us in the future, 
helping us to learn from life’s lessons and become better people.helping us to learn from life’s lessons and become better people.

Hindus do not worship cows, but they do revere them as the 
perfect example of Divinity in all forms of life. Here a girl 
garlands a cow whose horns are painted and adorned with brass 
tips and tassels. Her sister offers fresh grass. In India, the cow is 
honored, adored and protected as a symbol of wealth, strength, 
abundance, selfl ess giving and a full Earthly life. 

One of the best examples of karma is that you can’t give 
anything away but that generosity will return to you, with 
interest. Here, in the upper scene, a lady gives clothing to a 
youth. Below, she receives an unexpected gift from a neighbor 
as the karma of her good deed brings its natural reward. By 
wisely heeding karma’s ways, we tread the path of dharma. 
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 Our religion does not
lay down rigid “do’s 
and don’ts.” There are 
no commandments. 

Hinduism gives us the wisdom to 
make up our own mind on what 
we put in our body, for it is the 
only one we have—in this life, at 
least. Vegetarians are more numer-
ous in the South of India than in 
the North. This is because of the 
North’s cooler climactic conditions 
and past Islamic infl uence. Priests 
and religious leaders are defi nitely 
vegetarian, so as to maintain a high 
level of purity and spiritual con-
sciousness to fulfi ll their responsi-
bilities, and to awaken the refi ned 
areas of their nature. Soldiers and 
law-enforcement offi cers are gen-
erally not vegetarians, because 
they have to keep alive their ag-
gressive forces in order to perform 
their work. To practice yoga and 
be successful in meditation, it is 
mandatory to be vegetarian. It is 
a matter of wisdom—the appli-
cation of knowledge at any given 
moment. Today, about twenty per-
cent of all Hindus are vegetarians. 

Elaboration:  This can be a 
touchy subject. There are several 
ways to respond, depending on 
who is asking and the background 
in which he was raised. But the 
overlying principle that defines 
the Hindu answer to this query is 
ahimsa—refraining from injuring, 
physically, mentally or emotionally, 
anyone or any living creature. The 
Hindu who wishes to strictly follow the path of noninjury natu-
rally adopts a vegetarian diet. It’s a matter of conscience more than 
anything else.

When we eat meat, fi sh, fowl and eggs, we absorb the vibration 
of the instinctive creatures into our nerve system. This chemically 
alters our consciousness and amplifi es our lower nature, which is 
prone to fear, anger, jealousy, confusion, resentment and the like. 

Many Hindu swamis advise fol-
lowers to be well-established 
vegetarians prior to initiation 
into mantra, and to remain veg-
etarian thereafter. But most do 
not insist upon vegetarianism for 
those not seeking initiation. Swa-
mis have learned that families 
who are vegetarian have fewer 
problems than those who are not.

Poignant scriptural citations 
counsel against eating meat. The 
Yajur Veda (36.18) calls for kindli-
ness toward all creatures living on 
the Earth, in the air and in the wa-
ter. The Tirukural, a 2,200-year-
old masterpiece of ethics, states, 

“When a man realizes that meat 
is the butchered flesh of an-
other creature, he will abstain 
from eating it” (257). The Manu 
Dharma Shastras state, “Hav-
ing well considered the origin of 
fl esh and the cruelty of fettering 
and slaying corporeal beings, let 
one entirely abstain from eating 
fl esh,” and “When the diet is pure, 
the mind and heart are pure.” For 
guidance in this and all matters, 
Hindus also rely on their own 
guru, community elders, their 
own conscience and their knowl-
edge of the benefi ts of abstaining 
from meat and enjoying a whole-
some vegetarian diet. Of course, 
there are good Hindus who eat 
meat, and there are not-so-good 
Hindus who are vegetarians. 

Today in America and Europe 
millions of people are vegetarians 

because they want to live a long time and be healthy. Many feel a 
moral obligation to shun the mentality of violence to which meat-
eating gives rise. There are good books on vegetarianism, such as 
Diet for a New America. There is also a fi ne magazine called Veg-
etarian Times. The booklet “How to Win an Argument with a 
Meat-Eater” is online at: www.himalayanacademy.com/books/
pamphlets/WinMeatEaterArgument.html.

Are Hindus forbidden to eat meat? Are Hindus forbidden to eat meat? 
Hindus teach vegetarianism as a way to live Hindus teach vegetarianism as a way to live 
with a minimum of hurt to other beings. But in with a minimum of hurt to other beings. But in 
today’s world not all Hindus are vegetarians.today’s world not all Hindus are vegetarians.
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 T he stone or metal deity
images in Hindu temples and 
shrines are not mere symbols 
of the Gods. They are the form 

through which their love, power and 
blessings fl ood forth into this world. 
We may lik en this mystery to our 
ability to communicate with oth-
ers through the telephone. We do 
not talk to the telephone; rather we 
use it as a means of communication 
with another person. Without the 
telephone, we could not converse 
across long distances; and without 
the sanctifi ed icon in the temple, we 
cannot easily commune with the 
Deity. 

Divinity can also be invoked 
and felt in a sacred fi re, or in a tree, 
or in the enlightened person of a 
satguru. In our temples, God is in-
voked in the sanctum by highly 
trained priests. Through the prac-
tice of yoga, or meditation, we in-
voke God inside ourself. Yoga means 
to yoke oneself to God within. The 
image or icon of worship is a fo-
cus for our prayers and devotions. 

Another way to explain icon wor-
ship is to acknowledge that Hindus 
believe God is everywhere, in all 
things, whether stone, wood, crea-
tures or people. So, it is not surpris-
ing that they feel comfortable wor-
shiping the Divine in His material 
manifestation. The Hindu can see 
God in stone and water, fi re, air and 
ether, and inside his own soul. In-
deed, there are Hindu temples which 
have in the sanctum sanctorum  
no image at all but a yantra, a sym-
bolic or mystic diagram. However, 
the sight of the image en hances the 
devotee’s worship. 

Elaboration: In Hinduism one of the ultimate attainments is 
when the seeker transcends the need of all form and symbol. This 
is the yogi’s goal. In this way Hinduism is the least idol-oriented 
of all the religions of the world. There is no religion that is more 

aware of the transcendent, time-
less, formless, causeless Truth. Nor 
is there any religion which uses 
more symbols to represent Truth 
in preparation for that realization. 

Humorously speaking, Hindus 
are not idle worshipers. I have 
never seen a Hindu worship in 
a lazy or idle way. They worship 
with great vigor and devotion, 
with unstinting regularity and 
constancy. There’s nothing idle 
about our ways of worship! (A 
little humor never hurts.) But, 
of course, the question is about 

“graven images.” 
All religions have their symbols 

of holiness through which the sa-
cred fl ows into the mundane. To 
name a few: the Christian cross, or 
statues of Mother Mary and Saint 
Theresa, the holy Kaaba in Mecca, 
the Sikh Adi Granth enshrined in 
the Golden Temple in Amritsar, 
the Arc and Torah of the Jews, the 
image of a meditating Buddha, the 
totems of indigenous and Pagan 
faiths, and the artifacts of the holy 
men and women of all religions. 
Such icons, or graven images, are 
held in awe by the followers of the 
respective faiths. The question is, 
does this make all such religion-
ists idol worshipers? The answer 
is, yes and no. From our perspec-
tive, idol worship is an intelligent, 
mystical practice shared by all of 
the world’s great faiths.

The human mind releases itself 
from suffering through the use of 
forms and symbols that awaken 
reverence, evoke sanctity and 
spiritual wisdom. Even a funda-

mentalist Christian who rejects all forms of idol worship, including 
those of the Catholic and Episcopal churches, would resent some-
one who showed disrespect for his Bible. This is because he consid-
ers it sacred. His book and the Hindu’s icon are much alike in this 
way. 

Are Hindus idol worshipers? Are Hindus idol worshipers? 
Hindus do not worship a stone or metal “idol” as God. We Hindus do not worship a stone or metal “idol” as God. We 
worship God through the image. We invoke the presence of worship God through the image. We invoke the presence of 
God from the higher, unseen worlds, into the image so that God from the higher, unseen worlds, into the image so that 
we can commune with Him and receive His blessings. we can commune with Him and receive His blessings. 
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Vendors at a market are selling fruits, vegetables, grains, spices 
and sweets—a potpourri of foods that great cooks creatively 
combine in one of the world’s most sumptuous cuisines. Hindus 
understand the sound reasons against eating meat, and many 
abstain entirely. With such a savory and healthy diet, there is no 
need to consume fl esh.
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A devotee looks within and beyond the bronze dancing Siva to 
behold God in His spiritual body of light. Dressed in traditional 
Hindu garb, the man is performing his daily puja in his home 
shrine—chanting Sanskrit mantras, offering fruit, water, fl owers, 
incense and light—worshiping devoutly, beseeching God to send 
blessings through the enshrined image. 
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 T he dot worn between
the eyes or in the middle of 
the forehead is a sign that 
one is a Hindu. It is called the 

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

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

In addition to the simple dot, 
there are many types of forehead 
marks, known as tilaka in Sanskrit. 
Each mark represents a particular 
sect or denomination of our vast 
religion. We have four major sects: 
Saivism, Vaishnavism, Shaktism 
and Smartism. Vaishnava Hindus, 
for example, wear a v-shaped ti-
laka made of white clay. Elaborate 
tilakas are worn by Hindus mainly 
at religious events, though many 
wear the simple bindi, indicating 
they are Hindu, even in the general 
public. By these marks we know what a person believes, and there-
fore know how to begin conversations. 

For Hindu women, the forehead dot is also a beauty mark, not 
unlike the black mark European and American women once wore 
on the cheek. The red bindi is generally a sign of marriage. A black 
bindi is often worn before marriage to ward off the evil eye. As 

an exotic fashion statement, the 
dot’s color complements the color 
of a lady’s sari. Ornate bindis are 
even worn by actresses in popular 
American TV shows.

Elaboration: Men and women 
of a particular religion wishing 
to identify themselves to one an-
other often do so by wearing dis-
tinctive religious symbols. Often 
these are blessed in their temples, 
churches or synagogues. Chris-
tians wear a cross on a necklace. 
Jewish boys wear small leather 
cases that hold scriptural passages, 
and the round cap called yarmul-
ka. Sikh men wear their hair in a 
turban. In many countries, Mus-
lim women cover their head with 
a scarf, called hajib. 

Do not be ashamed to wear 
the bindi on your forehead in the 
United States, Canada, Europe or 
any country of the world. Wear 
it proudly. The forehead dot will 
distinguish you from all other 
people as a very special person, a 
Hindu, a knower of eternal truths. 
You will never be mistaken as be-
longing to another nationality or 
religion. The sacred forehead dot 
is an easy way of distinguishing 
Hindus from Muslims. And don’t 
be intimidated when people ask 
you what the dot means. Now you 
have lots of information to give a 
good answer, which will probably 
lead to more questions about your 
venerable religion.

For both boys and girls, men 
and women, the dot can be small 

or large depending on the circumstance, but should always be 
there when appropriate. Naturally, we don’t want to fl aunt our re-
ligion in the face of others. We observe that many Christian men 
and women take off or conceal their crosses in the corporate busi-
ness world. Some communities and institutions disallow wearing 
religious symbols entirely.

Why do many Hindus wear a dot Why do many Hindus wear a dot 
near the middle of their forehead?near the middle of their forehead?
The dot worn on the forehead is a religious symbol. The dot worn on the forehead is a religious symbol. 
It represents divine sight and shows that one is It represents divine sight and shows that one is 
a Hindu. For women, it is also a beauty mark.a Hindu. For women, it is also a beauty mark.
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 L ike the taoist tao te ch-
ing, the Buddhist Dham-
mapada ,  the Sikh Adi 
Granth, the Jewish Torah, 

the Christian Bible and the Mus-
lim Koran—the Veda is the Hin-
du holy book. The four books of 
the Vedas—Rig, Yajur, Sama and 
Atharva—include over 100,000 
verses. The knowledge imparted 
by the Vedas ranges from earthy 
devotion to high philosophy. Their 
words and wisdom permeate Hin-
du thought, ritual and meditation. 

The Vedas are the ultimate 
scriptural authority for Hindus. 
Their oldest portions are said by 
some to date back as far as 6,000 
bce, orally transmitted for most 
of history and written down in 
Sanskrit in the last few millennia, 
making them the world’s longest 
and most ancient scripture. The 
Vedas open a rare window into 
ancient Indian society, proclaim-
ing life’s sacredness and the way to 
oneness with God.

Elaboration: For untold cen-
turies unto today, the Vedas have 
remained the sustaining force and 
authoritative doctrine, guiding fol-
lowers in ways of worship, duty 
and enlightenment. The Vedas are 
the meditative and philosophical 
focus for millions of monks and a 
billion seekers. Their stanzas are 
chanted from memory by priests 
and laymen daily as liturgy in tem-
ple worship and domestic ritual. All 
Hindus wholeheartedly accept the 
Vedas, yet each draws selectively, 
interprets freely and amplifi es abundantly. Over time, this tolerant 
allegiance has woven the varied tapestry of Indian Hindu Dharma. 

Each of the four Vedas has four sections: Samhitas (hymn col-
lections), Brahmanas (priestly manuals), Aran yakas (forest trea-
tises) and Upanishads (enlightened discourses). The Samhitas and 
Brah manas affi rm that God is immanent and transcendent and 

prescribe ritual worship, mantra 
and devotional hymns to establish 
communication with the spiritual 
worlds. The hymns are invoca-
tions to the One Divine and to the 
Divinities of nature, such as the 
Sun, the Rain, the Wind, the Fire 
and the Dawn—as well as prayers 
for matrimony, progeny, prosper-
ity, concord, protection, domestic 
rites and more. 

The Aranyakas and Upanishads 
outline the soul’s evolutionary 
journey, provide yogic philo-
sophical training and propound 
realization of man’s oneness with 
God as the destiny of all souls. 
Today, the Vedas are published 
in Sanskrit, English, French, Ger-
man and other languages. But 
it is the popular, metaphysi-
cal Upanishads that have been 
most amply and ably translated. 

The Vedas advise: “Let there be 
no neglect of Truth. Let there be 
no neglect of dharma. Let there be 
no neglect of welfare. Let there be 
no neglect of prosperity. Let there 
be no ne glect of study and teach-
ing. Let there be no neglect of the 
 du ties to the Gods and the  ances-
tors” (Taittiriya Upanishad 1.11.1). 

“United your resolve, un ited your 
hearts, may your spirits be one, 
that you may long to gether dwell 
in unity and  concord!” (Rig Veda 
10.191.4). “There, where there is no 
darkness, nor night, nor day, nor 
being, nor non-being, there is the 
Auspicious One, alone, absolute 
and eternal. There is the glorious 

splendor of that Light from whom in the beginning sprang ancient 
wisdom” (Shvetashvatara Upanishad 4.18). “Taking as a bow the 
great weapon of the Upanishad, one should put upon it an arrow 
sharpened by meditation. Stretching it with a thought directed to 
the essence of That, penetrate that Imperishable as the mark, my 
friend” (Mundaka Upanishad 2.2.3).

Do Hindus have a Bible?Do Hindus have a Bible?
Our “Bible” is called the Our “Bible” is called the Veda.Veda. The  The Veda,Veda,  which means which means 
“wisdom,” is comprised of four ancient and holy scriptures “wisdom,” is comprised of four ancient and holy scriptures 
which all Hindus revere as the revealed word of God.which all Hindus revere as the revealed word of God.
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Decorating the face and body with colorful paints is a universal 
human practice, often a cultural rite expressing one’s tribe, beliefs 
and identity. The forehead dot shows that one is proud to be a 
Hindu and bespeaks mystical seeing beyond the fi ve senses. Here, 
in a simple, daily act, a woman obligingly applies a red bindi to 
her sister’s forehead.  

The Vedas are revealed scripture, meaning they were issued 
forth by God through enlightened sages, or rishis. This divine 
transmission is depicted here as Lord Siva bestows the four books 
of the Veda to four rishis. The sacred knowledge, passed orally for 
most of history, was fi nally scribed in Sanskrit on palm leaves to 
share and preserve it.
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 Caste, from the portu-
guese  casta,  mean-
ing “clan” or “lineage,” 
refers to two systems 

within Hindu society. The fi rst is 
varna, the division of society into 
four groups: workers, business 
people, lawmakers/law enforcers 
and priests. The second is jati, the 
thousands of occupational guilds 
whose members follow a single 
profession. Jati members usually 
marry within their own jati and 
follow traditions associated with 
their jati. In urban areas they of-
ten enter other occupations, but 
still usually arrange marriages 
within the jati. 

Wealth, especially in urban 
areas, often trumps caste. Indus-
trialization and education have 
greatly altered India’s jati system 
by eliminating or changing the 
professions upon which it was 
originally based, and opening 
new employment options. The ja-
tis are evolving to function today 
less like guilds and more like large 
clans of related families. At the 
bottom are the so-called untouch-
ables, who perform the dirtiest 
jobs and have suffered much like 
the black people of America, who 
were freed from slavery just 138 
years ago. Strong laws have been 
passed in India to end caste-based 
discrimination. Modern Hindus 
rightly deplore caste abuse and are 
working to set matters right. Just 
as in the US, it is a difficult task 
that will take decades, especially in the villages.

Elaboration: Caste is, no doubt, the biggest stick that Hindus get 
beaten with. It is taught as the defi ning attribute, or fatal fl aw, of Hin-
duism in Western schools. Untouchability as a formal system shocks 
Westerners. One response we can make is to separate social stratifi -
cation from the issue of racial/class discrimination. 

First issue: social stratifi cation. India is one of the world’s oldest 

societies. It has sustained a con-
tinuity of culture and religion for 
thousands of years. Europe, on the 
other hand, has seen millenniums 
of upheaval. Still, one only has to 
go back to before the 17th-century 
industrial revolution to fi nd a so-
cial system that is similar to caste. 
European society then comprised 
the landed elite (including royalty, 
a hereditary caste maintained to 
this day), merchants, artisans and 
peasants. The artisans formed 
guilds, occupation-based organi-
zations that served both as closed 
unions and marketing monopolies. 
The guild legacy remains in West-
ern surnames such as Smith, a 
metal worker. There was no public 
education system, and each gen-
eration learned at home the fam-
ily occupation. There was little 
technological change, so jobs were 
static. Industrialization and pub-
lic education altered (but did not 
destroy) this class system in the 
West, just as they are changing 
caste and jati in India today.

Second issue: racial/class dis-
crimination. Most Indians are 
unfamiliar with the extent of dis-
crimination in the West today. In 

America, for example, hundreds 
of thousands live destitute and 
homeless on city streets, as true 

“untouchables.” US cities are more 
racially segregated than before 
the 1950s Civil Rights Movement 
because of “white flight” to the 
suburbs. Black Americans receive 

harsher sentences than white Americans for the same crime. Many 
Native American Indians live at the bottom of society, destitute and 
alcoholic, on barren Indian reservations. This kind of response—we 
can call it the “You’re one, too” defense—doesn’t mean Hindus 
should not work much harder to end caste discrimination. But it 
reminds others that no country in the world is yet free from racial 
discrimination. 

What about caste and untouchability?What about caste and untouchability?
Caste is the hereditary division of Indian society based on Caste is the hereditary division of Indian society based on 
occu pation. The lowest class, deemed untouchables, suffer from occu pation. The lowest class, deemed untouchables, suffer from 
discrimination and mistreatment. It is illegal in India to dis-discrimination and mistreatment. It is illegal in India to dis-
criminate against, abuse or insult anyone on the basis of caste.criminate against, abuse or insult anyone on the basis of caste.
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 In popular, village hindu-
ism God is represented as male, 
and God’s energy, or Shakti, is 
personifi ed as His spouse—for 

example, Vishnu and Lakshmi. In 
Hindu temples, art and mythol-
ogy, God is everywhere seen as 
the beloved, divine couple. Philo-
sophically, however, the caution is 
always made that God and God’s 
energy are One, and the meta-
phor of the inseparable divine 
couple serves only to illustrate this 
Oneness. 

Hinduism is taught on many 
levels to many different people, 
and to uneducated people who 
are not able to understand high 
philosophy, Hinduism is taught 
in story form. Because the temple 
is the center of every Hindu com-
munity, and everyone is focused on 
the temple and the Gods within it, 
the Gods are the major players in 
these stories. Hindus who under-
stand the higher philosophy seek 
to find God on the inside while 
also worshiping God in the tem-
ples. Simple folk strive to be like a 
God, or like a Goddess. These tales, 
called Puranas, have long been the 
basis of dance, plays and storytell-
ing around the fi re in the homes 
to children as they are growing up. 
The stories illustrate how a family 
should live, how they should raise 
their children, and much more. Be-
fore the printing press, there were 
few books, and Hinduism was con-
veyed orally through stories and 
parables. While these often violent 
children’s tales should not be perpetuated, there remains much of 
value in the extensive writings of the Puranas.

Elaboration: Those who learn the higher Hindu philosophies 
know that Gods are neither male nor female. In fact, attaining to 
that Godly level of being is one of the mystical goals of yoga. This 
is accomplished by blending the feminine and masculine currents, 

ida and pingala, into the spiri-
tual current, sushumna, in the 
center of the spine within each 
individual. 

Hindus know that the Gods do 
not marry, that they are complete 
within themselves. This unity is 
depicted in the traditional icon of 
Ardhanarishvara, Siva as half man 
and half woman, and in the teach-
ing that Siva and Shakti are one, 
that Shakti is Siva’s energy. Siva is 
dearly loved as our Father-Mother 
God. Yet, sexual gender and matri-
monial relations are of the physi-
cal and emotional realms, whereas 
the Gods exist in a stratum that far 
supersedes these levels of life. For 
that matter, the soul itself is nei-
ther male nor female. 

Some modern swamis now urge 
devotees not to pay any attention 
to Puranic stories about the Gods, 
saying that they have no relation-
ship with the world today—that 
they are misleading and confusing 
and should no longer be taught to 
the children. Instead, they encour-
age followers to deepen them-
selves with the higher philoso-
phies of the Vedic Upanishads and 
the realizations of Hindu seers. 

Other faiths sometimes criti-
cize the Hindu religion as a sort 
of comic-book religion, and we 
should not be part of perpetuat-
ing that image by passing on such 
misconceptions as the marriage 
of the Gods. Other religions move 
and adjust with the times. Hindu-
ism must also do so. It must offer 

answers to the questions about God, soul and world—answers that 
are reasonable, that can be understood and accepted even by a child, 
that are coherent, sensible and strictly in accord with scripture and 
tradition. This is necessary in the technological age, necessary in 
order that Hinduism will be a religion of the future, not of the past. 

Are the Gods of Hinduism really married?Are the Gods of Hinduism really married?
It is true that God is often depicted with a spouse in our It is true that God is often depicted with a spouse in our 
traditional stories. However, on a deeper philosophical traditional stories. However, on a deeper philosophical 
level, the Supreme Being and the Gods are neither male level, the Supreme Being and the Gods are neither male 
nor female and are therefore not married.nor female and are therefore not married.
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Representatives of the four castes, or varnas, are shown here 
surrounding Lord Ganesha. They are: worker, businessman, 
general and priest. These are natural divisions which appear in all 
nations and societies as shown by the universal existence, in some 
form, of labor unions, businessmen’s associations, armies and 
police forces, and religious ministers.

Through history Hindus have depicted God as Ardhanarishvara, 
which literally means “half-female Lord”—Siva as male on the 
right and female on the left. This vision of the Divine as our 
Mother-Father God supersedes the popular, mythological notion 
of marriage of a God and Goddess, declaring that God and His 
energy are one. 
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How do Hindus view other religions?How do Hindus view other religions?
Hindus honor all religious traditions and the Hindus honor all religious traditions and the 
people within them. While regarding our faith people within them. While regarding our faith 
as uniquely endowed, we believe that there as uniquely endowed, we believe that there 
is no exclusive path, no one way for all. is no exclusive path, no one way for all. 
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 In india, where hindus are the 
overwhelming majority, the 
rights of minority religions have 
always been honored. Hindus 

have welcomed, embraced and 
lived peacefully among other reli-
gions for centuries. During those 
same centuries, Hinduism itself 
evolved into hundreds of strains, 
and thus Hindus are fully at home 
with many different traditions and 
viewpoints within their own faith. 
Hence, they are naturally tolerant of 
other religions, respecting the fact 
that each has unique beliefs, prac-
tices, goals and paths of attainment, 
and not objecting when the doc-
trines of one confl ict with those of 
another. Hindus readily accept the 
idea that it is not necessary, desir-
able or even possible for everyone to 
hold the same beliefs. And certainly 
such differences should never be 
cause for tension, criticism, intoler-
ance or violence.

An ancient Sanskrit verse sum-
marizes the Hindu attitude: “As 
the different streams, having their 
sources in different places, all min-
gle their water in the sea, so, O Lord, 
the different paths which men take 
through different tendencies, vari-
ous though they appear, crooked or 
straight, all lead to Thee.”

Hindus do not proselytize, mean-
ing they do not try to convert mem-
bers of other faiths to their own. 
Proselytizing is based upon the be-
lief that one’s religion is the only true religion and everyone else 
should join it. Hindus hold the view that all faiths are benefi cial. 
A devout Hindu is supportive of all efforts that lead to a pure and 
virtuous life and would consider it unthinkable to dissuade a sin-
cere devotee from his chosen faith. They know that good citizens 
and stable societies are created from groups of religious people in 
all nations. While encouraging others to follow their chosen path 
with dedication, Hindus hold Sanatana Dharma to be the fullest 
expression of religion, and do accept sincere souls who seek en-
trance into Hinduism. 

Elaboration: When discussing 
other religions, Hindu leaders of-
ten quote a verse from the Rig Veda 
(1.164.46): “Ekam Sat, viprah bahud-
ha vadanti,” meaning “Truth is One, 
sages describe it variously.” It con-
veys a core Hindu idea: that there can 
be multiple valid viewpoints about 
the Supreme. Dr. S. Radha krishnan, 
philosopher and former president 
of India, stressed this point: “The 
Hindu recognizes one Supreme Spirit, 
though different names are given to it.”

In expressing religious tolerance, 
Hindus sometimes cite the above 
verse to assert that all religions are 
the same. In reality, all religions are 
not the same, nor is that indicated 
by this verse. It simply says that all 
religions revere the One Truth; all 
believe in the One Supreme Being. 
Their beliefs and practices are differ-
ent; their paths are distinct. Instead of 
saying, “All religions are the same,” it 
is better to state that “all religions are 
good.”

Hindus share values common to all 
faiths: piety, love of God, respect for 
tradition, a stress on duty, responsi-
bility and basic human virtues, such 
as nonviolence, truthfulness, compas-
sion and charity. They know that good 
citizens and stable societies are cre-
ated from groups of religious people 
in all nations. They also acknowledge 
and honor the many ways that reli-
gions differ. For example, meditation 
and yoga are commonly practiced in 

Eastern religions but not usually in Western faiths. 
The heart of a religion is its understanding of the soul’s relation-

ship to God. Hinduism and most Eastern religions believe that, at 
the highest level, God and soul are one, inseparable, while Western 
faiths maintain that Creator and creation are eternally distinct.

Hindus support and participate in ecumenical gatherings with 
other religions, while upholding their own traditions. They confi -
dently defend their faith, proceed contentedly with their practices 
and avoid the enchantment of other ways, be they ancient or modern. 

Here the artist depicts the intimate affection between God 
Siva and humanity. All are embraced, accepted and loved, 
whatever path they follow, whatever religion they profess.

H h i d i h i i ff i b G d

 In recent years a vigorous de-
bate has arisen as to whether 
yoga is intrinsically a Hindu 
practice or a universal science. 

The word yoga has changed as the 
practice moved west. Its original 
meaning, “union with God,” has 
been replaced with the more secu-
lar defi nition presented by upscale 
yoga studios around the world that 
teach a regimen of asanas along with 
basic breathing and a little medita-
tion. A typical studio ad focuses on 
the physicality, stating that “yoga 
increases the circulation of oxygen-
rich blood, nourishing and detoxify-
ing the internal organs, musculature, 
cardiovascular, immune, endocrine, 
digestive, reproductive and nervous 
systems.” The United States alone 
has over 20 million practitioners, 
and there are hundreds of millions 
worldwide. 

B.K.S. Iyengar, a renowned yoga 
teacher, gives a more traditional def-
inition on his website: “Yoga is one 
of the six systems of Indian philoso-
phy. The word yoga originates from 
the Sanskrit root yuj, which means 
‘union.’ On the spiritual plane, it 
means union of the Individual Self 
with the Universal Self.”

Elaboration: The term yoga actu-
ally refers to a wide range of Hindu 
practices; so it is important to speci-
fy what kind of yoga is being discussed. In common modern usage, 
yoga typically refers to hatha yoga—the performance of yoga pos-
tures, or asanas, which are drawn from ancient Hindu scriptures. 
Hatha yoga has always been performed by Hindus as a preparation 
for meditation; today, especially in the West, its health benefi ts 
commonly supersede the spiritual. Hatha yoga is just one facet of a 
broader body of knowledge and practice known as ashtanga yoga, 
which consists of eight stages. (Ashta means eight; anga means 
limb). The famous Yoga Sutras of Sage Patanjali, who lived around 
200 bce, is considered the fi rst systematic presentation of the an-
cient tradition of yoga. 

To appreciate yoga’s spiritual and religious nature, one need only 

consider each of its eight limbs, or 
facets. The fi rst is yama, the ethical 
restraints; of these, the most impor-
tant is ahimsa, noninjuriousness. The 
second is niyama, specifi c religious 
observances, including puja in one’s 
home shrine and repeating mantras. 
The third is asana, the widely prac-
ticed hatha yoga postures. The re-
maining fi ve limbs are all related to 
meditation: pranayama (breath con-
trol), pratyahara (sense withdrawal), 
dharana (concentration), dhyana 
(meditation) and samadhi (illumina-
tion, or oneness with God).

Can those of other faiths benefi t 
from the practice of yoga—without 
threatening their religion’s beliefs? 
Certainly followers of liberal reli-
gious traditions can do so. However, 
clerics of conservative faith tradi-
tions have spoken against its prac-
tice for their adherents. For example, 
in 2008 the leading Islamic council 
in Malaysia issued an edict prohib-
iting the country’s Muslims from 
practicing yoga. Council chairman 
Abdul Shukor Husim explained: 

“We are of the view that yoga, which 
originates in Hinduism… destroys a 

Muslim’s faith. There are other ways 
to get exercise. You can go cycling, 
swimming, etc.”

The Reverend Richard Farr, vicar 
of Saint Mary’s Church in Henham, 

England, commented in 2001: “I accept that for some people it is 
simply an exercise. But it is also often a gateway into other spiri-
tualities, including Eastern mysticism.” The Vatican has issued 
numerous edicts about the pursuit of yoga. In 1989 it warned that 
practices like Zen and yoga can “degenerate into a cult of the body” 
that debases Christian prayer. 

It is sometimes argued that yoga is not Hindu per se; only the 
roots are Hindu. The fact that yoga is pursued by many non-Hindus 
is irrelevant to its validity as a Hindu practice. The roots of yoga, its 
scriptural origins, are Hindu. The stem of yoga, its practice, is Hin-
du; and the fl ower of yoga, mystical union with God, is Hindu. Yoga, 
in its full glory, is entirely Hindu. Practice at your own risk!

Is yoga a Hindu practice? Is yoga a Hindu practice? 
Deeply rooted in Hindu scripture and belief, yoga is, and Deeply rooted in Hindu scripture and belief, yoga is, and 
always was, a vital part of Hindu religion and culture. Today always was, a vital part of Hindu religion and culture. Today 
it is embraced by tens of millions of non-Hindus seeking its it is embraced by tens of millions of non-Hindus seeking its 
renowned benefits to physical, mental and spiritual health.renowned benefits to physical, mental and spiritual health.
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At dawn a devotee practices an advanced hatha yoga asana 
as part of a series that will prepare him for meditation. 
Each day in his shrine room, he follows a one-hour spiritual 
routine of yoga, worship and meditation.

AtAtAtAtAt dddddddawawnn aa dddddevottee prpracacac ititititititicececesss ananan aaaddddddvdvananceceddddddd hhhhhhaha hhthththththaaa yoyoyogagaga aaasasasananana
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Why do Hindus cremate the dead?Why do Hindus cremate the dead?
Hindus arrange swift cremation of the dead, ideally Hindus arrange swift cremation of the dead, ideally 
within 24 hours. The fire and accompanying rites within 24 hours. The fire and accompanying rites 
sever ties to earthly life and give momentum to sever ties to earthly life and give momentum to 
the soul for its continuing spiritual journey.the soul for its continuing spiritual journey.
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Why do some Hindu Gods have animal bodies?Why do some Hindu Gods have animal bodies?
It is true that God is often depicted with a spouse in our It is true that God is often depicted with a spouse in our 
traditional stories. However, on a deeper philosophical traditional stories. However, on a deeper philosophical 
level, the Supreme Being and the Gods are neither male level, the Supreme Being and the Gods are neither male 
nor female and are therefore not married.nor female and are therefore not married.
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 Hindus traditionally cremate 
their dead because a fiery disso-
lution of the body brings swifter, 
more complete release of the soul 

than burial, which preserves the soul’s psy-
chic connection to its just-ended earthly life. 
After death, the departed soul hovers close to 
the earth plane in its astral body, emotion-
ally attached to the physical body and its 
old surroundings, still able to see this mate-
rial world. The funeral rites and burning of 
the body signify spiritual release, notifying 
the soul that, in fact, death has come. Some 
of the funeral chants address the deceased, 
urging the soul to relinquish attachments 
and continue its spiritual journey. The Gods 
and devas are invoked to assist the soul in its 
transition. The fi re severs ties to earthly life 
and gives momentum to the soul, granting at 
least momentary access to refi ned, heavenly 
realms. All attention is on a singular goal, as 
expressed in this prayer from the Rig Veda:

“Release him again, O Agni, to the fathers. 
The one offered to you now proceeds to his destiny. Putting on new 
life, let him approach the surviving, let him reunite with a [new] 
body, All-Knowing One!” (10. 16. 5).

Elaboration: Hindus do not believe in bodily resurrection and 
the reuniting of each soul with its physical body, so they place no 
importance on preserving the corpse, which is the intent of burial 
in Christianity and Islam. The Hindu belief in reincarnation gives 
assurance that death is merely the soul’s release from the current 
life. An ancient text puts it simply, “Even as the snake sloughs off 
its skin, even as the bird leaves its shell, even as in its waking state 
the soul forgets happenings of the dream state, thus does the soul 
migrate from one body to another…” (Tirumantiram 2132). 

Family and friends take an active part in releasing the departed 
soul: preparing the body, joining in the rituals, transporting the 
body to the cremation grounds and lighting the pyre. After crema-
tion, the ashes are ceremoniously committed to a river (often the 
Ganga), lake or ocean, along with garlands and fl owers. While the 
rites allow family a dignifi ed farewell and an opportunity to ex-
press grief, all present know there will be other bodies, other lives. 
Mourning is never suppressed, but scriptures admonish against 
excessive lamentation and encourage joyous release. The departed 
soul feels the impact of emotional forces directed at him, and pro-
longed grieving can hold him in earthly consciousness, inhibiting 
full transition to the inner worlds. Hindus speak of death as the 
Great Departure, regarding it as life’s most exalted moment. The 

death anniversary is called Liberation Day. 
Cremation is prescribed in the Vedic texts, and Hindu funeral 

customs are remarkably uniform throughout India. Cremation 
is also practiced by other Indic faiths, Jainism, Sikhism and Bud-
dhism, and is becoming popular worldwide. Many believe the 
body should be disposed of as swiftly and cleanly as possible and 
that fi re is the purest way to return the physical elements to their 
source. It is less expensive than burial, with a smaller impact on the 
environment. Recent fi gures show cremations are chosen by  35% 
in the US, 72% in the UK, 99.9% in Japan, 68% in Canada and 49% 
in China.

Infants and small children, however, are buried in Hindu tradi-
tion. Another exception pertains to enlightened souls, for whom 
the body is often interred in a crypt fi lled with salt, and a shrine or 
temple is constructed at the site. Sacred texts assert their remark-
able disciplines have endowed the physical body with immense 
spiritual power, which can radiate for generations, giving blessings 
through this sacred samadhi, especially if that soul remains aware 
of the Earth plane.

A body, wrapped in cotton cloth, is placed on a funeral pyre made of 
stacks of wood. Flames return the elements to nature, leaving purifi ed 
ashes that will be placed in a river or other body of water.

 T he various gods in hinduism’s wide-
ranging traditions possess distinct per-
sonalities and forms based on how they 
have been seen in visions and how they 

are depicted in stories and legends. Hindus 
feel no need to question the fact, for instance, 
that Lord Ganesha has the head of an el-
ephant. They know He has been seen in this 
way by rishis and even by ordinary devotees. 
Did He choose that form to distinguish Him-
self as the Lord of Obstacles? No one really 
knows. The important fact is that millions of 
Hindus worship and receive blessings from 
the benevolent Elephant-Faced God every 
day. Many Hindus seeking an explanation 
hold that Ganesha is a real being who looks 
like an elephant. Others believe the elephant 
form is symbolic. Millions are content with 
the ancient stories in the Puranas that ex-
plain how He came to have an elephant head. 
Interestingly, and perhaps because of His 
endearing visage, Ganesha is the most popu-
lar of all the Hindu Deities. Numerous other 
Hindu Divinities have animal attributes, in-
cluding Hanuman, Varuna, Kamadhenu, the Nagas, the vahanas 
(animal mounts of the Gods) and four of Vishnu’s ten incarnations 
(fi sh, turtle, boar and half-man-half-lion). 

Elaboration: An exploration of other ancient faiths shows that 
Hinduism is not alone in having Divinities with animal attributes. 
The ancient Greeks worshiped the God Pan, who has the hindquar-
ters, legs and horns of a goat, and the Sea Gods Ichthyocentaurs, 
with human heads and torsos, the front legs of a horse and the ser-
pentine tails of fi sh. In Egypt’s pantheon, Anubis (God of the Under-
world) is a falcon-headed man, as is Ra (the Sun God). Thoth (Lord 
of Wisdom and of the Moon) has the head of an ibis or a baboon, 
and His consort, Bastet, has the form of a cat or a lioness. The Meso-
american peoples worshiped Quetzal coatl, a feathered serpent. The 
Assyrians feared the powerful serpent Goddess Tiamat and revered 
various winged beings. In Japan—where Buddhism and Shintoism 
are intertwined—Kitsune the fox and Tengu the bird man are pow-
erful shape-shifters who can transform into human or inanimate 
shapes to trick humans. Many shrines there are guarded by a pair of 
magical lion-dogs known as the Koma-inu or Shishi. 

In a discussion with Christians, who tend to ridicule Hindu-
ism on this point, you can recall that winged angels are half-hu-
man and half-bird. Four-headed beings called the Cherubims 
were central in the early Christianity. In the Bible’s Book of Rev-
elation, John writes: “I saw a throne standing in heaven; and 

the One who was sitting on the throne… In the center, grouped 
around the throne itself, were four animals with many eyes, in 
front and behind. The first animal was like a lion, the second 
like a bull, the third animal had a human face, and the fourth 
animal was like a fl ying eagle. Each of the four animals had six 
wings...” (4:1-8). The description matches an account by Jew-
ish prophet Elijah centuries before. Importantly, these beings are 
the most powerful beings in the pantheon, closest to the Creator. 

Over the millennia, worship and awareness of Deities with ani-
mal features was eclipsed in most cultures as the monotheistic re-
ligions grew into prominence. Were these beings mere myth and 
imagination, as depicted by modern scholars? Or were the peoples 
of ancient times aware of a mystical reality that has been sealed off? 
In most cultures, the old Gods have been put in exile. Only in Hin-
duism does such worship thrive in unbroken continuity. 

One might note the obvious fact that Homo sapiens, too, is an 
animal specie, one among many. 

Hanuman carries Iraivan Temple from India to Hawaii. With His 
monkey body, Hanuman is one of many non-human Deities in the 
Hindu pantheon. A devotee of Lord Rama, He is regarded as a powerful 
ally to all on the spiritual path, a symbol of strength and dedication.
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Each hardcover, 84-page book is $29.95 and includes a 60-minute MP3 audio CD recording of the stories. 

ISBN  978-1-934145-08-1 & ISBN 978-1-934145-09-8. Available in popular e-book formats. 

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

“As a mother, I face the challenge of teaching my children—currently 9 and 11—the  basic Hindu 

values for living according to dharma.  Defi nitely these 20 short stories captured their attention 

and made a lasting impression on their minds.”  Sheela Visswanathan, California

“The children were so captivated with not only a story with beautiful illustrations 

on an iPad, but also with the voice that read to them along the way. They found 

these books easy to understand and the stories real.”  Padmaja Patel, Texas

The perfect religious gift for The perfect religious gift for 
your kids, grandkids, nieces, your kids, grandkids, nieces, 

nephews, neighbors...nephews, neighbors...
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The following text is from the Kriya Pada of Kamika Agama, 
chapter 33, entitled “Directions for the solemn entry into 
the allocated parts of the village and the houses.” Chapter 
30 (July, 2011) detailed the layout of a village. This chapter 
explains how a village should be created and fi rst settled.

 Now i will tell you the sequential activities related to 
the establishment of the village and to the fi rst entry into 
the new houses and other buildings: 1) systematic analysis 
of the appropriate time to begin; 2) ascertaining of exact site; 

3) examination of the site; 4) offering of bali (such as cooked rice) 
prior to taking possession the selected land; 5) taking possession of 
the site; 6) executing the preliminary activities such as ploughing 
the selected land, sowing the seeds and so forth (to determine the 
fertility of the soil); 7) erection of a post to ascertain the true east 
and true north (by observing the shadow of the sun); 8) selection of 
a suitable vastu mandala (architectural pattern) to be applied to the 
proposed village and houses; 9) establishment of a rectangular pat-
tern of east-west lines and north-south lines; 10) offering bali to the 
vastu Deities (governing architecture); 11) planning of various roads 
and streets and of various types of houses to be constructed along 
the proper roads and streets; 12) laying of foundations in appropriate 
places and construction of buildings. 

Now I will explain the process for the fi rst solemn entry of the 
king (or his representative) into the village and other settlements, 
houses and such others, the large edifi ces known as malika, pavilions, 
halls, kitchen and other such buildings.

On the occasion of his fi rst entry, the king should donate land 
and valuable gifts to the highly qualifi ed brahmins. These are brah-
mins who are always good-minded, who control their senses, who 
are compassionate, who hold fi rmly to their vows, who live with 
spouses, sons and daughters, who know how to behave properly in 
all situations, and whose birth stars are compatible to the birth star 
for the village (as determined by vastu). They worship the Deity, fi re 
and guru without fail and know well the tattvas (basic principles of 
creation) enshrined in the Vedas and the Vedangas. They have been 
well trained in the recital of the Vedas and are pleasing and gracious 
to look at. They have elaborately studied the Saiva scriptures and are 
bereft of distressing factors, such as poverty, indigence and so forth. 
They take delight in performing exalted and supreme deeds and are 
highly motivated in the practice of religious austerities.

Having invited such highly qualifi ed brahmins and appointed 
them to be the honored recipients of the donations, he should make 
a record of certain features related to their identity. These ten par-
ticulars are to be inscribed in copper or on stone: 1) the name of their 
region of origin, 2) the name of their birthplace, 3) their gotra (family 
lineage), 4) their sutra (Vedic lineage), 5) any marks of identity visible 
on the right side, 6) any marks visible on the left side, 7) their educa-
tional qualifi cations, 8) their sub-division of the caste, 9) the name of 
their father and mother, and 10) honors received. 

Having prepared such a record, he should donate valuable things 
in a careful and systematic manner, each time pouring water from 
his right hand. First, he should make the gift of land, then he should 

donate household tools and utensils. For the ladies related to those 
brahmins, he should donate ornaments, food-grains, clothes, milk-
yielding cows, and suitable female servants and male servants.

The brahmins who do not have faith in God, scriptures and self-
disciplines, who are harsh and unkind, malicious, who abuse the 
Deity, fi re ritual and guru, who have violently plundered the assets 
dedicated to God, as well as the brahmins who are in the company of 
traitors and rebellious men, are to be abandoned by the king in such 
activity of making grants and donations.

The solemn and fi rst entry should not be performed in the houses 
that are not yet provided with doors, which are not covered with 
enough roofi ng, in which the offering of bali for the vastu Deities 
had not been duly performed and in which some of its parts had 
already been used. Without any hesitation, such houses are to be 
avoided for the fi rst entry, since they will yield misfortunes to the 
occupants. The owners should arrange for the entry of the qualifi ed 
brahmins into their newly built houses according to their capacity. 
The owner should make his fi rst entry in an auspicious day, synchro-
nizing with a lunar mansion or a zodiacal house favorable to him.

FROM THE AGAMAS

How to Establish a Village
Steps for laying out a town and rituals of fi rst entry to the new homes

Gift-giving: The king begins the ceremonial opening of a new 
village by presentation of gifts to highly qualifi ed brahmins

Dr. S. P. Sabharathnam Sivacharyar of the Adisaiva priest 
lineage, is an expert in ancient Tamil and Sanskrit, specializing in the 
Vedas, Agamas and Silpa Shastras. This excerpt is from his recent 
translation of the Kamika Agama.
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Surviving a Troubled Past, Thriving in a Progressive PresentSSuurrvviivviinngg aa TTrroouubblleedd PPaasstt,, Thriviinngg iinn aa PPrrooggrreessssiivvee PPrreesseentSSurviving a Troubled Past,, TThhrriivviingg in a Progressive Presennt

 C C
onsider everything you know about the 
lushly tropical state of Goa. In following our 
journalist’s footsteps there, those stereotypes 

may have to be discarded. Hinduism Today went to 
the jewel of the Konkan to ferret out the real Goans, to 
learn how they live and connect with the Gods, and 

how strong Hinduism has remained despite centuries 
of persecution—which began long before the arrival of 
the Christian missionaries with their Bible-and-sword 
hegemony. Has an authentic form of the Sanatana 
Dharma survived? Allow the Goans to speak for 
themselves.   
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(Clockwise from upper 
right) Write

By Rajiv Malik, Panaji, Goa

II
t is a land of natural marvels, 
basking blissfully in the warm sun 
of West India, where coconut trees 
sway dreamily in the wind and the 

very earth mirrors the smiles of its people. It 
is also a land of devotion, where God’s tem-
ples are meticulously cared for by local fami-
lies, festivals are vigorously celebrated and 
the population’s Hindu faith is so ardent that 
centuries of proselytizing and oppression 
could not subdue it. Meet Goa, the marvel of 
West India.

This small, strikingly beautiful region has 
been ruled by kings and officials of many 
faiths. In the 3rd century ce, Goa was in-
corporated into the Mauryan Empire, ruled 
by the Buddhist emperor Ashoka. Buddhist 
monks worked tirelessly to spread their re-
ligion here. Several rulers followed, many 
vigorously proselytizing their own religious 
preferences—the Chutus of Karwar, the 
Western Kshatrapas, the Abhiras, the Bhojas, 
the Konkan Mauryas and others. From 765 
to 1015, the Jain Silharas of the Rashtrakuta 
dynasty ruled Goa, sponsoring their faith 
and building Jain temples. In 1312, Goa came 
under the Delhi Sultanate, which propagated 
Islam, only to be taken a few decades later by 
the might of the Hindu Vijayanagara empire.

In 1498, Muslims conquered Goa again. 
Soon thereafter, in 1510, the ruling Bijapur 
kings were defeated by the Portuguese, who 
established a permanent settlement and ag-
gressively proselytized the Christian faith.

In spite of the chaos imposed by successive 
rulers of different religions—or perhaps sea-
soned and strengthened by it—Goans have 
mostly kept to their roots. Two thirds of the 
population is Hindu; another 26% is Chris-
tian and 6% is Muslim.

Hardship Under the Portuguese
Today Goa is a peaceful state in which reli-
gious harmony prevails. But the fanaticism 
of the Portuguese’s fi rst two centuries of rule 
left visible scars. A nondescript wooden pole 
alongside a major road, in a populous area, is 
an awful token of those times. There are no 
signs to identify it; a tourist might take it for 
a telephone pole. But this was the hath kata 
khamba (pole where hands are cut), used to 
punish those who committed crimes dur-
ing the Portuguese era. A local historian, Dr. 
Pramod Pathak, explains that the pole was 
used to punish neo-converts who were not 
following their new Christian religion seri-
ously and still lived like Hindus at home. 

The first missionaries realized early on 
that despite the persuasive power of brute 
force—“conversions were made,” wrote con-
temporary Portuguese chroniclers, with “the 
cross in one hand, the sword in the other” —
it was diffi cult to wrench Goans from their 
Hindu beliefs and traditions.

Given the often dishonest or brutal meth-
ods used, it is no surprise that new converts 
did not become enthusiastic Christians. His-
torians say the early Portuguese played on 
the strict mentality of the Goans, using their 

prejudices against them. The Portuguese 
would plant evidence in people’s front yards 
that they had converted to Christianity, us-
ing a cross, or more subtly, spreading crumbs 
of bread—which no chapati-loving Hindu 
would eat. Tainted by these signs of alien 
behavior, those who lived there would be 
shunned by haughty Hindu neighbors. The 
sense of caste and purity is keenly upheld in 
Goa—to a fault. Isolated, the shunned Hindus 
eventually converted, out of the need to be-
long to some community.

In 1567, the captain of Rachal Fort in South 
Goa bragged to his Portuguese king back 
home, “For nights and nights we went on 
demolishing, demolishing, demolishing 280 
Hindu temples. Not one remained in the 
happy lands of our division.” Jesuit historian 
Francisco de Souza jubilantly praised the feat, 

“It is incredible, the sentiment that the gentile 
were seized of when they saw their temple 
burning.” 

In fact, every demolished temple was soon 
relocated and rebuilt; the murtis, and in 
some cases the homa kunda, were heroically 
rescued and reinstalled. Chandrakant Keni, a 
leading Goan poet, says that although Goa’s 
Hindus were put to severe tests as conquer-
ors marched over their lands, they had the 
resilience to convert “temporary setbacks 
into permanent victories.”

Catholicism as it is practiced in Goa has 
incorporated elements of Hinduism. Early 
European travelers, like Venetian Pietro 
Della Valle, who visited Goa in the 1700s, 

denounced in their travel-
ogues “unchristian” practices 
in local Catholic churches and 
shrines. That was, it seemed, 
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          The people of Goa proudly assert that this is the land the Gods chose to live in

.
GOAGOA

(Clockwise from top right) 
Stunning natural beauty is 
commonplace in Goa, and 
fi sh a staple food among 
Hindus; simple houses and 
hotels dot the coast; two 
girls in traditional clothes 
enjoy a beach on the 63-mile 
coast facing the Arabian Sea 
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(opposite page) Calangute beach gathers 
fun-loving, noise-tolerant, racuous 
tourists who don’t mind the crowd—and 
might even like it; (far left) Dom Aphonso 
D’Albuquerque, second Portuguese governor 
of Goa, known as “The Terrible” and “The 
Portuguese Mars”; (left) the hath kata 
kambha, or hand-cutting pole 

 The real Goa is far more intriguing—and enjoyable —than its stereotype
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the only way conversions could be made, by 
largely allowing Hindus to retain aspects of 
their faith. To this day, kumbhas are used for 
Catholic processions and a Sivalinga stands 
in front of the Virgin Mary in one of Goa’s 
churches. At one stage, the Vatican tersely 
censured those “gentile practices” and the 
proliferation of icons in churches, but even-
tually it relented. In 1623 Pope Gregory gave 
sanction for converted brahmins to continue 
wearing their sacred thread and caste marks. 
Goan Catholics uphold the Hindu caste sys-
tem even today.

The Portuguese enforced a colonial stran-
glehold that would last until December 12, 
1961, when the Indian army—despite pro-
tests from Portugal and most of the interna-
tional community—completed a successful 
three-day operation to rescue what would 
become India’s smallest state. Goa has just 
1,429 square miles, slightly less than Amer-
ica’s smallest state, Rhode Island. 

Today there are as few as 700 Catholic 
priests in Goa. Many churches are closed ex-
cept for festivals, and old chapels have fallen 
into disuse. In contrast, Hindu temples are 
fl ourishing. The ubiquitous tulsi plant grows 
throughout the state, a local symbol mark-
ing a Hindu home, happily planted on front 
gardens everywhere and honored with daily 
arati by Hindu wives.

Concord has descended on the Goan popu-
lation. Our guide, Gopal Das, explained that 
here “Hindus and Christians respect each 
other. They join each other’s religious festi-
vals as a courtesy. Catholics come to yatras 
and Hindus drop by processions. Today it is 
about respecting our neighbors, friends and 
co-workers, not about dogma.”

Exotic Goa, So Familiar
I traveled to Goa with my wife Renu. We 
were both pleased to visit a place whose 
name, to us, is synonymous with natural 
beauty. Language was no barrier; though 
most Goans speak Konkani, English is widely 
used, and the locals are quick to smile and 
offer help. Gopal Das, a local member of 
the Bharat Sevashram Sangha (see July/Au-
gust/September 2011 edition of Hinduism 
Today), generously offered to be our guide. 
Joining our crew was Vivek Ivan Thayil, a 
Goa-born photographer.

Goa, with a population of 1.4 million, is one 
of India’s richest states; its per-capita GDP is 
two and a half times India’s average. Tour-
ism is the primary industry; twelve percent 
of India’s foreign tourists arrive here. In the 
wintertime they come from abroad, mainly 
Europe, to enjoy the climate; in the summer-
time, Goa’s rainy season, they come from all 
over India to spend the holidays. State-spon-
sored publicity campaigns project an image 
of exotic beaches, colorful nightlife and Las 
Vegas-style casinos on docked cruise ships. 

Coming from North India, I unconsciously 
brought along a prejudiced idea of this state 
that is common in our country. The rowdy 
behavior of many tourists—joined by a small 
fraction of locals—and the impact of their 
dollars have linked Goa with drugs, harlotry, 
liquor and a land mafi a. Headlines are made 
of such fodder; and popular Hindi movies 
portray Goans as mostly Christian, West-
ernized in their ways and indulgent in their 
morals. But this is not the reality of Goa, as 
experienced by the two-thirds Hindu major-
ity. Neither the print media nor Bollywood 
movies have ever highlighted the spiritual 

dimensions of Goa, its ancient Hindu maths 
(monasteries) and temples.

We fi rst visited Goa’s state capital, Panaji, 
a city of only 65,000. Less famous than the 
larger cities of Vasco da Gama and Margão, 
this northern city has a charm of its own. 
The name means “land that never floods,” 
a definite asset where monsoon rains are 
heavy and steady every summer. Panaji’s 
terraced hills are dotted with colonial-era, 
Portuguese-style houses sporting red-tiled 
roofs and whimsical balconies. Bleach-white 
churches, fancy villas, cobbled streets and 
interesting buildings give Panaji a Euro-
pean feel. Yet this is unquestionably India: 
the people, the colors and the manners are 
evidence that foreign infl uences have never 
etched below the surface.

In the Skanda Purana, Goa is referred to 
as the Land of the Gods. A popular story 
has it that Lord Parashurama, a brahmin 
hero and an incarnation of Lord Vishnu, be-
stowed upon a few brahmin families an en-
tire land formerly owned by kshatriyas who 
had dared to defy him. After defeating his 
enemies, Parashurama invited brahmins to 
settle in the vicinity of Gomanchala moun-
tain in the Konkan region, and there per-
form their religious duties. A dynasty of ten 
sages brought murtis of their Deities; after 
weeks of travel, they reached the mountain 
and established themselves anew. Tradition 
has preserved the names of some of those 
pioneers: Adhyapan, Adhyayan, Yajana, Dana 
and Pratigraha. Lord Parashurama then cre-
ated eight villages for his new people. When 
he left Goa, these brahmins became the sole 
lords of the land, to care for it into eternity. 
This oft-repeated story empowers modern-

day Goans, strengthening their sense of duty 
and their connection with the land and its 
traditions. 

The descendants of these original fami-
lies are called the Gaud Saraswath Brahmins 
(GSB). Membership is a mark of distinc-
tion, carrying social and religious privileges. 
Hindu temples in Goa are, almost all of them,  
private and run by traditional GSB families 
who allow guests to worship under rules. 
Access to the innermost areas of the temple 
is usually restricted to GSB family members. 
Though they are a small group, comprising 
only six percent of the population, the Gaud 
Saraswath Brahmins, considered the original 
inhabitants of the land, are the de facto lead-
ers of any local religious activity.

In Goa’s system, every temple is associated 
with one of the maths. Goa’s two main maths 
are the Kavale Math (Smarta) and the Par-
tagal Math (Vaishnavite). While the temple 
administrators are responsible for quotidian 
matters, spiritual decisions come from the 
guru of the math that oversees that temple.

Bhaskar Khandeparkar, an architect, 
shared some history with us: “In olden times, 
all Saraswaths were members of Kavale 
Math. In 1540, the Portuguese demolished all 
our temples located in the old conquest area; 
even the British did not damage our religion 

elsewhere in India the way the Portuguese 
did here in Goa. Our Swamiji [of the Smarta 
tradition] left for Mumbai and Varanasi. Fi-
nally, in 1630, his distant successor returned 
to Goa; but in the interim, many of our peo-
ple had come under the infl uence of dvaita 
philosophy and started the Partagal Math. 
These two maths represent different philos-
ophies, but they work in absolute harmony 
with each other.”

Sri Mangeshi Temple
We drove some thirty kilometers from Pana-
ji to the Ponda region, Goa’s Hindu heartland. 
There, on a hillock near Priol surrounded by 
green hills, lies a temple dedicated to Lord 
Mangeshi, a form of Lord Siva. The Deity 
was brought from the nearby village of Cor-
talim on May 1, 1560, just before the destruc-
tion of its original temple by the Portuguese 
colonizers, who were ruthless iconoclasts 
and ardent proselytizers in the early days of 
their rule. 

The new temple began as a simple struc-
ture; the current temple complex was only 
built in 1739, under Maratha rule. In 1764 
this area, too, fell under Portuguese control; 
but by that time, the colonizers had lost 
their initial zeal, and the Hindu Gods could 
once again be worshiped in safety. Lord 

Mangeshi’s new home remained 
untouched and survives intact to 
the present day. 

The Sri Mangeshi Temple is 
built in typical Goan style, blend-
ing Indian and Portuguese infl u-
ences in unexpected harmony. 
Its magnifi cent water tank is be-
lieved to be the oldest part of the 
complex. I was fascinated with 
the majestic seven-storeyed deep-
stambha at the entrance, a distinc-
tive architectural feature of most 
local temples similar to a coastal 
lighthouse. It seems to serve a 

purpose similar to a South Indian gopuram 
(temple entrance tower), its several stories 
evoking higher realms of existence and the 
denizens of those planes, devas and Gods 
who, like us, come to commune at the temple. 
It is also a landmark, visible from afar, guid-
ing travelers to the temple. 

The sabhagriha, main hall, is a spacious 
room which accommodates over 500 people. 
Its crystal chandeliers from the nineteenth 
century contrast strangely with the Chola-
style granite pillars, which are considered 
the most beautiful in the state. From the 
sabha griha one reaches the sacred garbha-
griha, wherein resides the murti of Lord 
Mangeshi.

This temple, though large in relation to 
others in Goa, does not match the archi-
tectural magnitude of massive temples 
elsewhere in India. But somehow the Sri 
Mangeshi Temple harmoniously fi nds room 
for shrines of Parvati, Ganesha, Nandikesh-
var, Gajana, Bhagavati, Mulakeshwar, Vira-
bha dra, Santeri, Lakshminarayana, Suryana-
rayan, Garud, Kala Bhairav and—a common 
feature in Goa—the chosen Deity of a few 
infl uential families connected to the temple, 
in this case gramapurusha Deva Sharma of 
the Kaudanya gotra. 

Gopal Das, our guide, explained that Goan 
Hindus emphasize the importance of their 
gramadevata (family or local Deity). Every 
village has a gramadevata, to whom the 
villagers are passionately devoted. There-
fore, each temple is the hub of a particular 
group of families who worship the same De-
ity. Each of these local Gods represents one 
of the greater Gods. “Basically, all Gods here 
are Siva, Lakshmi, Durga and Kali, in many 
forms familiar to the locals and under differ-
ent names.” Thus, being away from one’s lo-
cal temple is no impediment to worship.

Though it was a hot summer day and 
Goa’s lovely beaches beckoned, long queues 
of devout Hindus awaited the afternoon 
arati. The women’s graceful saris outshone 
the dull Western attire of the men. Most 
Goan temples have strict dress codes, due to 
the overwhelming number of tourists. This 
temple enforces reasonable standards: West-
ern clothing is tolerated, but not informal 
or revealing pieces. Photography inside the 
temple is, of course, prohibited.

It was high noon by the time we received 
darshan of Sri Mangeshi, the main Deity. 
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(top) The Sri Mangeshi Temple 
stands as a shining example of Goan 
temple architecture. The main struc-
ture is set in the center of a large 
courtyard surrounded by apartment 
buildings that belong to the temple 
and provide lodging to pilgrims. The 
deepstamba stands tall in front of 
the main door. A simple yet charm-
ing pavillion made with straw and 
palm materials is built during festi-
vals, providing shade for the many 
pilgrims under the  inclement Goan 
sun. (far right) The impressive lamp 
of Nagesh temple, perhaps the tall-
est in the world. (right) Rajiv Malik 
interviews devotees in the calm atmo-
sphere of Sri Mangeshi Temple. (left) 
The magnifi cent temple tank.

 The influence of Portuguese architecture is evident, but the results are harmonious 
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Though He was far away from where we 
stood, we could feel the powerful vibrations 
emanating from the gleaming, beautifully 
decorated murti. 

Blessed by His darshan, feeling uplifted 
and buoyant, we stepped out of the temple 
to a festive scene. A big tent, made of woven 
palm tree leaf fi bers and colorfully decorated, 
shaded hundreds of chairs, where devotees 
relaxed or waited for the queue to subside 
before they went for darshan. At one end was 
a stage, ready for live devotional music and 
bhajan performances later in the day. Bhajan, 
kirtan and natak (drama) are popular here, 
and Goa has produced many famous Indian 
classical singers, including Bollywood’s sister 
duo, Lata Mangeshkar and Asha Bhonsle. 

Under the scorching heat, the huge tent 
was a welcome gesture of thoughtfulness 
and compassion. Most temples in Goa are 
similarly well-run, clean and effi ciently or-
ganized. They are privately owned and man-
aged, free and independent of any kind of 
government aid. Members of the managing 
committee are elected every three years from 
the GSB community. 

Temples here are managed with a view to 
serving their supporting families. The Sri 
Mangeshi temple campus has several blocks 
of residential quarters allotted to devotees. 
Preference is given to the members of any 
GSB family, whose ancestors have owned 
and managed most of the prominent temples 
of Goa for ages. 

Though we did not have a prior appoint-
ment, Maheshwar A.R. Nagarsenkar, Sec-
retary of the Sri Mangeshi Devasthan, was 
kind enough to grant us an impromptu au-
dience. We were impressed with the moder-

nity of his offi ce, with a fast internet connec-
tion and television monitors covering almost 
every important area of the temple.

“Mangeshi Temple is under the spiritual 
guidance of Kavale Math,” he told us. “It 
is managed by its twenty-four founding 
families, known as Mahajanas. There is no 
government interference here. Only those 
belonging to Mahajana families can enter 
the sanctum sanctorum of the temple and 
perform pujas personally. These twenty-four 
GSB families have exclusive rights. Outsid-
ers cannot donate for the maintenance and 
construction of the buildings; their dona-
tions are used solely for performing pujas 
and archanas at the temple. But anybody can 
come to the temple to have the darshan of 
the Deities.”

Mahesh Mangesh Karande, a senior priest, 
told us the local government’s promotion of 
tourism has been very good for Hinduism. 
The increased prosperity has strengthened 
Goans’ pride in their own culture; and the 
tourists themselves, Indians and foreigners 
alike, want to visit temples and perhaps re-
ceive an archana. “I am very optimistic about 
our religion. I can tell you that nobody in this 
world can destroy Hinduism. The need of 
the hour, for Goa and the world, I think, is 
to have religions led by tolerant and good 
people,” said the calm priest, whose 
life is rich with blessings due to his 
service of Sri Mangeshi Siva.

Ma Durga, the Mediator
Later that day we proceeded to 
Shantadurga Temple, dedicated to 
Goddess Durga. In Goa, Shanta dur-
ga is She who mediates between 

Vishnu and Siva. The harbinger of peace, the 
Goddess is always depicted as having the 
two Divinities by Her sides. 

Though not as old as the Sri Mangeshi 
Temple, this one has a parallel history: it, too, 
was built to shelter a Deity that was moved 
to protect it from the Portuguese. 

Beautifully maintained, Shantadurga Tem-
ple stands on a patio surrounded by guest 
apartments. Some of the devotee families 
I spoke with had come from as far as New 
Delhi and Mumbai. Two senior British 
women hesitantly approached the temple 
and asked if they would be allowed to offer 
fl owers to the Goddess. Rowdy, uncultured 
tourists were nowhere to be seen. The gen-
eral atmosphere of the temple, with its pious 
devotees, meticulously kept surroundings 
and strict dress code, appears to keep the cu-
rious and uncommitted away. 

The management’s rigorous attention to 
detail seems neither repressive nor inhib-
iting. On the contrary, we felt inspired and 
respectful. We spoke with the secretary of 
Shri Shantadurga Saunsthan, Rajendra S. 
Gaitonde explained it is the duty of devotees 
themselves to ensure that they are dressed 
gracefully, matching the serene and spiritual 
atmosphere of a Hindu temple. The elders 
teach the youth and instill in them a desire 
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to look traditional by wearing appropriate 
clothing. 

GSB members especially are expected to 
dress impeccably when visiting God, and 
they oblige. In Goan temples, the supporting 
families reign.

The local priests, too, are connected to the 
GSB families. Most are purohitas, or family 
priests. Rajendra S. Gaitonde explains, “The 
purohitas here do not get any wages; they 
earn by performing pujas. Whatever is given 
to them directly is theirs. We have two main 
purohitas at Shantadurga Temple. Each one 
performs pujas for certain GSB families. If 
a family’s purohita is absent, they can ap-
proach the other priest. This system has 
been there for ages.” The glorious Chidam-
baram Temple of Tamil Nadu follows a simi-
lar system.

Fortune-Telling Flowers
The Damodar temple in Zambaulim, Goa, 
houses not Krishna Damodar, as does the 
famous temple in Vrindavan, but rather 
Damodar Siva. This is a most unusual tem-
ple, for here the ancient art of kaul prasad is 
practiced by the priests. This powerful form 
of divination uses flower petals from a sa-
cred tree in the temple compound to inter-
pret intimations from the Gods. The fl owers 
and petals, scattered in certain ways by the 
devas as the priest performs special incanta-
tions, provide a means of communication be-
tween the inner and outer worlds.

Devendra Kenkere, an engineer and real-
estate agent, swears by the practice. “This 
tradition has been here since the time of the 
grandparents of our grandparents. Some-
times the responses indicate uncertainty, but 

at other times they are so clear that you can 
put fi fty lakh rupees on it, even if you only 
own fi ve cents. This is how it works: Forty-
eight fl owers are arranged around the Siva-
lingam, and an abhishekam is performed. 
One has to share with God one’s plans and 
decide which fl ower represents those plans. 
If the project receives God’s blessings, that 
fl ower will not be washed away. Sometimes 
the fl ower may not fall for the whole day.”

Though kaul prasad is also practiced in 
other temples, Damodar is famous for its ac-
curacy. There are no set fees, but the experi-
enced priests, who can tell much more than a 
yes or no answer, receive generous donations 
for their divinations. “I have many personal 
experiences that I could share,” said Kenkere. 

“Though I had come to ask a different ques-
tion, by the falling of the fl owers the priest 
predicted my children’s health needed care, 
which came true within days. A knowledge-
able priest can infer a lot from the dropping 
of the fl owers. In our whole family, no deci-
sion is taken without consulting God here.”

Manjunath Pai Dukle, President of Damo-
dar Temple, shared some of the secrets of 
kaul prasad divination. “Suppose I have to 
buy a property; I will come here and put the 
question before Damodar. If the petal on the 
right side falls, permission is granted. Every 
petal or fl ower has a signifi cance of its own. 
Reading the fl owers is like an encyclopedia, 
full of details and diffi cult for the inexperi-
enced to understand. The top fl ower is called 
mukut, and adjacent to it is called trikut. For 
one person the mukut could be good, and for 
another it might not be good.”

Kaul prasad starts at 7:30 in the morn-
ing; about twelve abhishekam pujas are con-

ducted every day. This beautiful practice of 
communicating with God thorough fl owers 
is so highly regarded that even many Catho-
lics attend it, giving large donations to Lord 
Damodar. 

I was invited to the home of a senior trust-
ee of the Nagesh temple, Venkatesh Naik Ga-
onkar. Within a few hours I was convinced 
he is a modern-day Hindu saint, immersed 
in bhakti most of his waking hours. 
“We Saraswaths (meaning GSB families) 

are disciples of Goddess Sarasvati, the God-
dess of knowledge,” he began. “Though few 
Goans are GSB today, we are the stewards of 
spiritual knowledge. The value of knowledge 
is immeasurable. For the development of hu-
man society, it is the most important ingre-
dient, more important than wealth; for the 
proper management of society is connected 
to the intelligence of the people.”

According to Venkatesh Naik Gaonkar, it 
was the leadership of the local maths that 
enabled Hinduism in Goa to withstand the 
turbulence of colonial years. “For 450 years 
the Hindus in Goa were cut off from the 
mainstream of Hinduism. But that did not 
make us lesser Hindus. We were able to pre-
serve our culture mainly due the infl uence 
of our two maths, Kavale and Partagal. They 
give us direction. Starting in 1936, the great 
Goan Masurekar Maharaj led a movement to 
bring brahmin Christians back to Hinduism. 
Now, conversion activities by the Christians 
are almost over, and even the crowds of hip-
pies did not make much of an impact. We are 
vibrant Hindus. On Mahasivaratri, 250 abhi-
shekams are performed at Nagesh Temple 
alone, each one sponsored by a pious family.”

In most ways Nagesh Temple is similar to 

those we visited earlier. An exceptional fea-
ture is the extraordinary silver craftsman-
ship. Silver-clad doors and windows with 
intricate fi gurines create a rich and beauti-
ful home for God. This is a svayambhu (self 
manifested) shrine of Siva Shankara Nagesh, 
known for its miraculous powers. Worship 
of the Sivalinga goes father back in time than 
the memory of the community. Legend says 
a cowherder discovered the spot, alerted by 
the reverential attitude of his cows near the 
stone. A second Deity, Lakshmi Narayan (a 
form of Vishnu), is equally venerated; this is 
a Siva-Vishnu Temple. 

Mahalasa Temple
The Shri Mahalasa Narayani Temple at Mar-
dol, in South Goa, is a Vaishnava sanctuary. 
The Deity here is Mahalasa Narayani, an 
aspect of Lord Vishnu portrayed in a female 
form. Like so many others, this Deity was 
moved to protect it from the Portuguese; this 
one originated in the city of Verna. 

In front of the temple stands a unique 
brass oil lamp, 12.5 meters tall, which is lit 
during festival days like the Navaratri (see 
photo on page 25). This is believed to be the 
tallest such lamp in Goa—perhaps even in all 
of India. 

Another intriguing feature is a temple bell 
under which vows are taken. According to 
local lore, the guardians of the temple will 
remove their blessings and punish anyone 
who utters a lie under the bell or breaks a 
vow taken at that sacred spot. This bell was 
so widely known and respected that even 
the Portuguese came here to solemnize their 
deals with locals.

In olden days, the judicial system of this 

area gravitated around the powers of the 
Mahalasa bell. Several court documents de-
scribe the procedure for administrating an 
oath. The accused bathed in the temple tank 
and was garlanded with red flowers of a 
plant locally known as pitkuli. Then, herald-
ed by loud drums, he was taken to the shrine 
and made to stand below the bell, facing God, 
where he might declare his innocence in the 
presence of the judge, advocates and all oth-
ers concerned, making a solemn oath of truth.

There is no evidence of any real culprit go-
ing free after taking this oath. On the con-
trary, there are widely known cases in which 
punishment befell those who dared to take a 
false oath. Legends say some died right after 
leaving the temple; others got seriously hurt 
or went mad.

Kavale Math
The next morning, preparing to visit Goa’s 
leading Smarta math, I mused on Goa’s con-
nection to the great Adi Shankaracharya, the 
sage who spoke bravely and infl uentially of 
Advaita Vedanta. 

Kavale Math was the home of Sannyasin 
Govinda Bhagavatpada, who initiated Adi 
Shankaracharya. Shankaracharya’s bold 
words resonated far and wide, but it was at 
the feet of Govinda Bhagavatpada that he 
shaped many of his ideas. The founder of 
the math and Govinda’s guru, Shri Gauda-
padacharya, was an early and staunch ad-
vaitin. He was the most prominent Vedanta 
scholar of his time, said to be the fi rst to see 
the eternal truth revealed in Upanishads 
as strictly monistic, or advaita. Shri Gauda-
padacharya wrote the cornerstone treatise 
Mandukya Karika (also called Gaudapada 

Karika or Agama Shastra), which ends with 
this shloka: “Having realized that state of 
nonduality, which is very diffi cult to realize, 
very profound, birthless, uniform and holy, 
we pay our obeisance to That, to the best of 
our abilities.”

We arrived at Kavale Math to find the 
place quiet, serene and peaceful. Shrimat 
Shivananda Saraswati Swami, the current 
head of the institution, was traveling, so no 
events were scheduled. 

The math’s sprawling campus houses a 
temple dedicated to Samsthan Aradhya-
devata Shri Bhavani Shankar, an aspect of 
Siva, and is dotted with the samadhi shrines 
of several saints who lived here over the cen-
turies. I could feel the strong vibrations of 
these great souls as we went by, the fragrance 
of fl owers and freshly lit incense emanating 
from the places where their bodies dwell. By 
tradition, most Hindu holy men are interred 
rather than cremated, their mortal remains 
blessing the world. 

Kavale Math also runs a Smarta pathasha-
la, a training school of priests. 

Ramanavami in Goa
The next morning arrived with an air of fes-
tivity: it was Ramanavami, the celebration 
of Lord Rama’s birthday. I was invited to 
celebrate it at the Shree Samsthan Gokaran 
Partagal Math. It is one of the 24 monaster-
ies of the dvaita order established by Shri 
Madhavacharya in the 13th century.

“Our math was founded 550 years ago,” ex-
plains Anil Pai, a trustee of Partagal Math. 

“Now we have 33 branches all over India, 
where we run pathashalas, hospitals and 
temples. Around 353 years back we started 
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 Goa’s signature-style temples are neatly kept, refreshingly quiet and contemplative
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(left) The main hall of Sri Nagesh Temple, 
where the marriage of European and 
South Indian styles is evident. (right) 
The Sri Shantadurga temple. (below) A 
couple of devotees at the front steps of the 
Shantadurga temple, Sadasiva and Usha 
Pandit, who are visiting Goa. Mrs. Pandit, 
who lives in Mumbai, says, “Our children 
fi rst come here to the temple, perform 
puja and then go to the beach for fun.”



marveling at sharing in this punya (merit).
Far into the night, devotees continued 

pouring in, arriving for the next day’s fes-
tivities. It was going to be an all-night affair, 
with many foregoing sleep in favor of devo-
tion. The shopkeepers were busy and happy, 
doing a brisk business and selling more and 
yet more food. The following morning, we 
were told, the chariot would be pulled again, 
covering a much longer distance, powered by 
the peak crowds that were expected. 

Later we had an audience with Shrimad 

Vidyadhiraj Teertha Swami Maharaj. Majes-
tically seated on his guru pitham, the wise 
man shared some of his views for readers of 
Hinduism Today. “Today it is said that our 
youth do not have faith. We disagree. The 
youth want to understand Hinduism. If their 
questions are not properly answered, they 
will avoid our dharma; but without Hindu 
dharma, they are bound to problematic lives.” 
He continued, “In our math we emphasize 
tapas and festival vows. But Hinduism can-
not be understood with tapas alone; it can-

not be understood by experiencing it super-
fi cially. You have to delve deeper and deeper 
in Hinduism.”

Swamiji told me some of the resident brah-
macharis and priests love their priestly craft 
so deeply that they follow a tradition, quite 
old in Goa, of branding holy symbols on their 
skin. He sent for some of the young men, and 
they showed us the chakras and conches that 
had been etched on their skin, a painful pro-
cess that also serves as a rite of bravery and 
a formal initiation. No more than boys, they 
proudly displayed the sign of their courage, 
the sacred symbols that made them belong 
to a holy tradition, symbols that also earned 
them respect from their peers. 

Sand at Last
Surfeited with bliss from our many days 
at Goa’s temples and maths, we finally re-
called that we were in the land of beauti-
ful  beaches and leisure time. We asked our 
local guide, Gopal Das Ji, to take us to the 
ocean; my wife, Renu, felt that we should not 
leave Goa without having visited a famous 
beach in the capital of beaches. Along with 
photographer Vivek Ivan, we were driven 
straight to Calangute Beach.

It was a Saturday and the weekend spirit 
was alive. The place was crowded. Loud pop 
music boomed from the restaurants located 
on the beach. One could barely walk on the 
sand without bumping into others. It was a 
mad, suffocating place. After spending bare-
ly fifteen minutes at Calangute Beach, my 
wife whispered, “Let us move away from this 
place. We have already seen the real Goa.” I 
could not agree more.  ∏π

(opposite page) Joy fi lls the air as hundreds of 
devotees gather to pull the massive festival chari-
ots with distinctively local decorations. (top) From 
the palanquin attached to the festival chariot, a 
vehicle that carries the murti of Lord Rama, the 
head of Partagal Math and others distribute pras-
adam and blessed coins. (far right) Srimad Vidy-
adhiraj Teertha Swami follows the celebrations 
from his silver throne. He is the senior advisor and 
fi nal arbiter on religious 
matters for many temples 
in Goa and has been the 
leader of this monastery 
for over fi ve decades. 
(right) A young man 
proudly displays religious 
symbols he chose to have 
branded on his skin, an 
old tradition of the math, 
such as Lord Vishnu’s 
conch (inset). 

           Unique traditions at Goa’s maths

celebrating Rama navami in a particular way, 
a pattern we have followed ever since. “ 

The maths in Goa have friendly, cordial re-
lations. Devotees freely attend festivals of the 
two main ones, even though Kavale Math is 
Smarta and Partagal is Vaishnava. “The fol-
lowers of the two maths intermarry their 
children, which also brings the institutions 
together,” explains Anil Pai. 

Hundreds of small shops line the approach 
to the math, selling sweets, fl owers and re-
ligious artifacts, all amid lush green sur-
roundings with a mountainous background. 
Crossing the threshold of the main gate, I felt 
transported hundreds of years back in time. 
This venerable matha, famous since the 
16th century for its Ramanavami celebra-
tions, reverberated with Vedic hymns sung 
by priests. Elegantly dressed devotees were 
sitting on the staircase leading to the main 
stage, an improvised (and packed) open-air 
auditorium.

Soon a clear silence descended, as thou-
sands awaited the speech given by the head 
of the math, Shri Gokarna Partagal Math-
dhish Shripad Wader Shrimad Vidyadhiraj 
Teertha Swami Maharaj. His words, in the 
melodious Konkani language, meant little to 
me; but the crowd listened with rapt atten-
tion. Many braved the hot weather under the 
sun, outside the tents and buildings.

When the speeches were over, the thun-
derous unison of countless devotees sing-
ing “Sri Ram Jai Ram Jai Jai Ram” shook the 

building. Chanting, clapping and melodi-
ous nadasvaram (shrill woodwind) filled 
the air, and we all felt something special 
was about to happen. Suddenly, we heard 
conches blown to their fullest. On the center 
stage, the head of the math, Shrimad Vidy-
adhiraj Teertha Swami, placed the “newborn 
baby”—a murti of Lord Rama—in the cradle 
while the fl ames of an elaborate arati danced 
on stage. The very air erupted with myriad 
sounds of fervor and devotion, including 
crackers and fireworks. All rejoiced: Lord 
Rama had arrived in Goa, favorite land of the 
Gods, where Hinduism shines bright. 

The thrill of Rama’s birth celebrations 
gently subsided as several thousands were 
served a community meal, some in the open 
compound and others in the dining halls. A 
large dedicated team of youth quickly and 
effi ciently served the delicious prasadam. 

After dinner, I thought I was ready to retire 
for the day. I was mistaken. As nadasvarams 
started blaring, a contagious excitement ran 
though the crowd of devotees, myself in-
cluded. With great fanfare, the palanquin 
procession was beginning, led by Shrimad 
Vidyadhiraj Teertha Swami. Three huge 
wooden chariots, about 22 feet high, car-
ried the utsava murtis of Lord Rama and His 
family. On Lord Rama’s chariot the head of 
the math and a bevy of priests performed an 
elaborate puja, with fl owers abounding. The 
nadasvaram players were still going strong, 
but I could also hear Vedic mantras once 

again being chanted. Thousands watched 
this unique puja, their hands humbly folded 
in anjali mudra—or else holding their cam-
eras and cell phones up high to capture the 
magic of the moment. A helpful priest quiet-
ly obliged by taking one gadget after another, 
quickly shooting some close-ups of the puja 
and returning it to its owner.

After the short puja, Shrimad Vidyadhiraj 
Teertha Swami and a few others emerged 
from the tiny temple inside the chariot. 
Waving and blessing the crowd, they seemed 
to bask in the devout happiness of the thou-
sands present. Then Swamiji reached for 
a bag and started pulling out large coins, 
throwing them with full force to be caught 
by devotees near and far in the crowd. Some 
of the coins were of common metal, engraved 
with religious motifs; a few were made of sil-
ver. Priests and trustees on the stage hurled 
apples, bananas and coconuts. Devotees 
jumped with joy when they got a fruit falling 
in their hands, or a coin. Those who received 
these items immediately shared their bless-
ings with others, cutting the fruit and giving 
away extra coins. I had never seen something 
like this in my life, anywhere.

As the warm Goa evening progressed, I 
joined thousands of others in taking a turn 
pulling Lord Rama’s chariot, shouldering 
one of the long, massive ropes. Made of co-
conut fi bers in the ancient tradition, these 
were many dozens of meters long. My heart 
opened by the celebrations, I felt blissful, 
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By Choodie Sivaram, Bengaluru

 W W
hen devotees asked the pontiff 
of South India’s preeminent Sring-
eri Math about holding a 60th-
birthday extravaganza for him, 

Maha swamiji responded, “We renunciates 
do not need such festivities; but if these cele-
brations provide an avenue for divine invoca-

tion, then it is meaningful. These events are 
for the welfare of the world. Our sankalpa 
(resolve) has always been: “May the people of 
this land follow righteousness with sincerity 
and not get swayed by the sinful. May they 
be freed from hatred, which manifests as 
cruelty and results in physical harm. Hatred 
is the root of confl ict.”

Hindu tradition considers that life be-
gins at conception; thus, the day of birth is 
considered one’s first birthday. The 60th 
birthday is a special occasion for all Hin-
dus, and pujas are performed for the per-
son’s well-being. Mahaswamiji’s devotees 
wanted to celebrate his 60th birthday on a 
grand scale. Having obtained his permission, 

the small town of Sringeri bustled with di-
vine fervor from April 4 to 16 in one of the 
greatest celebrations in the Peetham’s history, 
honoring Jagadguru Sri Sri Bharati Tirtha 
Mahaswamiji.

The celebration brought together the whole 
town. The Peetham ensured that no one was 
excluded, that every household felt involved 
in the festivities. Invitations to the festivi-
ties were sent to each and every house. Auto 
rickshaws used loudspeakers to request all 
to come to the Math. They urged the women 
not to cook that day and instead have their 
family take its meals at the Math. 

Lanes were fi lled with hundreds of joyful 
men, women and children in their best tradi-
tional attire: men in dhotis or vesthi, women 

draped in silk saris and little girls in pavadas. 
The temple town swarmed with visitors: 
generations of devotees of the Peetham, VIPs, 
representatives of prominent religious orga-
nizations and temples, journalists, photogra-
phers and workers. Most importantly, 1,500 
yellow-robed Vedic pandits assembled to 
perform the many ancient and powerful fi re 
rituals.

Central to the celebration was a series of 
yajnas and pujas, including the Ati Rudra 
Mahayajna, three Veda Samhita Yajnas, Mri-
tyunjaya Homa, Lakshamodaka Ganapati 
Homa, Ugra-ratha Homa, Ayushya Homa 
and Navagraha Homa. These powerful rites 
culminated in the Ayuta Chandi Mahayajna, 
conducted for the fi rst time in the recorded 

history of Sringeri. This Vedic fi re ritual in-
volves ten thousand recitations of Durga 
Saptashati (also called Devi-Mahatmya), an 
exposition on the glory of the Goddess from 
the Markandeya Purana. It is said that dif-
ficulties are overcome, diseases cured and 
wishes fulfilled through the recitation of 
this sacred text. This powerful ritual requires 
strict adherence to purity in thought, action 
and practice from those performing it. For 
over a year, the purohitas had been carefully 
screened to evaluate not only their expertise 
in rituals and scriptural knowledge, but their 
habits and personal discipline as well. With-
in the Peetham complex, an entire village had 
been set up for the priests, with all amenities 
and comforts, to ensure that throughout the 
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A fortress of dharma: (left) Sri Bharati Tirtha Mahaswamiji, the 36th Jagadguru Shankara-
charya in the unbroken lineage of the Dakshinamnya Sri Sharada Peetham; (inset) Sri Sarada 
Devi, presiding Goddess of Sringeri. (above) The Vidyashankar Temple, built in the 14th century 
over the samadhi of the 10th Jagadguru of Sringeri, Sri Vidya Tirtha, a renowned yogi. Many 
schools organize fi eld trips to Sringeri, where students have darshan of His Holiness as embody-
ing the spirit of Vedantic philosophy. At right is the bridge approach from across the Tunga River.

Uday Shankar in the 1930s

Hindu ofHindu of
The YearThe Year
20112011

The Renaissance Award: Past and Present

 O n the occasion of his 60th birthday, 
Sri Sri Bharati Tirtha Mahaswamiji, 
Jagadguru of Sringeri Sharada 

Peetham, was presented the 2011 Hindu 
Renaissance Award as Hindu of the Year 
in recognition of his patronage of Vedic 
teaching and scholarship throughout India, 
his construction of hundreds of temples 
and his staunch leadership of the global 
Smarta tradition of Advaita Vedanta. The 
presentation was covered on live TV, on 
multiple channels, and viewed across the 
world. This award was created in 1991 
by Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, 
founder of Hinduism Today, to recognize 
and strengthen Hindu leaders worldwide. 

Previous awardees are Swami Param a-
nanda Bharati (’90), Swami Chidananda 
Saraswati (’91), Swami Chinmayananda (’92), 
Mata Amritanandamayi Ma (’93), Swami 
Satchidananda (’94), Pramukhswami Maharaj 
(’95), Satya Sai Baba (’96), Sri Chinmoy 
(’97), Swami Bua (’98), Swami Chid ananda 
Saraswati of Divine Life Society (’99), Ma Yoga 
Shakti (’00), T. S. Sambamurthy Sivachariar 
(’01), Dada J.P. Vaswani (’02), Sri Tiruchi 
Mahaswamigal (’03), Dr. K. Pichai Sivacharya 
(’04), Swami Tejomayananda (’05), Ramesh 
Bhai Oza (’06), Sri Balagangadharanathaswami 
(’07), Swami  Avdheshanand (2008), 
Swami Gopal Sharan Devacharya (2009) 
and Sri P. Parameswaran (2010).

L I N E A G E S

A Guru’s Birthday Event for Everyone
1,500 Vedic priests gather for 13 days of rites at Sringeri Peetham, honoring 
the 60th birthday of Jagadguru Sri Sri Bharati Tirtha Mahaswamiji



13 days of celebrations they would not leave 
the sanctifi ed area.

The atmosphere reverberated with sono-
rous chants as one thousand Vedic scholars 
recited the Chandi Paatha in unison. Devo-
tees joined in the chanting of the Durga Sap-
tashati. The Jagadguru‘s presence charged 
the air with Godliness. 

On the dawn of the Vardhanti day, April  9, 
thousands of devotees gathered for Anhika 
Darshana, the sight of Jagadguru in medi-
tation. This is a rare blessing, as acharyas 
normally perform their sadhanas in private. 
Sri Narasimhamurthy explains, “The An-
hika Darshana is special and powerful since, 
during japa, the guru will be in communion 

with God. Having his darshan at this time 
connects us to the Divine; and if the guru’s 
glance falls on us, it augurs well and removes 
our karma.”

On the evening before the finale, heavy 
rains lashed Sringeri for three hours, bring-
ing down portions of the yajnashala. No la-
borers or volunteers could be allowed inside 

the now consecrated space, so priests and 
trainees worked through the night to repair 
and restore the temporary structure. 

Dr. V. R. Gowrishankar, the administra-
tor of Sringeri Math and its properties, es-
timated, “In all, about half a million people 
attended. On April 9, Jagadguru’s birthday, 
70,000 people received His blessings.” The 
60th birthday is also called the 61st Vard-
hanti, from a Sanskrit root meaning “to grow, 
as the 61st year starts growing on this day.

Indeed, the scale of the event was massive. 
Many yajnas, homas and pujas were carried 
out simultaneously. The amount of raw ma-
terials required was astounding. Dr. Gowri-
shankar explained, “From the beginning, we 
had planned for half a million people. This 
meant, for example, having on hand 150,000 
liters of mineral water, 10,000 plates for eat-
ing at one time, and another 10,000 for the 
next group; along with 200,000 banana 
leaves, also for feeding people. With our 
detailed planning, we didn’t encounter any 
major problems.” Truckloads of wood for the 
homas were offered by the surrounding vil-
lages. In return, the Peetham has planted 100 
saplings for every tree that was felled.

Guruvandana
On the eve of the Vardhanti, following time-
honored tradition, Jagadguru personally 
performed puja at the shrine of Lord Mala-
hanikareshwara (Siva) after praying at the 
temples of Sharadamba and Ganapati. Devo-
tees were then given the opportunity to offer 
personal salutations to Jagadguru, an event 
called Guruvandanda. Thousands of people 
offered obeisance—devotees from Sringeri, 
from across India, and hundreds who had 
traveled from Australia, US, Canada, Middle 
East and other parts of the world. Offerings 
were also made by representatives from 
the Kashi Vishwanath Temple, Thirumala 
Tirupati Devasthnam, Dharmasthala, Kollur 
Mookambika, BGS and other religious in-
stitutions. Dr. Gowrishankar expressed the 
prevailing mood: “Devotees feel they have 
received so much by just uttering his name, 
by his grace, that we must give something 
as an expression of our devotion and bhakti. 
Twenty-two years after his ascending the 
Peetham, this was an occasion to express 
their gratitude to their guru and benefactor.” 

That auspicious Vardhanti evening also 
saw the release of a documentary fi lm on the 
Jagadguru, “Life and Teachings of an Inspir-

ing Saint;” a pictorial souvenir, Jagadguru 
Darshanam; and a commemoration volume, 
Jagadguru Vaibhavam, containing tributes 
by eminent scholars and dignitaries.

Serving the Satguru
Being constantly in the company of such 
a divine presence is a blessing. Those who 
closely interact with Jagadguru are quick to 
speak of his grace and mystical powers. 

Krishnamoorthy says, “I joined the patha-
shala in 1983. The pontiffs went on an all-
India tour, and we went as volunteers. I was 
thrilled that I could see the various places. 
In 1987 I was offered the chance to serve 
Jagadguru as his personal secretary. I got this 
opportunity because of the accumulation of 
punya [merit] from my past lives and the de-
votion of my forefathers.”

Now Krishnamoorthy is always by the 
guru’s side as his close confidante, having 
served him for 25 years. “From the beginning, 
I decided to remain a brahma chari. The job 
did not require me to remain a bachelor, but 
it was my choice. I knew that if I married, my 
time would be split and I would not be able 
to dedicate myself completely to my guru. I 
wanted to devote every minute of my life to 

Priestly Proficiency
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Spiritual crescendo: (left) The purnahuti (fi nal offering) of the Ayutachandi Mahayajna 
performed for the welfare of humanity during the Jagadguru’s 61st Vardhanti. The 
Mahayajna had 1,100 ritwiks (Vedic priests) pouring oblations into 100 fi re altars. 
(above) Students of Sanskrit literature and the priestly arts at the Sringeri Pathashala. 
Graduates can be broadly classifi ed as 1) vidwans, scholars in Shastras who generally 
become teachers; 2) Vedic scholars qualifi ed to teach Vedic recitation, 3) purohitas, who 
conduct Hindu samskaras such as marriage; and 4) priests, who perform puja in temples.

Uday Shankar in the 1930s

Venerated Founder of the Lineage, Sri Adi Shankaracharya

Twelve centuries ago, a young 
man, having mastered the 
Vedas and Shastras by the 

age of sixteen, traversed India 
twice, spreading the message 
of Advaita. One day he came 
to Sringeri, on the banks of the 
Tunga River in South India. 
Here he witnessed a miracle: 
a cobra spreading its hood to 
shelter a frog from the scorch-
ing sun. Recognizing the power 
of this place which could 
transform mortal enemies into 
protective allies, the monk 
resolved to start a center of 

learning here to promote non-
dualism and universal peace. 
This young man was Sri Adi 
Shankaracharya. He spent 12 
years in the riverside town, 
establishing the fi rst of his four 
chief monastic centers, con-
secrating a temple to Goddess 
Sharadamba and anointing Sri 
Sureshvaracharya as the fi rst 
Mathadhipati (spiritual head). 

Their successors continued to 
spread the message of Advaita. 
The 12th guru, Sri Vidyaranya, 
was instrumental in establish-
ing the mighty Vijayanagara 

Empire. The  34th Mathad-
hipati, Sri Chandreshe khara 
Bharati, had among his devo-
tees the King of Nepal, the 
president of India and stal-
warts from all walks of life.

The present beacon of 
this illustrious tradition is 
Sri Sri Bharati Tirtha Ma-
haswamiji. Ordained into 
sannyasa in 1974, he has been 
Jagadguru of Sringeri Math 
since 1989, when his guru, 
Sri Sri Abhinava Vidyat-
irtha Mahaswamiji, attained 
mahasamadhi.

Nondualism’s champion: 
Sri Adi Shankara, ninth century
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him, and I have found bliss in doing so.” 
Narasimhamurthy narrates many inci-

dents which illustrate the blessings Jagad-
guru has bestowed upon him and other 
devotees. He offered, “Gurugalu has vaak 
siddhi. His words are prophetic.” Pt. Krishna 
Bhat added, “I’ve seen a lot of miracles. The 
way my life has turned out is itself a miracle; 
whatever work I do for guru is always suc-
cessful.” Another devotee, Ramachandra 
Sastri galu, shared, “I lost my parents, prop-
erty, everything very early. I did not know a 
single word of the Vedas till I was ten. My 
uncle taught me the Vedas and brought me 
here. Living here, I have found everything. 
Guru kripa and Devi’s grace is essential. I am 
a happy man.”

Divine Anecdotes
Shyamsundar Polishetty, a devotee since 
1991, affi rms, “I don’t know how my life be-
gan, but I know it will end with Jagadguru. 
I graduated from college and had gone off 
track. Father threatened to throw me out 
of the house if I did not mend my ways. 
My aunt brought me to Jagadguru. Guruji 
asked me to prostrate before him. As I did, I 
don’t know what happened, but a profound 
change came over me. I’m overpowered 
by Jagadguru and seek his grace for every 
breath I take. Whenever I travel out of the 
country, even if it is for a day, I come and seek 

his blessings. I have seen so many miracles 
happen in my life.” 

N. Sreenivasan, whose association with the 
Peetham began in the 80s, is India’s biggest 
cement tycoon. He also sits atop India’s fa-
mous cricket empire. Even in the middle of 
the crucial IPL cricket season, he participated 
for two days in the Vardhanti festivities. “De-
votion brings me to Sringeri. Jagadguru is an 
embodiment of abundant love and grace and 
is an incarnation of Shankara for us. There is 
never an important festival or event which I 
miss. I come here to recharge my spiritual ac-
count. Every day, I worship Jagadguru’s padu-
kas (sandals). His benign gaze is suffi cient; 
we should be worthy of his blessings. I derive 
my strength from Sri Sannidhanam. When-
ever there is a crisis, I know He is with me.” 
Cricket legend Anil Kumble seeks divine in-
tervention through Sri Sannidhanam’s bless-
ings. “Whenever I come here and seek his 
blessings, I fi nd peace. He is a guiding force.” 

Even other monastic orders revere 
Jagadguru and the Peetham and look to him 
for guidance. Swami Japananda of Sri Ra-
makrishna Sevashrama of Pavagada tells us: 

“The Ramakrishna Order of monks traces its 
roots to the Math through Paramahansa Ra-
makrishna’s guru, Sri Tota Puri, who carried 
the Math’s legacy. For this reason, even to 
this day, the Ramakrishna Math monks pay 
their highest tributes to the Dakshinamnaya 

Sharada Peetham.”
Swami Dayananda Saraswati of Ar-

sha Vidya Gurukulam opines, “Sometimes 
the acharyas gain stature because of their 
peethams. In other cases, a peetham gains 
stature because of its acharyas. Sringeri 
Peetham enjoys the glory of the heritage and 
also the glory of an exalted acharya.”

No Distinctions
The number of devotees visiting Sringeri 
Math has increased steadily over the de-
cades. The concept that Sringeri Math is a 
Brah mi ni cal institution, not open to outsid-
ers, changes instantly when one observes 
and interacts closely with it. Over 95 per-
cent of present-day visitors are of the non-
traditional, non-Brahmin classes. Pandit 
Krishna Bhat observes, “Earlier, people who 
came were mainly the traditional parampara 
(lineage) devotees. Now the crowds have in-
creased manifold, and people from all sects 
and places come to take darshan, often seek-
ing the blessings of good education and intel-
ligence for their offspring. Many vouch that 
their lives have been transformed through 
Jagadguru’s blessings. They have been spiri-
tualized, and wishes have been fulfilled.” 

Shyamsundar Polishetty, who hails from 
the business community, says, “Swamiji 
named both my children. We sought his 
blessings for the Anna Prashnam ceremony 

(first solid food). Guruji asked us to bring 
the child to the Adhistana temple, where 
he himself fed the child and performed the 
Anna Prashna. Would this have been pos-
sible if the Math was purely brahminical? 
We have never ever felt discrimination by 
the guru or administration.” 

Sringeri’s auto rickshaw drivers echo simi-
lar sentiments. “We are proud to belong here. 
This is a divine land, and we have Jagadguru 
protecting us. To us, he is the visible God, 
and we seek his blessings in everything we 
do. We have never felt alienated because of 
our caste. He has been most benevolent to-
wards us; he lends an ear to our diffi culties, 
guides and helps us. We abide by his every 
word. Every member of this town is treated 
with warmth and care. Look at the number 
of people who fl ock to have darshan and his 
blessings. This proves that the Peetham is 
open and fair to all.”

Dr. Gowrishankar elaborates, “Eighty 
percent of our followers are non-brahmins. 
Even our donations are mostly from non-
brahmins. We are an institution meant for 
human beings. All are welcome here. There 
are even many Christians who come to our 
Math and stay here and seek what they want. 
People from all sects come here, and all are 
treated equally, without discrimination. 
Anyone can walk in and have darshan of 
Goddess Sharada or the Jagadguru. There are 

no separate queues, entry fees or discrimina-
tion. Representatives from many institutions 
from different communities come to us to 
learn, seek guidance and set up their own re-
ligious maths.” He adds, “Jagadguru dislikes 
caste discrimination. He believes there is 
only one creed, and that is the human race.”

The Institution
The Peetham is dedicated to promoting non-
dualism and Vedic learning, upholding the 
Smarta traditions and advaita philosophy. 
Priests and scholars trained in the Sringeri 
method at the Peetham’s gurukula are glob-
ally respected. Graduates serve at the Kath-
mandu Pasupathinath Temple and other an-
cient shrines. 

While holding fast to the strength of 
tradition, the Peetham has kept pace with 
modern trends and technology. Its website 
is promptly updated with Jagadguru’s lat-
est discourses and current news of Math 
activities. The research center boasts a state-
of-the-art digital knowledge database. Con-
struction activities continue to expand, build-
ing new guest houses for devotees. The large 
dining hall is served by a highly efficient 
kitchen, feeding 10,000 people every day. 

Sringeri Math has branches across India 
and abroad. New temples are being built in 
many cities in the US through the initiative 
of devotees there. Dr. S. Yegnasubramanian, 

founder of Vidya Bharathi Foundation, has 
been pivotal in expanding the Math’s activi-
ties in US and Canada.

Dr. Gowrishankar travels to the US and 
other countries to oversee the Peetham’s 
initiatives and to help bring the devotees to-
gether. He has also represented the Peetham 
at the UN General Assembly. The Jagadguru 
himself travels regularly across the country. 
The objective is to spread tradition and the 
universal truths of Adi Shankara’s message. 
Across India and abroad, the Peetham’s affi li-
ate organizations and branches are involved 
in a wide gamut of socio-cultural activities. 

The Gurukula is a place for students and 
scholars from across the country to learn the 
Shastras and Vedas in their purest form and 
with authentic scholarly rigor. These initia-
tives are augmented by the Sanskrit Research 
Centre, which conducts research on ancient 
scriptures and has helped with reviving, 
digitizing and printing many rare and lost 
manuscripts. 

For the Peetham, Jagadguru’s Vardhanti 
was an opportunity to re-energize and cata-
lyze all these activities. Dr. Gowrishankar 
says with a smile: “When we are working 
under the Guru, we become a part of the 
family. We all are one. When that sort of 
closeness exists, everything we ask for hap-
pens. We all are happy and smiling, and ev-
erything we want, we receive.” ∏π
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Uplifting Communities Giving inspiration: (far 
left) Mahaswamiji performs 
puja during the recent 
consecration of Sringeri 
Peetham’s new temple to Sri 
Adi Shankaracharya, who 
is worshiped as an incarna-
tion of Lord Siva. (middle) 
Distribution of resources, 
especially those that help 
people with a vocation (giv-
ing of sewing machines in 
this picture) occurs during 
festivals such as Navaratri, 
Shankara Jayanti and Ma-
haswamiji’s Vardhanti. The 
Peetham offers fi nancial 
assistance, service by kind, 
educational scholarships, 
health assistance and 
health care to the needy 
throughout the year. (right) 
Future ayurveda physicians 
come forward for blessings 
at the PNNM Ayurveda 
College at Shoranur, Kerala, 
managed under the aus-
pices of the the Peetham.
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 Math Administrator, the Adroit, Adept Dr. V.R.Gowrishankar

 The name gowrishankar 
is synonymous with the 
Sringeri Peetham. He is 
the administrator and 

CEO of Sringeri Math and its 
properties. Equipped with a 
degree in management and sci-
ence, Gowrishankar was carved 
for a corporate career:  “I never 
dreamt I would become part of 
the Math. I belonged to a cos-
mopolitan world. It’s a miracle 
and a blessing that the Goddess 
and Jagadguru have taken me 
into their fold.” Our interview:

What is the secret of your 
success at managing the Math 
and its branches? Maybe my 
background of having come 
from a family that has been 
devoted to the Math for over 
150 years and my exposure to 
the outside world have helped 
me in doing things this way. I 

consider that God and 
Guruji have given me 
an opportunity to serve 
society and the Math. 
For all the Grace that 
my family has received 
from the Math, this is 
one way of repaying it.  

The day His Holiness 
gave me the Power of 
Attorney, he told me 
that if you want to be 
successful in this post, 
you will need to have 
the mental makeup to meet 
the Prime Minister of this 
country, speak to him as the 
administrator of this Math 
and my representative, and 
maybe the same day go to a 
village in a bullock cart and 
meet people. Both you must 
be able to do with the same 
sense of commitment. This 
strength has come to me only 

through Goddess Sharada. 
Have other maths benefi tted 

from your experience? In the 
last 10 years, many maths have 
been incorporating what we 
do. We have a leadership role in 
this sense, and we take this as a 
responsibility to ensure that we 
do good things. For example, in 
1987, with the blessings of His 
Holiness, I took a decision that 
the hundi (donation box) in the 

Math would be counted 
only by the bank and 
not by Math staff. There 
was a lot of opposition 
initially, but people 
accepted it. It has now 
become a common practice 
among almost every 

other institution, to show 
transparency and accountability.  

What have been the new 
milestones achieved by the 
Math in the last 10 years? “The 
greatest achievement has been 
the consecration of the Adi 
Shankara Temple (in Sringeri), 
built in granite. Throughout 
India, there is no other separate 
temple for Adi Shankara.  

Then there is the temple 
at Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, 
US, and two other temples 
coming up in the US.

We have many educational 
institutions, including colleges 
of engineering, medicine and 
management, and we have a 
very good hospital in Bangalore. 

We also have a hostel for the 
children of convicts, which is 
home to 150 children, 90 boys 
and 60 girls. All of them are 
doing well; we are seeing to 
their education completely. 

In every institution we 
support, we make a point of 
ensuring that its members 
spend some time in prayers 
and spiritual development. 
Bhagavad Gita chanting 
is a common thing. The 
students of our institutions 
fare well in society because 
they are spiritually attuned.

What is the Peetham’s 
greatest strength? The greatest 
strength of the Sringeri Math 
is the guru parampara. The 
spiritual head of the Math never 
transgresses the boundaries 
set up by Adi Shankara. Today, 
whoever who can follow that 
code commands respect. In the 
process, we also carry out social 
work. We know our limitations, 
and we work to achieve what we 
can within them. The amount 
of money we spend annually on 
charity runs to several million 
dollars. But we eschew publicity. 

What do you see as the 
role of the Peetham in the 21st 
century? The biggest challenge 
is to maintain the heights that 
we have attained. We have 
an untarnished 1,200-year-
old history, and that must 
be protected. We must also 
guide people away from the 

unwanted, harmful infl uences 
that exist in society today. We 
must convince people of the 
importance of maintaining 
our traditional values.

What is your advice to 
administrators of other religious 
institutions? The person 
in charge of the institution 
should have and uphold high 
values. Only then will people 
who come to that institution 
start liking it. For example, if 
we collect a certain sum for a 
certain purpose, we use that 
money only for that purpose. 
Thus, the donors know that their 
money is being used properly. 
When they recognize this 
and feel a sense of belonging, 
they are inspired to do more. 

That sort of involvement with 
devotees is the core from which 
you can build an institution. 
Otherwise, religious institutions 

which depend on donations 
won’t survive for long. Most 
institutions today try to manage 
with a scheme to collect money, 
put it into a trust and use it 
later for various purposes. The 
author of each trust created it 
with certain aims and pushed 
those aims during his time. The 
next generation might try to 
continue with those aims as 
much as possible, with some 
changes. But within 50 years, 
with the third generation, new 
objectives replace the original 
goals. Whoever has access to the 
funds spends them according 
to his own ideals and aims. 

If any institution is to 
continue in the future the way 
it is now, it needs the continuity 
a leader can provide. In our case, 
we have a guru whom we follow, 
who continues the original aims 
from generation to generation. 
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Uday Shankar in the 1930s

Giving Darshan

Poised: Sri Gowrishankar 
with his family during the 
61st Vardhanti celebra-
tions of Mahaswamiji

Holding the center: (left) Sannyasins and Vedic scholars around Mahaswamiji, seen in a 
contemplative mood on Shankara Jayanti day (May 2010) at Kalady. (right) Mahaswamiji 
offers a banana to a young girl. He takes great interest in mentoring and guiding children.



great saint agreed. The lessons commenced 
the next day, with the elder personally teach-
ing the young seeker the Tarka Sangraha, an 
exposition on logic which Jagadguru delights 
in teaching now. The boy soon became pro-
fi cient in the Shastras and Vedas. He was a 
fl awless and focused student. Pandit Krishna 
Bhat, principal of the Math’s gurukula, was 
a fellow student in those days. Bhat narrates, 

“He was only concerned about the Shastras
and his studies. He would never discuss 
worldly matters. Ever helpful, even while 
talking to his fellow students, he would 
only ask about their studies and discuss the 
lessons.”

In November 1974, Sitarama Anjaneyulu 
was anointed by Mahasannidhanam as his 
successor and given the monastic name 
Bharati Tirtha. In 1989, when his guru at-

tained mahasamadhi, Bharati Tirtha Maha-
swamiji was crowned the 36th Peethadhipa-
thi of the Sringeri Peetham.

During the Guruvandhana, His Holiness 
explained how he copes with the heavy du-
ties of his position: “When I was ordained by 
my Guru as the Peethadhipathi, respecting 
his wish, I had to accept the duties that it en-
tailed. But my nature doesn’t agree with any-
thing beyond my spiritual duties and scrip-
tural study. Understanding my limitations, 
Goddess Sharadamba herself gave me Gow-
rishankar, who could take over the Math’s 
administrative responsibilities and leave me 
undisturbed to continue my meditation and 
study. Because of Gowrishankar, the Math’s 
activities could continue unhindered.”

Fluent in many languages, Maha swamiji 
guides people throughout India and the 
world, but he is oblivious to worldly goings-
on. Gowrishankar and Krishnamoorthy in-
form him of important events or develop-
ments they feel he should know about. Sri 
Krishnamoorthy relates, “He tells us, ‘Don’t 
give me unnecessary news and information. 
It intrudes the space in my mind where God 
should be.’ As regards political happenings 
or anything material, he shuts himself off 
completely.”

Jagadguru follows a rigorous routine. 
Krishna moorthy says, “He doesn’t sleep or 
rest through the day; relaxation is a word 
that does not exist for him. He is constantly 
reading whenever he has time.” 

Dr. Gowrishankar offered this summary of 
a typical day in Mahaswamiji’s life: 

“At 4am Guruji arises. At 4:30: fi rst bath, 
followed by anusthana, a routine of worship 
and meditation which includes puja to the 
padukas (sandals) of his guru and parama-
guru, then parayana (recitation) of Sri Adi 
Shankara’s Brahma Sutra Bhashya. At 7:00 
he visits the samadhi temples of his gurus, 
then visits the goshala and feeds the cows 
under his personal care. At 8:00 he conducts 
class for the students of the Shastras (Ve-
danta or Tarka). At 9:30 he guides religious 
observances in the Peetham, which may in-
clude granting darshan (audience) to visiting 
heads of others Maths (or ashrams) seeking 
guidance. At 10:30 he gives darshan to devo-
tees. This may continue until noon, depend-
ing on the number of people. If it is a Friday, 
he goes to the temple of Goddess Sharada to 
offer prayers. At noon, after a second bath, 
he performs midday prayers and medita-
tion. Biksha (lunch) is at 2pm. At 3:00 the 
Jagadguru teaches a class for scholars and 
guides research activities related to unpub-

lished manuscripts. These are brainstorming, 
intellectual sessions on various subjects. At 
5:30 he gives darshan to devotees, and at 6:30 
he discusses Math affairs with the admin-
istrator. At 7:30 he bathes and performs his 
evening worship and meditations. At 8:15 he 
performs puja to Chandramoulishwara and 
other Deities traditionally worshiped by all 
previous Jagadgurus stretching back to Sri 
Adi Shankaracharya. On Fridays he addition-
ally performs the Sri Chakra puja.  At 10 pm 
Jagadguru retires to his chamber and contin-
ues his personal study.”

Even when traveling, Mahaswamiji strict-
ly adheres to his worship and meditation 
routines. It therefore takes three to four days 
even to reach Bangalore (192 miles) because 
he travels no more than two to three hours in 
a day, to ensure that his routine is not upset. 
Even VIP meetings are fi xed during his regu-
lar meeting time in the evening, not during 
any other slot which may come in the way of 
his Anushthana and religious duties.

Jagadguru follows a strict regimen in food, 
too: a glass of milk in the morning and night 
and just one meal a day, at lunchtime. No 
fruits, snacks or other food. On ekadashi, he 
observes silence and does not even partake of 
water.

Jagadguru is a passionate and enthusiastic 
teacher of advaita philosophy and Sanskrit. 
The eagerness and delight he shows in clari-
fying doubts of devotees, young and old, is il-
luminating. He never compromises on teach-
ing time. 

Dr. Gowrishankar shared: “The Jagadguru 
is considered by prominent scholars to be 
one of the greatest ever exponents of San-
skrit and Sanatana Dharma. His love for the 
language is so deep that the Mahaswamiji’s 
guru used to joke: ‘You just need to tell 
Swamiji that you love Sanskrit and will im-
mediately become fond of you!’ In fact, the 
fi rst time the Mahaswamiji had the darshan 
of his Guru (when he was 10 years old), his 
Guru was thrilled with his command of San-
skrit and recitation of Vedic chants.”

The new documentary, “Life and Teachings 
of an Inspiring Saint,” features Mahaswamiji 
speaking entirely in Sanskrit. Gowrishankar 
notes, “One of the most common feedbacks I 
get on the fi lm is: ‘I have not studied Sanskrit 
formally but it is interesting that when the 
Mahaswamiji speaks, it seems so simple that 
I seem to understand a lot.’”

Gowrishankar adds, “The Mahaswamji 
has edited many critical Sanskrit texts that 
are valuable resources both to students and 
advanced scholars. Under Maha swamiji’s di-
rect guidance, the Peetham conducts Sanskrit 
examinations, for entry level to advanced 
students, and provides a certifi cation of their 
skills. More than half a million students 
have completed and obtained certifi cation 
through this program.” ∏π

By Choodie Sivaram, Bengaluru

 S S
ri sri bharati tirtha was born on 
April 11, 1951, into a traditional 
Smarta family in the village of Alu-
gumallepadu, near Guntur, Andhra 

Pradesh. His father, Venkateshwara Avad-
hani, a Vedic scholar, and his mother had 
prayed to Lord Siva to bless them with a son. 
For one year, every day the pious couple per-
formed Ekadasha Rudrabhi shekha at Bha-
vanishankara Temple in their village. 

Gurumaa Ananthalakshmamma, Jagad-
guru’s mother, lives in a small room in the 
Peetham complex, eternally immersed in 

Rama-nama japa. She considered herself 
blessed to have witnessed the 61st Vardhanti 
celebration. With tears of joy, she shared her 
thoughts during the event: “I feel this place is 
like Manidweepa, the abode of the Goddess 
as described in Soundarya Lahiri.”

Wandering briefly down memory lane, 
she shared. “His father was a Rama devotee 
and wanted to name his son Sitarama. I am 
a devotee of Hanu man and wanted to name 
him Anjaneya. So we named him Sitarama 
Anjaneyulu.”

Did she know that her son would one day 
ascend the throne of transcendental wis-

dom? “I knew from the beginning that he 
was a divine child. When I first saw him, 
there was a bright light and radiance in his 
face. From childhood he was distanced from 
worldly habits and attractions. He would al-
ways be reciting God’s name. His toys were 
idols of God, and his games were God-cen-
tric.  He is the child of the Goddess, not my 
child. I am only an instrument. She is taking 
care of everything according to Her wish.” 

At 15 the young boy traveled to Ujjain and 
prostrated to Sri Sri Abhinava Vidyatirtha 
(Sri Mahasannidhanam), expressing his 
desire to learn the Shastras from him. The 
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The Guru: (left) Mahaswamiji peruses 
ancient palm leaf manuscripts to identify 
unpublished works that would benefi t the 
Sanskrit world; (inset) in meditation.   

Uday Shankar in the 1930s
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Despite onerous responsibilities, Jagadguru maintains a simple monk’s life

B I O G R A P H Y

Devotion, 
Sadhana, 
Study & 
Service
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Haridwar

Ujjain

Prayag

Nasik

Kumbha 
Mela Sites

 A VISUAL HISTORY 1
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The Ganga River fl ows past the bathing steps at Ha ri dwar 

in north India. In 1998, ten million pilgrims worshiped 

here during the months-long festival. The Kumbha Mela 

at Prayag in 2001 drew over 60 million Hindus.

India’s Kumbha Mela, a 

spectacular religious festival, 

is the largest human 

gathering in history

This Educational Insight is a supplement to our fi ve children’s 

lessons on Hindu and Indian history. Each of the fi ve sections 

here pictorially presents the key Hindu religious and cultural 

practices, customs and traditions discussed in the fi ve lessons. 
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The Kumbha Mela 

brings together tens 

of thousands of Hindu 

holy men (sadhus) 

and women (sadhvis) 

as well as millions 

of devout Hindus, 

all traveling long 

distances to experience 

months of worship and 

festivities.

Leaders (below) gather for a summit during the 2004 Mela at Ujjain to 
discuss philosophy and current Hindu issues. At the 1974 Kumbha Mela, 
Ma Yoga Shakti (right) was named a Maha Mandaleshwar, chief religious 
leader, one of the fi rst women given this high honor in modern times.

A TIME TO CONSULT THE WISE

Understanding Kumbha Mela

1.  Explain: Why do you think the Kumbha 
Mela attracts so many Hindus?

2.  Discuss: In religions other than Hinduism, how 
do children and youth participate in festivals?

3.  Explain: Why is bathing part of the religious ritual at 

the Mela? What parallels do you see in Christian 
baptism and Muslim washing before prayers?

4.  Discuss: If you were at the Kumbha Mela, 
what questions would you ask the Hindu 
leaders at one of their summits? 

Hindu monks parade through narrow 

streets of Haridwar on their way to the river 

Ganga for a sacred, purifying bath.

Swami Avdheshanand Giri, under the 

umbrella, heads a monastic order of 

hundreds of thousands of sadhus.

During the festival, a vast tent city is set up along the river to house the 

sadhus. Here, devotees can meet and mingle with these holy monks, 

many of whom live alone in remote areas of the Himalayas.

All devotees eagerly immerse themselves three 

times in the sacred water. They hold on to steel 

chains to avoid slipping into the swift-fl owing river.

Two girls hold clay oil lamps on metal trays at the 

2004 Kumbha Mela in Ujjain, one of Hinduism’s “Seven 

Sacred Cities.” These lamps will be used in the worship 

of the Kshipra River fl owing behind them. Hindus often 

attend the Mela in large family groups composed of 

kids, parents, aunts, uncles, cousins and grandparents. 

There is something for everyone in the traditional 

worship and festive ceremonies.

AN ASSEMBLY OF HOLY MEN & WOMEN
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A winning reach results in a shower of colored 

yogurt upon the human pyramid below.

KRISHNA JANMASHTAMI: On Lord Krishna’s 

birthday, two teams in Mumbai compete 

to break pots full of red-dyed yogurt hung 

high above the street. They are celebrating 

a favorite story of Krishna’s childhood. He 

once climbed up to steal yogurt from the pot 

His mother had hung high in the kitchen to 

keep away from the children. The scene is 

shown in the Suvidha banners on the lamp 

posts at left and right. The team in yellow is 

getting close to the pot and a big cash prize. 

Thousands of such contests are held across 

Mumbai during the festival.

 A VISUAL HISTORY 2
Hindus celebrate more 

festivals each year than 

followers of any other religion. 

Let’s visit a few of them.
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HOLI celebrates the victory 

of the devout child Prince 

Prahlada over the demoness 

Holika. It falls on the last full 

moon of February/March. It 

begins with bonfi res in the 

evening and is followed the 

next day by the smearing 

of one and all with colored 

powders and splashing 

with colored water.

Ganesha Chaturthi is held in August/September. The boy at right has 
purchased a clay murti of Ganesha which he will paint and keep on the 
family home altar. In Mumbai (below) huge Deities are built, paraded 
through the streets and on the fi nal day immersed in the ocean.

THE ELEPHANT GOD’S 10-DAY-LONG CELEBRATION

Exploring Religious Celebrations

1.  List: Name major festivals from other religions and 
show what they have in common with Hindu festivals. 

2.  Discuss: Why do you think lamps, candles, fi reworks 
and bonfi res are a part of many festivals? 

3.  Explain: How does a festival such as Holi help 
keep people on good terms with each other?

4.  Evaluate: Do you think the celebration of religious 
festivals benefi ts the community? Why or why not?

“You’re sure we won’t get in trouble for this?” 

Kindergarten children pick up handfuls of 

powder to smear on each other.

A variety of children’s water 

guns are put to colorful use upon 

family and friends during Holi.

These teens are targeting each 

other, but any bystander, including 

complete strangers, could be next.

A temple courtyard is deluged with colored water 

and powders as hundreds of devotees play Holi.

1 2 3 4

This biggest festival of the year is celebrated across 

India and everywhere Hindus live in the world today. 

It is held in October-November. Oil lamps are lit and 

placed in and all around the home, new clothes put 

on and gifts exchanged. In parts of India it also marks 

the beginning of the New Year. Various stories are told 

of its origins, all involving the victory of light over 

darkness, good over evil.

HERE’S A REALLY COLORFUL FESTIVAL

DIWALI: THE FESTIVAL OF LIGHTS
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This is Pung Cholom, a dance from Manipur, 

in India’s northeastern corner. These boys 

fi rst learned to play the double-headed pung 

drum, then how to dance while playing it—a 

complex feat indeed! This is one of India’s 

most energetic dances.

 A VISUAL HISTORY 3
India’s dance traditions 

are living expressions of 

ancient religious stories

d
i
n

o
d

i
a

.
c

o
m

october/november/december,  2011    hinduism today   4948  hinduism today   october/november/december,  2011



Most Indian dances 

include the nine basic 

emotions: love, joy, 

wonder, peace, anger, 

courage, compassion, 

fear and disgust. At 

right a Bharata Natyam 

dancer demonstrates 

fi ve of them.

In 1991, the Indian Post Offi  ce released stamps 
commemorating four of the country’s folk dances: 
(clockwise from top left) Valar, Kayang, Velakali and 
Hozagiri. (right) A 2009 Kathak performance by Chetna 
Noopur at Noopur Performing Art Centre, Bengaluru.

CLASSICAL AND FOLK DANCES

Dance Tradition

1.  Interpret: Why do you imagine India developed 
such a rich array of dance forms?

2.  Discuss: What advantages would watching a religious 
dance drama have over reading the drama in a book? 

3.  Explain: How do a dancer’s facial expressions 

and hand gestures help tell a story?
4.  Analyze and debate: What role does 

dance play in conveying Hinduism 
from one generation to the next?

fear wonder compassion peace disgust

KATHAKALI: This dance form from Kerala is famous for 

its elaborate costumes and makeup, which take hours 

to apply. The lamp in front is always present (in the 

old days it helped illuminate the dance). The stools are 

props used during the performance. The singer in the 

back is narrating the story. The dance dramas are often 

taken from the epic Mahabharata. Performances used 

to run all night, but are now about three hours long.

EMOTIONS IN DANCE
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 A VISUAL HISTORY 4
Monuments to two saints—one 

ancient, one modern—proudly 

stand at India’s southern tip

Two memorials stand on islands off  the coast at India’s 

southernmost point, Kanyakumari. On the opposite 

page is the Vivekananda Rock Memorial. In 1892, Swami 

Vivekananda, at the time a wandering monk, swam 

thousands of yards out to this island. After fasting and 

meditating there for three days, he had a vision of his life’s 

mission. He saw how to overcome the terrible impact of 

British colonization on Hindu self-esteem. Above is the 

133-foot-tall granite statue of a saint named Tiruvalluvar. 

He lived 2,000 years ago and wrote the Tirukural, a work of 

1,330 couplets about religion, friendship, vegetarianism, 

moral living, business, government and even war.

Kanyakumari
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The Tiruvalluvar statue 

is made of 3,681 stones 

and weighs a total of 6.4 

million kilos. It was built 

by 150 sculptors and 

laborers using carving 

techniques more than 

a thousand years old. 

They completed the work 

on January 1, 2000.

In the early 1890s, Swami Vivekananda (right) wandered India without a 
penny to his name. He represented Hinduism at the Chicago Parliament 
of the World’s Religions in 1893, where he gave a rousing speech about 
the glories of India. He was later welcomed by the rich and educated 
of America (below) and England as an extraordinary religious fi gure.

HINDUISM’S PIONEER MONK TO THE WEST

Honoring History’s Great People

1.  List: Name the large monuments to 
individuals you know of.

2.  Discuss: What are a few reasons for building 
monuments to famous people? 

3.  Explain: Why do you think a poor monk from India 

was able to make such a dramatic impression 
on people in America and England?

4.  Analyze and Comment: Who would you choose 
to honor with such a monument? Why?

The chief architect lays out the statue’s 

foundation after the granite rock of the 

small island has been leveled

Using a massive chisel, workers 

shape a large granite stone 

weighing several tons

Blacksmiths at the worksite manually 

sharpen steel chisels by the hundreds every 

day for the stone carvers

A stone mason puts fi nishing touches on 

one of the saint’s enormous feet

1 2 3 4

5 6

THE STONE MASON’S ANCIENT ART
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Saint Tiruvalluvar’s face is 19 feet high. Each 

stone was lifted into place with ropes and pulleys 

fi xed to a scaff old of strong palm trees. 

Every worker, rock and piece of equipment had to be 

ferried to the small island by boat. In the 1999 photo 

above, the grand statue was nearly fi nished. Its total 

cost: 1.4 million US dollars.
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Argentina

Jamaica
Trinida

Guy

Netherlands

Germany:
France:

Belgium:
Austria:

Spain:
Portugal:

Nigeria:

Uganda:

Zambia:

Malavi:
Botswana: 7,000

Zimbabwe:

Japan:
Bhutan:

Banglad
Myanmar:

Vietnam: 5,500
Thailand:

Philippines:
Indonesia:

Fiji:

New Zealand

India

Sri Lanka

emen:
So

Kenya:
Tanzania:

Reunion:
Mauritius:

:Madagascar

South Africa:

Malaysia

S apore

Egypt:

Ethiopia:
Pakistan

Hawaii:

Norway:

Switzerland:

Russia: 15,000

Sweden: 11,000

Denmark:

Suriname: 144,000

China: 16,000

Brazil: 3,000

Colombia: 9,000

Ghana: 12,000

Mozambique: 43,000
Rwanda: 11,600

Seychelles: 4,000

Canada: 685,000

United States:
2,400,000

Australia:
  158,000

5,000

31,000 d: 402,000
ana: 318,000 

175,000

UK: 966,000

98,000
65,800
7,600
9,600
23,000

56,000

20,000 

254,000

39,000

30,000

13,000

8,000
167,000

Cambodia: 40,000

Hong Kong: 41,000

esh: 15,800,000
2,336,000

68,000
47,000
5,200,000

Brunei: 6,000

293,000

75,000

974,000,000

3,100,000
Y 157,000

malia: 2,900
386,000

389,000

177,000
640,000

20,700

805,000

1,737,000
ing
203,000

1,000

4,000
Libya: 10,000

3,500,000700

Gulf States: 3,877,000

Ukraine: 46,000

Cuba: 24,000

French Guyana: 2,900

Martinique and
Guadaloupe
         50,000

Nepal:  23,000,000

25,000

30,000
6,000

Iran: 15,000

Uzbekistan: 3,000
Kazakhstan: 3,300

Greece: 6,000
Lebanon: 10,000

Panama: 10,000

Slovakia: 5,400

 A VISUAL HISTORY 5
Hindu people and Hindu ideas 

can be found today in nearly 

every country of the world

WHERE ONE BILLION HINDUS LIVE: Hinduism originated 

in the Indian subcontinent—now the modern nations of 

India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Nepal and Sri 

Lanka. Most of the world’s Hindus live in these countries 

today. A thousand years ago, Hinduism spread across 

Southeast Asia to Vietnam and the Indonesian islands. 

Then in the 19th century, Hindus were taken as workers 

to European colonies such as Trinidad, Guyana, Suriname, 

Reunion, Mauritius and South Africa. In modern times, 

Hindus have migrated to most countries of the world. 

Once settled, they have built temples for public worship 

to strengthen their religious life and express their faith.
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Hindu philosophy 

teaches a deep 

tolerance and all-

encompassing respect 

for other faiths. This 

attitude has a natural 

appeal in today’s 

world, where people 

seek to live in peace 

with one another. 

In 2002, England’s Queen Elizabeth II was greeted by the priests of 
Highgate Hill Murugan Temple in London in the fi rst-ever royal visit of a 
monarch to a Hindu temple. (right) In 2010, Barack Obama became the 
fi rst US president to personally celebrate Diwali in the White House.

YOUR MAJESTY AND MR. PRESIDENT, MEET HINDUISM

Examining Hinduism Today

1.  Discuss: What is important about a political leader visiting 
a religious place or celebrating a religious festival?

2.  Discuss: What is the diff erence between 
respecting another religion and tolerating it? 

3.  Explore: How do other religions express the concepts 

in our list of six key Hindu ideas? Which ideas 
would be acceptable to people with no religion?

4.  Analyze and Defend: What role do you think 
religion should play in today’s world?

Lisa Miller’s 2009 Newsweek article 

detailed America’s shift to Hindu ideals, 

such as respect for all religions.

The Hindu practice of yoga is common in 

Western schools and many public centers 

for exercise, health and relaxation.

Delegates from 60 nations at the 1988 Global Forum in Oxford, England, discussed 

the future of our planet. The contributions of the Eastern religions, including 

Hinduism and Buddhism, were given equal importance with those of the West.

IN OUR WORLD

    
  1.  Respect for all religions

“ Truth is One, Sages describe It 
variously.” 

Rigveda, 1.164.46

4.  Reverence for the 

environment

“ The Earth is our mother, we are all 
Her children.”

Atharva Veda 12:1:12

2.  The presence of God in 

everyone and everything

“ God is, in truth, the whole universe: 
what was, what is and what 
beyond shall ever be. He is in all.

Krishna Yajur Veda,
Shvetashvatara Upanishad 3.15-16

5.  Karma, the result of our 

actions, returns to us

“ Whatever deed he does, 
that he will reap.”

Shukla Yajur Veda
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 4.4.5

3. Ahimsa, doing no harm

“ You must not use your God-
given body for killing God’s 
creatures, whether they are 
human, animal or whatever.” 

Yajur Veda 12.32

6.  Life’s purpose is God Realization

“ Lead me from unreality to reality. 
Lead me from darkness to light. 
Lead me from death to immortality.” 

Sukla Yajur Veda
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 1.3.28
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SIX KEY HINDU IDEAS FOR TODAY



In this addendum to our popular booklet “Ten Questions People Ask 
About Hinduism,” we address four new hot-button issues: “Is yoga a Hindu 
practice?” “How do Hindus view other religions?” “Why do some Hindu 
Gods have animal features?” and “Why do Hindus cremate the dead?” 

E D U C A T I O N A L  I N S I G H T 
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Four Questions People Four Questions People 
Ask About HinduismAsk About Hinduism
 …and four tweetable answers! …and four tweetable answers!

these truths personally.” 4) Repeat the ques-
tion to see if the person has actually stated 
what he wants to know. Rephrase it and ask if 
you have understood his query correctly. 5) If 
it’s a complicated question, you might begin 
by saying, “Philosophers have spent lifetimes 
discussing and pondering questions such as 
this, but I will do my best to explain.” 

Have courage. Speak from your inner mind. 
Sanatana Dharma is an experiential path, not 
a dogma, so your experience in answering 
questions will help your own spiritual un-
foldment. You will learn from your answers if 
you listen to your inner mind. This can actu-
ally be a lot of fun. The attentive teacher al-
ways learns more than the student. 

After the prologue, address the question 
without hesitation. If the person is sincere, 
you can ask, “Do you have any other ques-
tions?” If he wants to know more, then 
elaborate as best you can. Use easy, every-
day examples. Share what enlightened souls 
and scriptures of Hinduism have said on the 
subject. Remember, we must not assume that 
someone who asks about Hinduism is insin-
cere or is challenging our faith. Many are just 
being friendly or making conversation to get 
to know you; others, having reincarnated into 
a strange culture, are searching for the way 
back “home.” So don’t be on the defensive or 
take it all too seriously. Smile when you give 
your response. Be open. If the second or third 
question is on something you know nothing 
about, you can say, “I don’t know. But if you’d 
like, I will fi nd out and email you what I fi nd 
out.” Smile and have confi dence as you give 
these answers. Don’t be shy. Your birth kar-
mas ensure that nobody can ask you a ques-
tion to which you are unable to provide a fi ne 
answer that will fully satisfy the seeker. You 
may make lifelong friends in this way. 

In the following pages, each question is 
addressed by a short response that can be 
committed to memory, a longer answer, and 
a detailed explanation. Many questioners will 
be content with the short, simple answer, so 
start with that fi rst. Use the explanation as 
background information for yourself, or as a 
contingency response in case you end up in a 
deeper philosophical discussion. 

To order the booklet with all fourteen 
questions and other Hindu literature, email:
pamphlets@hindu.org. Additional resources 
can be found at: www.himalayanacademy.
com/basics/.

 Have you ever been put on the spot with a 
provocative question about Hinduism, even one 
that really shouldn’t be so hard to answer? If so, 
you are not alone. It takes some good prepara-

tion and a little attitude adjustment to confi dently fi eld 
queries on your faith—be they from friendly co-workers, 
students, passersby or especially from Christian evange-
lists. Back in the spring of 1990, a group of teens from the 
Hindu Temple of Greater Chicago, Lemont, sent a request 
to Hinduism Today requesting “of-
fi cial answers” to nine questions they 
were commonly asked by their peers. 
These questions had perplexed the 
Hindu youth themselves; and their 
parents had no convincing answers. 
Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami 
took up the challenge and provided 
answers to the nine questions. Years 
later we added a crucial tenth dialog 
on caste, since that is the most relent-
less criticism Hinduism faces today. 
We now add four more, to round out 
the series. 

Let’s begin with advice on the atti-
tudes to hold when responding. First, 
ask yourself, “Who is asking the ques-
tion?” Millions of people are sincerely 
interested in Hinduism and the many 
Asian religions. So, when asked about 
Hinduism, don’t be defensive, even if 
the questioner seems confrontational. 
Instead, assume that the person re-
ally wants to learn. Of course, some only want to harass, 
badger and turn you to their view. If you sense this is the 
case, feel free to smile and courteously dismiss yourself 
without any attempt to answer, lest you simply add fuel 

to his fi res. 
Bearing this in mind, it is still best never to answer 

a question about religion too boldly or too immediately. 
That might lead to confrontation. Offer a prologue fi rst, 
then come to the question, guiding the inquirer toward 
understanding. Your poise and deliberateness gives as-
surance that you know what you are talking about. It also 
gives you a moment to think and draw on your intuitive 
knowing. Before going deeply into an answer, always ask 

the questioner what his religion is. 
Knowing that, you can address his 
particular frame of mind and make 
your answer most relevant. Another 
key: have confi dence in yourself and 
your ability to give a meaningful and 
polite response. Even to say “I am 
sorry. I still have much to learn about 
my religion and I don’t yet know the 
answer to that” is a meaningful an-
swer. Honesty is always appreciated. 
Never be afraid to admit what you 
don’t know, for this lends credibility 
to what you do know.

Here are five prologues that can 
be used, according to the situation, 
before you begin to actually answer 
a question. 1) “I am really pleased 
that you are interested in my reli-
gion. You may not know that one 
out of every six people in the world 
is a Hindu.” 2) “Many people have 
asked me about my tradition. I don’t 

know everything, but I will try to answer your question.” 
3) “First, you should know that in Hinduism, it is not only 
belief and intellectual understanding that is important. 
Hindus place the greatest value on experiencing each of s.

 r
a

ja
m

Lord Siva sits in his world of light, approached 
by petitioners who have scribed questions 
on palm leaves, as in the days of yore 
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A visitor to India questions an elder 
about temple ceremonies and various 
Hindu customs 
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 In recent years a vigorous de-
bate has arisen as to whether yoga 
is intrinsically a Hindu practice or 
a universal science. The word yoga 

has changed as the practice moved 
west. Its original meaning, “union 
with God,” has been replaced with 
the more secular defi nition present-
ed by upscale yoga studios around 
the world that teach a regimen of 
asanas along with basic breathing 
and a little meditation. A typical 
studio ad focuses on the physicality, 
stating that “yoga increases the cir-
culation of oxygen-rich blood, nour-
ishing and detoxifying the internal 
organs, musculature, cardiovascular, 
immune, endocrine, digestive, repro-
ductive and nervous systems.” The 
United States alone has over 20 mil-
lion practitioners, and there are hun-
dreds of millions worldwide. 

B.K.S. Iyengar, a renowned yoga 
teacher, gives a more traditional defi -
nition on his website: “Yoga is one of 
the six systems of Indian philoso-
phy. The word yoga originates from 
the Sanskrit root yuj, which means 
‘union.’ On the spiritual plane, it 
means union of the Individual Self 
with the Universal Self.”

Elaboration: The term yoga actu-
ally refers to a wide range of Hindu 
practices; so it is important to specify 
what kind of yoga is being discussed. 
In common modern usage, yoga
typically refers to hatha yoga—the performance of yoga postures, or 
asanas, which are drawn from ancient Hindu scriptures. Hatha yoga 
has always been performed by Hindus as a preparation for medi-
tation; today, especially in the West, its health benefi ts commonly 
supersede the spiritual. Hatha yoga is just one facet of a broader 
body of knowledge and practice known as ashtanga yoga, which 
consists of eight stages. (Ashta means eight; anga means limb). The 
famous Yoga Sutras of Sage Patanjali, who lived around 200 bce, is 
considered the fi rst systematic presentation of the ancient tradition 
of yoga. 

To appreciate yoga’s spiritual and religious nature, one need only 

consider each of its eight limbs, or 
facets. The fi rst is yama, the ethical 
restraints; of these, the most impor-
tant is ahimsa, noninjuriousness. The 
second is niyama, specifi c religious 
observances, including puja in one’s 
home shrine and repeating mantras. 
The third is asana, the widely prac-
ticed hatha yoga postures. The re-
maining fi ve limbs are all related to 
meditation: pranayama (breath con-
trol), pratyahara (sense withdrawal), 
dharana (concentration), dhyana 
(meditation) and samadhi (illumina-
tion, or oneness with God).

Can those of other faiths benefi t 
from the practice of yoga—without 
threatening their religion’s beliefs? 
Certainly followers of liberal reli-
gious traditions can do so. However, 
clerics of conservative faith tradi-
tions have spoken against its prac-
tice for their adherents. For example, 
in 2008 the leading Islamic council 
in Malaysia issued an edict prohib-
iting the country’s Muslims from 
practicing yoga. Council chairman 
Abdul Shukor Husim explained: 

“We are of the view that yoga, which 
originates in Hinduism… destroys a 

Muslim’s faith. There are other ways 
to get exercise. You can go cycling, 
swimming, etc.”

The Reverend Richard Farr, vicar 
of Saint Mary’s Church in Henham, 
England, commented in 2001: “I ac-

cept that for some people it is simply an exercise. But it is also of-
ten a gateway into other spiritualities, including Eastern mysticism.” 
The Vatican has issued numerous edicts about the pursuit of yoga. 
In 1989 it warned that practices like Zen and yoga can “degenerate 
into a cult of the body” that debases Christian prayer. 

It is sometimes argued that yoga is not Hindu per se; only the 
roots are Hindu. The fact that yoga is pursued by many non-Hindus 
is irrelevant to its validity as a Hindu practice. The roots of yoga, its 
scriptural origins, are Hindu. The stem of yoga, its practice, is Hin-
du; and the fl ower of yoga, mystical union with God, is Hindu. Yoga, 
in its full glory, is entirely Hindu. Practice at your own risk!

Is yoga a Hindu practice? Is yoga a Hindu practice? 
Deeply rooted in Hindu scripture and belief, yoga is, and Deeply rooted in Hindu scripture and belief, yoga is, and 
always was, a vital part of Hindu religion and culture. Today always was, a vital part of Hindu religion and culture. Today 
it is embraced by tens of millions of non-Hindus seeking its it is embraced by tens of millions of non-Hindus seeking its 
renowned benefits to physical, mental and spiritual health.renowned benefits to physical, mental and spiritual health.

 In india, where hindus are the 
overwhelming majority, the 
rights of minority religions have 
always been honored. Hindus 

have welcomed, embraced and lived 
peacefully among other religions for 
centuries. During those same cen-
turies, Hinduism itself evolved into 
hundreds of strains, and thus Hindus 
are fully at home with many differ-
ent traditions and viewpoints with-
in their own faith. Hence, they are 
naturally tolerant of other religions, 
respecting the fact that each has 
unique beliefs, practices, goals and 
paths of attainment, and not object-
ing when the doctrines of one con-
fl ict with those of another. Hindus 
readily accept the idea that it is not 
necessary, desirable or even possible 
for everyone to hold the same be-
liefs. And certainly such differences 
should never be cause for tension, 
criticism, intolerance or violence.

An ancient Sanskrit verse sum-
marizes the Hindu attitude: “As 
the different streams, having their 
sources in different places, all min-
gle their water in the sea, so, O Lord, 
the different paths which men take 
through different tendencies, vari-
ous though they appear, crooked or 
straight, all lead to Thee.”

Hindus do not proselytize, mean-
ing they do not try to convert mem-
bers of other faiths to their own. 
Proselytizing is based upon the 
belief that one’s religion is the only 
true religion and everyone else should join it. Hindus hold the view 
that all faiths are benefi cial. A devout Hindu is supportive of all 
efforts that lead to a pure and virtuous life and would consider it 
unthinkable to dissuade a sincere devotee from his chosen faith. 
They know that good citizens and stable societies are created from 
groups of religious people in all nations. While encouraging others 
to follow their chosen path with dedication, Hindus hold Sanatana 
Dharma to be the fullest expression of religion, and do accept sin-
cere souls who seek entrance into Hinduism. 

Elaboration: When discussing 
other religions, Hindu leaders of-
ten quote a verse from the Rig Veda 
(1.164.46): “Ekam Sat, viprah bahud-
ha vadanti,” meaning “Truth is One, 
sages describe it variously.” It con-
veys a core Hindu idea: that there can 
be multiple valid viewpoints about 
the Supreme. Dr. S. Radha krishnan, 
philosopher and former president 
of India, stressed this point: “The 
Hindu recognizes one Supreme Spirit, 
though different names are given to it.”

In expressing religious tolerance, 
Hindus sometimes cite the above 
verse to assert that all religions are 
the same. In reality, all religions are 
not the same, nor is that indicated 
by this verse. It simply says that all 
religions revere the One Truth; all 
believe in the One Supreme Being. 
Their beliefs and practices are differ-
ent; their paths are distinct. Instead 
of saying, “All religions are the same,” 
it is better to state that “all religions 
are good.”

Hindus share values common to all 
faiths: piety, love of God, respect for 
tradition, a stress on duty, responsi-
bility and basic human virtues, such 
as nonviolence, truthfulness, com-
passion and charity. They know that 
good citizens and stable societies are 
created from groups of religious peo-
ple in all nations. They also acknowl-
edge and honor the many ways that 
religions differ. For example, medi-
tation and yoga are commonly prac-

ticed in Eastern religions but not usually in Western faiths. 
The heart of a religion is its understanding of the soul’s relation-

ship to God. Hinduism and most Eastern religions believe that, at 
the highest level, God and soul are one, inseparable, while Western 
faiths maintain that Creator and creation are eternally distinct.

Hindus support and participate in ecumenical gatherings with 
other religions, while upholding their own traditions. They confi -
dently defend their faith, proceed contentedly with their practices 
and avoid the enchantment of other ways, be they ancient or modern. 

How do Hindus view other religions?How do Hindus view other religions?
Hindus honor all religious traditions and the Hindus honor all religious traditions and the 
people within them. While regarding our faith people within them. While regarding our faith 
as uniquely endowed, we believe that there as uniquely endowed, we believe that there 
is no exclusive path, no one way for all. is no exclusive path, no one way for all. 
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At dawn a devotee practices an advanced hatha yoga asana 
as part of a series that will prepare him for meditation. 
Each day in his shrine room, he follows a one-hour spiritual 
routine of yoga, worship and meditation. Here the artist depicts the intimate affection between God 

Siva and humanity. All are embraced, accepted and loved, 
whatever path they follow, whatever religion they profess.
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 Hindus traditionally cremate 
their dead because a fiery dissolu-
tion of the body brings swifter, more 
complete release of the soul than 

burial, which preserves the soul’s psychic 
connection to its just-ended earthly life. Af-
ter death, the departed soul hovers close to 
the earth plane in its astral body, emotion-
ally attached to the physical body and its 
old surroundings, still able to see this mate-
rial world. The funeral rites and burning of 
the body signify spiritual release, notifying 
the soul that, in fact, death has come. Some 
of the funeral chants address the deceased, 
urging the soul to relinquish attachments 
and continue its spiritual journey. The Gods 
and devas are invoked to assist the soul in its 
transition. The fi re severs ties to earthly life 
and gives momentum to the soul, granting at 
least momentary access to refi ned, heavenly 
realms. All attention is on a singular goal, as 
expressed in this prayer from the Rig Veda: 

“Release him again, O Agni, to the fathers. 
The one offered to you now proceeds to his destiny. Putting on new 
life, let him approach the surviving, let him reunite with a [new] 
body, All-Knowing One!” (10. 16. 5).

Elaboration: Hindus do not believe in bodily resurrection and 
the reuniting of each soul with its physical body, so they place no 
importance on preserving the corpse, which is the intent of burial 
in Christianity and Islam. The Hindu belief in reincarnation gives 
assurance that death is merely the soul’s release from the current 
life. An ancient text puts it simply, “Even as the snake sloughs off 
its skin, even as the bird leaves its shell, even as in its waking state 
the soul forgets happenings of the dream state, thus does the soul 
migrate from one body to another…” (Tirumantiram 2132). 

Family and friends take an active part in releasing the departed 
soul: preparing the body, joining in the rituals, transporting the 
body to the cremation grounds and lighting the pyre. After crema-
tion, the ashes are ceremoniously committed to a river (often the 
Ganga), lake or ocean, along with garlands and fl owers. While the 
rites allow family a dignifi ed farewell and an opportunity to ex-
press grief, all present know there will be other bodies, other lives. 
Mourning is never suppressed, but scriptures admonish against 
excessive lamentation and encourage joyous release. The departed 
soul feels the impact of emotional forces directed at him, and pro-
longed grieving can hold him in earthly consciousness, inhibiting 
full transition to the inner worlds. Hindus speak of death as the 

Great Departure, regarding it as life’s most exalted moment. The 
death anniversary is called Liberation Day. 

Cremation is prescribed in the Vedic texts, and Hindu funeral 
customs are remarkably uniform throughout India. Cremation is 
also practiced by other Indic faiths, Jainism, Sikhism and Buddhism, 
and is becoming popular worldwide. Many believe the body should 
be disposed of as swiftly and cleanly as possible and that fi re is the 
purest way to return the physical elements to their source. It is less 
expensive than burial, with a smaller impact on the environment. 
Recent fi gures show cremations are chosen by  35% in the US, 72% 
in the UK, 99.9% in Japan, 68% in Canada and 49% in China.

Infants and small children, however, are buried in Hindu tradi-
tion. Another exception pertains to enlightened souls, for whom 
the body is often interred in a crypt fi lled with salt, and a shrine or 
temple is constructed at the site. Sacred texts assert their remark-
able disciplines have endowed the physical body with immense 
spiritual power, which can radiate for generations, giving blessings 
through this sacred samadhi, especially if that soul remains aware 
of the Earth plane.

 The various gods in hinduism’s wide-
ranging traditions possess distinct per-
sonalities and forms based on how they 
have been seen in visions and how they 

are depicted in stories and legends. Hindus 
feel no need to question the fact, for instance, 
that Lord Ganesha has the head of an el-
ephant. They know He has been seen in this 
way by rishis and even by ordinary devotees. 
Did He choose that form to distinguish Him-
self as the Lord of Obstacles? No one really 
knows. The important fact is that millions of 
Hindus worship and receive blessings from 
the benevolent Elephant-Faced God every day. 
Many Hindus seeking an explanation hold 
that Ganesha is a real being who looks like an 
elephant. Others believe the elephant form is 
symbolic. Millions are content with the an-
cient stories in the Puranas that explain how 
He came to have an elephant head. Interest-
ingly, and perhaps because of His endearing 
visage, Ganesha is the most popular of all the 
Hindu Deities. Numerous other Hindu Divin-
ities have animal attributes, including Hanu-
man, Varuna, Kamadhenu, the Nagas, the vahanas (animal mounts 
of the Gods) and four of Vishnu’s ten incarnations (fi sh, turtle, boar 
and half-man-half-lion). 

Elaboration: An exploration of other ancient faiths shows that 
Hinduism is not alone in having Divinities with animal attributes. 
The ancient Greeks worshiped the God Pan, who has the hindquar-
ters, legs and horns of a goat, and the Sea Gods Ichthyocentaurs, 
with human heads and torsos, the front legs of a horse and the ser-
pentine tails of fi sh. In Egypt’s pantheon, Anubis (God of the Under-
world) is a falcon-headed man, as is Ra (the Sun God). Thoth (Lord 
of Wisdom and of the Moon) has the head of an ibis or a baboon, 
and His consort, Bastet, has the form of a cat or a lioness. The Meso-
american peoples worshiped Quetzal coatl, a feathered serpent. The 
Assyrians feared the powerful serpent Goddess Tiamat and revered 
various winged beings. In Japan—where Buddhism and Shintoism 
are intertwined—Kitsune the fox and Tengu the bird man are pow-
erful shape-shifters who can transform into human or inanimate 
shapes to trick humans. Many shrines there are guarded by a pair of 
magical lion-dogs known as the Koma-inu or Shishi. 

In a discussion with Christians, who tend to ridicule Hinduism 
on this point, you can recall that winged angels are half-human and 
half-bird. Four-headed beings called the Cherubims were central in 
the early Christianity. In the Bible’s Book of Revelation, John writes: 

“I saw a throne standing in heaven; and the One who was sitting on 
the throne… In the center, grouped around the throne itself, were four 
animals with many eyes, in front and behind. The fi rst animal was 
like a lion, the second like a bull, the third animal had a human face, 
and the fourth animal was like a fl ying eagle. Each of the four ani-
mals had six wings...” (4: 1-8). The description matches an account 
by Jewish prophet Elijah centuries before. Importantly, these beings 
are the most powerful beings in the pantheon, closest to the Creator. 

Over the millennia, worship and awareness of Deities with ani-
mal features was eclipsed in most cultures as the monotheistic re-
ligions grew into prominence. Were these beings mere myth and 
imagination, as depicted by modern scholars? Or were the peoples 
of ancient times aware of a mystical reality that has been sealed off? 
In most cultures, the old Gods have been put in exile. Only in Hin-
duism does such worship thrive in unbroken continuity. 

One might note the obvious fact that Homo sapiens, too, is an 
animal specie, one among many. 

Why do some Hindu Gods have animal features?Why do some Hindu Gods have animal features?
In dreams and visions the inner-plane beings have In dreams and visions the inner-plane beings have 
revealed themselves to mankind to be of many forms, revealed themselves to mankind to be of many forms, 
expressing many powers. Some appear human, and expressing many powers. Some appear human, and 
others, like Ganesha, have animal features.others, like Ganesha, have animal features.

Why do Hindus cremate the dead?Why do Hindus cremate the dead?
Hindus arrange swift cremation of the dead, ideally Hindus arrange swift cremation of the dead, ideally 
within 24 hours. The fire and accompanying rites within 24 hours. The fire and accompanying rites 
sever ties to earthly life and give momentum to sever ties to earthly life and give momentum to 
the soul for its continuing spiritual journey.the soul for its continuing spiritual journey.
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A body, wrapped in cotton cloth, is placed on a funeral pyre made of 
stacks of wood. Flames return the elements to nature, leaving purifi ed 
ashes that will be placed in a river or other body of water.

Hanuman carries Iraivan Temple from India to Hawaii. With His 
monkey body, Hanuman is one of many non-human Deities in the 
Hindu pantheon. A devotee of Lord Rama, He is regarded as a powerful 
ally to all on the spiritual path, a symbol of strength and dedication.
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 Every year a new group of hindu seniors heads off to 
their fi rst year of college, many to Ivy Leagues and prestigious 
schools around the country. A student’s entry to college can be 
likened to stepping into a realm of brand new possibilities and 

opportunities for growth, friendship, education, and, most of all, dis-
covering freedom. Often overlooked, food plays an integral role in the 
mood, health and perhaps even success 
of a college student. “You are what you eat” 
seems to be more apparent than ever in 
the age of organics, “Super Size Me” and 
Food Network. More often than not, by 
the time summer break rolls around and 
students are back home, the impact col-
lege cafeteria food has had on their bodies, 
especially for freshmen still adapting to a 
new lifestyle, is beyond noticeable. What 
was once termed the “freshman fi fteen” may now be bordering on 
the “freshman fi fty.” Pounds added, that is.

Most vegetarian Hindu students spend their college years living 
off of unhealthy yet easy-to-find foods. Pizza, pasta and salad have 
made their mark in college cafeterias as “safe” staples for the vegetar-
ian. However, many schools across the nation are spearheading the 
effort to make more nutritious dishes—such as crispy fried tofu with 

pineapple chutney, sesame-noodle and pea-pod casserole, and sau-
téed portabella mushrooms over polenta—just as readily available. 

The fantasy of many a college student is to eat their favorite foods, 
snack on sugary sodas and binge on junk food for weeks on end, 
away from the prying eyes of Mom and Dad. Despite how delicious 
(or not) that may sound, this sort of diet lacks balance and nutrition; 

there is a severe absence of vegetables and 
protein-rich ingredients, such as legumes. 
Finding a wide selection of healthy food 
that meets the needs of students while 
still tasting great can be an immense chal-
lenge, especially if you depend on one of 
many university dining halls that operate 
on the concept that salad and pasta bars 
are enough for vegetarian students. 

Rupak Dhoot, a student at Austin 
College here in my home state of Texas, shares, “A majority of my 
meals consisted of assorted boiled vegetables, bread, pasta and, in 
all seriousness, quite a few peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. My 
meals were highly variable.… One consistent thing I could count on 
eating was cereal. Overall, the school seemed to recognize that there 
were many vegetarian students they needed to cater to, so there was 
always an option. However, as a picky eater, the options were not 

HEALTH

What’s a Vegg ie Student to Do?
A sorely defi cient diet burdens many young vegetarian Hindus attending 
college in the US, but some schools are responding to calls for change

B Y  P O O J A  P A T E L

always appetizing. One problem was finding a good source of protein. 
A staple that serves as a rich source of protein in Indian households, 
dal, was obviously not available. Finding lentils, beans, nuts, etc., to 
satisfy the nutritional need for protein was a daily challenge.”

A deficient, unbalanced diet similar to what many of these stu-
dents are eating on a regular basis can cause most people to feel 
physically and mentally lethargic and dull. Deepika Ram from Texas 
A&M University admits, “At night I would go back to my room 
just craving for my bed. I was usually exhausted at the end of the 
day. Another common trend I saw was that, with a large workload, 
I found myself staying up late and eating whatever was available, 
snacking on whatever I could find. With a lack of sleep, many times I 
found myself sleepy in class and even drowsier after a large lunch.” 

A balanced, healthy diet helps students feel energetic, poised, con-
centrated and clear-minded. But they don’t necessarily realize that 
their diet is the likely cause of the carb hangover they feel when try-
ing to study or drag themselves out of bed in the morning (set aside 
whatever else they may be doing to contribute to that, such as party-
ing). Akshar Patel from the Illinois Institute of Technology echoed 
the same complaint: “Because I lacked a proper breakfast every 
morning, I found it difficult to pay attention in class. Around many a 
meal time, the strong hunger distracted me from my professors.”

The importance of a healthy diet cannot be emphasized enough. It 
provides weight control, promotes adequate sleep, enables a student 
to meet his or her daily nutritional needs and to enjoy a higher over-
all quality of life. Eating a balanced diet is one of the easiest ways to 
protect oneself from many diseases associated with aging, including 
diabetes and heart disease, which young people seem to be acquir-
ing at increasingly alarming rates. According to the US Department 
of Agriculture’s new food plate (which recently replaced the more 
common food pyramid), you should make half your plate fruits and 

BREAKFAST!BREAKFAST! LUNCH!LUNCH! DINNER!DINNER!

“Nothing will benefi t human health 
and increase chances for survival 
of life on Earth as much as the 
evolution to a vegetarian diet.”

—Albert Einstein
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Choices, choices: Tastes like chicken? Not quite. This stir fry 
marshals tofu and fresh vegetables to give students the nutrition 
they need to be alert and study well. At right, we present the top ten 
vegetarian-friendly colleges in the US, recently chosen by thousands 
of respondents to a survey by animal rights spin-off group peta2.
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student meetings with Bon Appetit, their requests for a greater variety 
of food choices were met. In April of this year, a petition for more veg-
etarian options on campus, now bearing more than 1,750 names, began 
making its way through Utah State University. Lauren Mata, a member 
of Vegan News, said, “It’s kind of a fight for your food. You don’t want 
to be a burden for them, but, at the same time, you’ve got to eat.” 

While you work to convince your campus dining services that 
nourishing vegetarian options will make students more successful and 
benefit the institution as well, you can also take matters into your own 

vegetables; and at least half of your grains should be whole grains. 
Priya Wiersba, who attends the University of Michigan, says, 

“Whenever I eat healthily, I feel more energetic and better about my-
self in general. Sometimes, when I am not paying attention to what 
I’m eating before an exam, I will feel worse when taking the exam. 
Eating a healthy breakfast in general helps my concentration and 
helps me stay awake and aware during class.”

What Colleges Are Up To
Many schools are not making decently nutritious and varied foods 
available to vegetarian students. However, others are taking measures 
to make vegetarians feel more welcome, in particular the Univer-
sity of California. Their Davis campus runs campus farms, where 
produce grown is often sold to the dining halls. The UC system 
has done a fi ne job of responding to students’ requests for wider 
vegetarian selections in cafeterias, particularly at such urban-liberal-
progressive campuses as the one at Berkeley, where students were 
originally faced with resistance from dining services staff. That 
changed after tables were set outside the dining halls with a petition, 
which eventually gained more than 1,200 signatures as well as the 
support of more than one-fi fth of Berkeley’s dorm population. The 
food service staff soon fulfi lled the students’ requests. After a month 
of meetings, the administration agreed to provide at least one fully 
vegan entrée at every meal. 

Not all colleges are so accommodating. In some cases, food service 
staff are directed to simply remove the meat from a non-vegetarian 
meal and call it vegetarian. This practice fails to add variety to meals 
and can discourage students from trusting the dining staff’s options. 
Most university students buy meal plans, which are not included 
in regular tuition fees. Separate vegetarian meal plans are almost 
never available. The cost per meal is around $6-10, depending on 

the school, about the same as eating a meal 
off-campus. Accommodating the requests of 
vegetarian customers would not necessarily be 
more expensive; it would simply depend on 
the demand. This becomes obvious at schools 
such as the University of Pennsylvania, where 
dramatic change has been afoot simply in 
the sheer number of vegetarian restaurants 
around the area, as well as the tremendous 
increase in other restaurants catering to veg-
etarians. Revamps such as this are linked to a 
greater demand for nutritious vegetarian food, 
including from non-vegetarians. Even grocery 
stores in the area appear to be catching up on 
the trend, providing entire sections dedicated 
to vegetarian products. 

Bon Appetit Management Company, an 
onsite restaurant company that provides cafe 
services to schools from Massachussetts Insti-
tute of Technology to Seattle University, is also 
taking steps toward providing healthier veg-
etarian options. The company makes an effort 
to cook nutritious dishes from scratch using 
fresh ingredients. The Princeton Review has, 

for several years, named this company the “No. 1 College Food Ser-
vice in the Country.” In 1999, Bon Appetit launched a Farm to Fork 
initiative, buying at least 20 percent, and often more, of its vegetables 
and other products within a 150-mile radius and having waste com-
posted and distributed to area farms each week. 

The nationwide campaign Meatless Mondays is on a mission 
to encourage mindful eating. Contrary to what the name suggests, 
animal proteins aren’t necessarily prohibited in the dining halls 
involved in the effort. But for one day a week, the dining services 
involved offer additional vegetarian and vegan options to consum-
ers to promote awareness about dietary choices among students. 
Already a staple at about 50 colleges, including Syracuse University, 
the University of California at Davis and even Oxford University, the 
program could see more than a tenfold increase at college campuses 
this fall. Sodexo, the food provider to about 650 colleges, will offer-
Meatless Mondays to its institutional clients starting next semester. 
Campuses and food providers now have more options because of the 
growing number of people committed to being vegetarian or vegan.

What You Can Do?
Moving from home to college is such an immense life change, the 
last you need is to be improperly nourished. If you’re unhappy with 
your school’s dining options, don’t be afraid to take your concerns to 
campus dining services personnel. Use your voice; you are the pay-
ing customer. This is a way students can take a stand and be active in 
helping change the policies of colleges. 

Students across the country are pushing for change, and they have 
had their fair share of successes. For example, at St. Mary’s College of 
Maryland, students pushed Bon Appetit Management Company, the 
school’s food provider, for more vegetarian options. After a Facebook 
campaign, a protest against popular fast-food giant Chick-fil-A and 

hands. Cook for yourself! Many vegetarian students 
have admitted to getting stuck in the pasta-and-
marinara-sauce rut, as Indian food can be chal-
lenging and time-consuming to prepare. However, 
there are a variety of online resources that pro-
vide easy-to-make vegetarian recipes, including 
vegweb. com and allrecipes. com. Often such sites 
have designated areas displaying thousands of 
easy-to-make meals.

A 2004 survey by ARAMARK, a leading food 
services company, found that one in four college 
students wants vegan/vegetarian meals offered 
on campus. Seven years later, although problems 
continue to exist for vegetarian students at many 
colleges, great accomplishments have been made. 
Universities are always growing, and in the past 
decade this growth has been met with an open-
ness to making sure every students feels welcome 
and well taken care of. 

But there is still more work to be done, and the 
best place to do it is at the grassroots level—at 
your campus, in your town. A movement has 
even begun to bring greater vegetarian op-
tions into high schools; students are starting 
vegetarian clubs and writing letters to their 
schools’ food service directors. That inspires 

me as a high school student, and while college seems to be closer 
on the horizon every day, as excited as I am to be introduced to a 
new place, I am also eager to see what my college campus cafete-
ria will have in store for me, and what I can do to make it even 
better.                      ∏π
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9 Ways You Can Improve the Diet on Your Campus

Petition. Whether or not you are on the campus food services com-
mittee, work to get students to sign an open letter requesting more 
vegetarian options in the dining facilities. 

Talk to the People in Charge. Schedule a meeting with the school 
dietitian and/or food service director in charge of ordering food for 
the dining halls.

Make Suggestions. Provide simple, cost-eff ective suggestions for 
plant-based options. 

Provide Information. Give the director a copy of the list of compa-
nies that produce vegetarian food products.

Be Practical. It is unlikely that your college will open an Indian 
vegetarian kitchen for its students. Hearty vegetarian burritos, pasta 
primavera (lots of veggies!) and tofu burgers are more practical, more 
the norm and cover a broad base of vegetarian tastes.

Include Treats. The dining hall at Connecticut College in New Lon-
don off ers vegan options at every meal. It also serves Tofutti and Rice 
Dream bars, which are frozen, non-dairy ice cream alternatives. At get 
this: every Thursday night, the vegetarian dining hall provides fruits 
and vegetables for juicing. 

Request Clear Labeling. Work with the dining halls to label all veg-
etarian foods with ingredient information, and to make comment 
cards available for student feedback. Dining services will continue 
providing vegetarian meals only if they are in demand. If some stu-
dents are not satisfi ed with the dining options, go back to dining 
services with new suggestions.

Help Taste Test! The University of Maryland at College Park recently 
created a “Vegetarian/Vegan Advisory Board” composed of students, 
the school dietitian, a student employee and dining hall managers. 
They meet monthly to test recipes, with the goal of improving the 
vegetarian menu and adding more non-meat choices. Wow!

Promote, Promote, Promote. Work with the food service director 
to promote the new vegetarian options in the school newspaper and 
the food service circular.

Pooja Patel, 15, is a sophomore at Robert E. Lee Senior High School 
in Midland, Texas. She actively participates in her local Hindu youth 
group. E-mail: pooja.patel.mp@gmail.com

More than salad: (left) A salad bar is 
helpful, but vegetarians need food with some 
serious substance, too, This is especially 
students of students; they are still growing 
physically and are using a lot of energy for 
their studies. (right) So, how about these 
mouth-watering vegan lasagna rolls? 
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 When i sat down to write a post 
on how to visit a Hindu temple, I’ll 
admit that I was initially baffl ed. 
How does one visit a Hindu temple? 

In a literal sense, it appears obvious. First, get 
yourself to one. Second, take off your shoes, 
and third, step in. Visit, in the most funda-
mental sense of the word, accomplished.

A visit anywhere, though, is so much more 
than just the physical action of stepping in 
and stepping out. The signifi cance varies 
from one individual to the next. A vacation to 
Spain or a business trip to Detroit sound vast-
ly different, but both involve the individual 
going through the motions of life in a given 
location and concocting a mental snapshot of 
the entire experience to pull out in the future.

A trip’s purpose doesn’t always have con-
crete shape and form. Because many might 
not have a tangible reason for visiting a Hin-
du temple (including myself on many occasions), I instead decided 
to make this a Lonely Planet-style guide to visiting it. This role of a 
guide of sorts, helping  the interested visitor, is more illuminating 
than telling people how to visit a place.

It is not every Hindu who attends temples. Some schools of 
Hinduism even eschew temples and the rituals often affi liated with 
them. And there is no such thing as the average temple. They refl ect 
the diversity of Hinduism itself, varying architecturally by region, 
town or village of India, by historical era and philosophical school of 
thought, or by a specifi c diaspora’s spiritual 
inclinations. However, as I perceive it, there 
are three rules of thumb, features that a 
visitor has a high probability of facing when 
stopping by any Hindu temple.

Rule of Thumb 1:
The Confl uence of Polytheism and Monotheism
First and foremost, a temple features either one or several shrines con-
taining murtis, images of Hindu Deities to whom the shrines are ded-
icated. Often a single shrine will dominate the others, refl ecting the 
temple’s affi liation with a primary Deity. You may witness devotees 
circling the shrines clockwise, letting go of worldy thoughts before 
they stand before the God, or offering prayers in front of the Deity.

To me, a recognition of unity in diversity presides at nearly every 
Hindu temple: an arena in which polytheism and monotheism fl uid-
ly interact. Even as multiple shrines combine to form a single temple, 
several Deities mirror the diversity of the indescribable Brahman, 
the ultimate consciousness underlying existence.

Rule of Thumb 2: 
The Confl uence of Ritual and Devotion
Murtis often refl ect the bhakti, or devotional, 
aspect of Hinduism. Age-old stories of justice, 
compassion and love encourage us to honor 
a Deity, placing Him or Her on a pedestal 
within a temple and striving to connect with 
that transcendental being.

Inside the temple halls, perhaps the most 
colorful event that a visitor might notice is 
the observance of rituals, or pujas, that rep-
resent offerings to the Divine. Typically, such 
rituals symbolize the relationship between 
the Supreme and the individual, human-
izing the Supreme and conversely implying 
the presence of God in the individual’s heart. 
Rituals involve waking the Deity up in the 
morning with Sanskrit chants, bathing the 
Deity with milk, clarifi ed butter and water, 
dressing the Deity and, in the evening, sym-

bolically putting Him or Her to sleep.

Rule of Thumb 3: 
The Confl uence of Individual and Infi nite
Pilgrims attend a temple to receive darshan, meaning “sight” in San-
skrit: a metaphysical/metaphorical connection with the Supreme. 
The image represents an aid for mentally forging this connection.

See the priest circling the Deity with a fl ame and then extending it 
to the temple-goers? This is the arati ceremony, which occurs mul-

tiple times a day at nearly all Hindu temples. 
One explanation is that an arati represents 
the symbolic surrender of one’s existence 
to the Supreme: a moment that many indi-
viduals use for introspection and prayer. As 
it circles the Deity, the fl ame symbolizes the 

individual soul’s lifelong journey. Then the priest extends the fl ame, 
one-by-one, to each individual in the crowd beside the shrine: a 
union of all within an ultimate circle of consciousness. But there are 
many more explanations for it, and layers of meaning, as with every-
thing in a Hindu temple.

If ever you plan to book a trip to your nearest Hindu temple, I 
hope that this brief guide gives you some food for thought. On a less 
symbolic level than my rules of thumb, they’re great places to go for 
general people watching and good food— many have scrumptious 
vegetarian cafeterias. So, if you feel like wandering over to the nearest 
Hindu temple, here’s to a happy and, hopefully, more informed visit. 

CULTURAL CUES

How to Visit a Hindu Temple
Writing for the popular Huffi ngton Post, Deepa Iyer created a basic guide
for Westerners on how to survive—and enjoy—their fi rst visit to a temple 

B Y  D E E P A  S .  I Y E R

“There is no such thing as
the average Hindu temple.”

71 

American Institute of Vedic Studies

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

Dr. Frawley’s latest books: 
—Inner Tantric Yoga
—Yoga, the Greater Tradition
—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 for Yoga Therapy 
—Vedic Astrology and Ayurveda Course

Consultations in Vedic Astrology

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)

)

Yogini Shambhavi 
Yogini Shambhavi Chopra 
is one of the most dynamic 
women spiritual teachers to 
come out of India in recent 
years. Her books, Yogini: 
Unfolding the Goddess With-
in and Yogic Secrets of the 
Dark Goddess have been best 
sellers in India and have in-
spired readers throughout the 
world. She draws one to the 
deeper “Yogic Reality,” awak-
ening the Shakti power with-
in our own hearts and minds. 

Yogini books on the Mother Goddess
Ma Ganga Retreat above Rishikesh, March 7 - 13, 2012
Yogini Yatra, pilgrimage to Shakti sites in the 

   Himalayas, March 13 - 21, 2012
Yoga, Vedic Astrology and Ayurveda programs
Yogini Bhava, Shambhavi’s CDs of beautiful Sanskrit 

   chanting
Consultations and spiritual guidance with Shambhavi 

   based on Vedic astrology and the Goddess tradition 
Shambhavi.yogini@gmail.com  •  www.shambhavi-yogini.com

      Affiliated with the American Institute of Vedic Studies,
                              www.vedanet.com
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Deepa S. Iyer is a senior research specialist for Princeton’s Innovations 
for Successful Societies program. E-mail: iyer.deepa87@gmail.com

http://www.smartcreations.in
mailto:hemalatha@smartcreations.in
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F L O O D S  L A Y  B A R E  T H E  P L I G H T 
O F  P A K I S T A N ’ S  H I N D U S

Dr. Arvind Chandrakantan, a New York anesthesiologist 
and critical care physician, set up the Pakistan Hindu Em-
powerment Fund with Hindu Heritage Endowment last 
year. At the same time, torrential monsoon rains sent wa-
ters rushing into the fl ood plains of Sindh Province, home 
to the vast majority of Pakistan’s 2.5 million Hindus.

He used the fund to send $6,000 in immediate relief to 
stricken Hindu families. But much more was needed. 
Th e Indus River had spilled fi ve to seven miles beyond its 
banks. Th e fl ood aff ected a quarter of Pakistan and made 
vivid the plight of Pakistan’s Hindu minority. 

“Lots of long-term problems come with a disaster,” Dr. 
Chandrakantan explained. “Most Pakistani Hindus lack access to education. Th ey are sons of the 
soil, and a catastrophe like this wipes away their lands, forces some into bonded labor, puts their 
legal status at risk, and brings on a state of lawlessness.” He added that some Christian sects have 
taken advantage of the disaster to proselytize.

Before the fl oods, he had been shocked to hear that twenty to twen-
ty-fi ve Hindu girls per month are kidnapped in Sindh Province and 
sold into prostitution. He had lamented widespread bonded labor 
among Hindus and other poor, a system tantamount to slavery that is 
illegal but widely practiced. He pointed out that Hindus, who have 
lived for centuries in what became Pakistan in 1947, struggle today 
with illiteracy, poverty and a complex history of Muslim-Hindu an-
tagonism. Dr. Chandrakantan, the son of Indian immigrants, prac-
tices at Stony Brook University Medical Center. He compares his 
good fortune as a US resident and medical professional with the 
plight of Pakistani Hindus: “Th e contrast is appalling.”

Dr. Chandrakantan serves on the executive committee of the Hin-
du American Foundation, and works with about six other Hindu-
Americans to grow the Pakistan Hindu Empowerment Fund so it 
can generate signifi cant income. Th eir long-term goal to create  a 
nonprofi t organization dedicated to Pakistani Hindus.

Not many Pakistani Hindus live in the US, he explains, so he has used the fl oods to help the Amer-
ican-Hindus become aware of their co-religionists’ diffi  culties. To encourage contributions to the 
Fund, he candidly points out to fellow American Hindus how much prosperity they enjoy and 
reminds them that as they sow, so will they eventually reap. “All the advantages we enjoy today are  
there because someone, at some time, made a sacrifi ce for us. Contributing to the fund is a way  for 
us to give back, to make a diff erence for someone whose life can be turned around by attending to 
basic needs: literacy, education and freedom from servitude.

“Hindus are not the only group suff ering in Pakistan,” he admits, “but we understand their issues 
better. We are, aft er all, Hindus.” He prays that this sense of oneness remains well aft er the fl ood 
waters recede.

Th ose who wish to join Dr. Chandrakantan in contributing to the Pakistan Hindu Empowerment 
Fund (fund #81) can do so by contacting Shanmuganathaswami at 808-822-3012 extension 244 or 
hhe@hindu.org, or giving directly at www.hheonline.org/donate.shtml

Th e Kalash tribe, said to descend from 
Alexander the Great’s army, is currently 
struggling to preserve its Hindu tradi-
tions in a Taliban stronghold 

A bonded Hindu Pakistani 
laborer shows the contract 
that binds him

Kauai Aadheenam Monastic Endowment

Roshan Harilela 375.00
Sakuntalai Krishnan 72.95
Anonymous 2,302.03
Niraj Thaker 76.50
Michael Zimmermann 8.00
Other Donations 70,000.00
Total 72,834.48

Iraivan Temple Endowment

Kiran Davane 102.00
Anonymous 11.00
Victoria Lynne Johnson 31.00
Latha Kannan 153.00
Sankara Skandanatha 120.00
Pregassen Soobramaney 60.00
Niraj Thaker 76.50
Thanaletchmi Umamaheswaran 91.19
Other Donations 82,911.03
Total 83,555.72

Kauai Aadheenam Annual Archana Fund

Hemakheshaa Naatha Batumallah 35.00
Mekaladeva Batumallah 35.00
Gunavadee Caremben 7.98
Somasundaram Caremben 7.98
Sukanta Caremben 7.98
Victoria Lynne Johnson 31.00
Juhivaasana Koothan 3.56
K. Manikam 88.65
Sivakavinian Moonesawmy 30.00
Bhaveshan Moorghen 32.03
Jogendra Moorghen 5.38
Shanda Kumaran Moorghen 32.03
Udeyadeva Moorghen 32.03
Vidyadevi Mooroogen 5.38
Armoogum Mootoosamy 50.29
Dhanika Nagalingam 17.00
Mohandas Nair 12.70
Toshadevi Nataraja 60.00
Subramaniam Pennathur 49.98
Rajakumar Ramasamy 90.00
Logavalli Sinsamy 10.91
Hemavalli Sivalingam 2.00
Komaldeva Sivananda 14.89
Sivam U. Thillaikanthan 36.00
Anonymous 84.00
Total 781.77

Hinduism Today Lifetime Subscription Fund

Sam Baskarapandian 499.00
Douglas Decker 499.00
Jose Rugue R. Junior 499.00
Bhavanisankar Krishnamurthy 150.00
Tiviapragassen Maureemootoo 136.71
Dayavati Murugan 50.00
Rajiv Patel 499.00
Rama Pemmaraju Rao 63.00
Kirtideva Peruman 21.50
Niroshnee Peruman 26.89
Ngakan Putu Putra 499.00
Clive Roberts 920.00
Amooda Sagum 64.87
Animesh Sahai 499.00
Akileiswaran Samuthiran 72.23
Parimala Selvaraj 200.00
Pramod Sinha 499.00
Egambrum Sinsamy 54.55
Devaladevi Sivaceyon 19.77
Nutanaya Sivaceyon 19.77
Patudeva Sivaceyon 19.77
Potriyan Sivanathan 69.03
Sankara Skandanatha 333.00
Vidyasagar Tontalapur 501.00
A. K. Vaitamuththu 160.00
Sheela Vasuthevan 499.00
Siven Veerasamy 35.71
Total 6,909.80

Gurudeva’s Trilogy Distribution Fund

Anonymous 18.00
Vel Mahalingum 21.50
Manogaran Mardemootoo 53.77
Total 93.27

Boys School for Iraivan Priesthood

Bala Sivaceyon 6.53

Kauai Aadheenam Matavasi Medical Fund

Shyamadeva Dandapani 63.00
Kulagan Moonesawmy 31.19
Carmen Debora Murbach 450.00
Gowri Nadason 177.03
Aran Sambandar 162.00
Vayudeva Varadan 54.00
Other Donations 4,800.00
Total 5,737.22

Sri Subramuniya Ashram Scholarship Fund

David Bohn 10.00
Bala Sivaceyon 16.55
Total 26.55

Sri Subramuniya Kottam Fund

Narani Arasaratnam 900.00

T. Anbu & Gowthamy Balakumaran 150.00
N. Balasubramanian 5,000.00
Eliathamby Kuganeswaran 300.00
Vigna Rajan 600.00
Michael Schall 20.00
Vignesh Sinnathurai 60.00
Thavaputhiran Sivapalan 300.00
Total 7,330.00

Kumbhalavalai Ganesha Temple Endowment

Mano Navaratnarajah 75.00

Malaysia Hindu Renaissance Fund

Anonymous 4,761.90
Chin Sit Ying 5.00
Total 4,766.90

Hinduism Today Production Fund

Munnu Bajpai 100.00
Hinduism Today 5,000.00
Tina Desai 100.68
Hiranya Gowda 93.00
Mahendra Jagirdar 500.00
Jothi Kotta 5,000.00
Sakuntalai Krishnan 103.71
Subramaniam Pennathur 50.01
G.V. Sarojini 50.01
Ganga Sivanathan 516.00
Michael Zimmermann 6.00
Total 11,519.41

Hindu Orphanage Endowment Fund

Murali Balaji 108.00
Anonymous 108.00
Roshan Harilela 375.00
Tapesh Lall 0.00
Abhijit Limaye 50.00
Alex Ruberto 75.00
Rodney & Ilene Standen 30.00
Himanshu Vyas 108.00
Matthew Wieczork 10.00
Total 864.00

Hindu Education Endowment

Oyegun Adedeji 5.00
Hasu N. & Hansa H. Patel 200.00
Total 205.00

Hindu Press International Endowment Fund

Hiranya Gowda 63.00

Loving Ganesha Distribution Fund

Mano Navaratnarajah 225.00
Gassa Patten 4,150.00
Anonymous 30.00
Floyd Trumble 10.00
Total 4,415.00

Saiva Agamas Trust

Ganga Sivanathan 210.00
Raghavan Srinivasan 1,000.00
Total 1,210.00

Tirumular Sannidhi Preservation Fund

Shyamadeva Dandapani 63.00

Alaveddy Pasupatheeswarar Temple Fund

Anonymous 20.00

Hindu Heritage Endowment 

Administrative Fund

Anonymous  58.17
Other Donations 32.40
Rama Reddy 50.00
Total 140.57

Kauai Aadheenam Religious 

Art and Artifacts Fund

Rajadeva Alahan 204.00

A. Saravanapavan Family Murugan 

Temple Pillaiyar Shrine Fund

Chitranjan Saravanapavan 25.00
Niranjan Saravanapavan 1,000.00
Pathmini Saravanapavan 50.00
Total 1,075.00

Thank You Bodhinatha Fund

Jag Aggarwal 51.00
Hotranatha Ajaya 33.00
Narani Arasaratnam 100.00
Anonymous 4,376.03
Tina Desai 100.68
Amarnath & Latha Devarmanai 324.00
Venkat & Hema Devraj 251.00
Michele Hebert 50.00
Ian Hope 10.00
Chowdary & Radhikadevi Koripella 250.00
Vivek Kumaresan 20.00
Magaletchumi Letchumanan 100.00
Dasan Mahadevan 501.00
Gaurav Malhotra 301.00
Ananda Manickam 51.00
Mano Navaratnarajah 150.00
Erasenthiran Poonjolai 300.00

Alex Ruberto 45.00
Aran Sambandar 162.00
Hitesvara Saravan 108.00
Rakesh Sood 200.00
Vignesh Sukumaran 54.00
Devi Tandavan 108.00
Vayudeva Varadan 63.00
Shama Vinayaga 200.00
Michael Wasylkiw 432.00
Total 8,340.71

Mathavasi Travel Fund

Anonymous 25.00

Udayan Care Endowment Fund

Rajendra Giri 15.00

Saivite Hindu Scriptural Fund 

for the Visually Impaired

Alex Ruberto 60.00

Murugan Temple Yalpanam Festival Fund

Pathmini Saravanapavan 50.00

Puri Monasteries Fund

Michael Zimmermann 6.00

Manitha Neyam Trust Fund

Natraj Narayanswami 21.00
Bala Sivaceyon 39.55
Total 60.55

Kapaleeshwara Temple Orphanage

Rajendra Giri 85.00

Manjung Hindu Sabha Orphanage Fund

Ananda Manickam 50.00
Anonymous 100.00
Total 150.00

Pazhassi Balamandiram Orphanage Fund

Anonymous 20.00
Visvas Patel 11.00
Chiranjevi Raparla 50.00
Total 81.00

Hinduism Today Complimentary 

Subscription Fund

Hinduism Today 5,000.00
Hiranya Gowda 153.00
Total 5,153.00

Himalayan Academy Book Distribution Fund

Shyamadeva Dandapani 63.00
Ezhil Venketesan 26.00
Total 89.00

Kauai Aadheenam Yagam Fund

Victoria Lynne Johnson 17.00
Sakuntalai Krishnan 72.95
Total 89.95

Yogaswami Hindu Girls’ Home 

of Sittandy Endowment

Vinaya Alahan 150.00
Jeri Arin 300.00
Anonymous 503.00
N. Balasubramanian 5,000.00
Marlene Carter 162.00
Maruthu Pandian Darmalingam 60.00
Rajendra Giri 15.00
Padmaja Patel 100.00
Subramaniam Pennathur 50.01
Chamundi Sabanathan 108.00
Ganga Sivanathan 150.00
Sivaruban Sivanesan 150.00
Andrew Stich 200.00
Soma Sundaram 30.00
Total 6,978.01

Yogaswami Hindu Boys’ Home Fund

Vinaya Alahan 150.00
Anonymous 316.00
Maruthu Pandian Darmalingam 60.00
Total 526.00

Maha Ganapati Temple of 

Arizona Endowment

Chellappa Deva 35.00

India Hindu Tribals Endowment

Rajendra Giri 85.00
Niraj Thaker 15.00
Total 100.00

Murugan Temple of North 

America Puja Fund

Vayudeva Varadan 54.00

Rani Jothiswarar Memorial Fund

Kodisvara Jothiswarar 12.00
Rani Jothiswarar Estate 101.08
Siva Jothiswary 12.00
Total 125.08

Ramanathaswamy Temple Cleaning Fund

Danyse Crotti 100.00
Hiranya Gowda 99.00
Manogaran Mardemootoo 107.53
Kulagan Moonesawmy 12.53
Balaji Narasimhan 75.00
Toshadevi Nataraja 60.00
Ganga Sivanathan 300.00
Devi Tandavan 37.00
Niraj Thaker 33.00
Total 824.06

Hindu American Foundation Endowment

Niraj Thaker 33.00

The Endowment for Global Hindu Rights

Visvas Patel 11.00

Cows of Kadavul and Iraivan Temples 

(Kovil Maadu) Endowment

Victoria Lynne Johnson 11.00
Anonymous 55.00
Melinda Moore 10.00
Natraj Narayanswami 21.00
Total 97.00

Jaff na Kannathiddy Kali Kovil Endowment

Natraj Narayanswami 21.00

Hindu Temple of the Woodlands Endowment

Urmil Shukla 2,000.00

Pakistan Hindu Empowerment Fund

Vasant Datta 101.00
Raghu Grandhige 1,001.00
Visvas Patel 11.00
Total 1,113.00

Bharathi Yoga Dhama Fund

Anonymous 20.00

Murugamoorthi Thirukkovil Endowment

N. Balasubramanian 25,000.00

Panchangam Endowment Fund

Anonymous  290.99
Rajkumar Alagesan 30.00
Asha Alahan 25.00
Sarma Chilukuri 25.00
Sachin Choudhary 25.00
Shyamadeva Dandapani 51.00
Tina Desai 50.35
Ramesh Ekambaram 25.00
Manivannan Govindan 25.00
Malini Gowrish 25.00
Frank Griswold 25.00
Midori Hatakeyama 25.00
Murali Krishna 50.00
Radha & Ganesh Krishnan 25.00
Narinderkoemar Kuldip Singh 5.00
Gautam Kumaran 25.00
Sriram Lakshminarayanan 25.00
Shankar Mallampalli 50.00
Marcia Miller 25.00
Sivaramakrish Muthukrishnan 51.00
Pratima Muzumdar 25.00
Tupil & Ranjana Narsiman 30.00
Sriram Natarajan 25.00
Easvan Param 25.00
Sunil Parmar 25.00
Paramesha Pillay 50.00
Chamundi Sabanathan 108.00
Muthu Senthilkumar 25.00
Dharshi Sivakumar 25.00
Tandu Sivanathan 25.00
Gowri Sriraman 25.00
Jay Stiefeld 1.25
Venkatarama Varadarajan 25.00
Nanda Kishore Velpula 36.00
S.R. Viswanathan 25.00
Richard Watson 100.00
Kathleen Whalen 50.00
Total 1,503.59

Digital Dharma Endowment

Digital Dharma Donors 6,970.00
Anonymous 5,836.36
Total 12,806.36

Insurance Premiums

Mrunal Patel 3,003.00

Kauai Aadheenam Renovation Endowment

Other Donations 600.00

Total Contributions $269,926.53

Funds at Market Value, Jun 30, 2011

Total Endowment Funds $10,467,731.59
Total Pooled Income Funds $221,865.14

Grand Total $10,689,596.73

A P R I L  T O  J U N E  E N D O W M E N T  C O N T R I B U T I O N S 
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Hindu American Foundation
 Promoting understanding, tolerance and pluralism

www.HAFsite.org 
(301) 770-7835   |   5268G Nicholson Lane #164, Kensington MD 20895 USA   

Together, let’s reach out to the media 

  to paint an accurate picture 

   of Hinduism

Like you, HAF cares how Hinduism is 

portrayed in popular media.  The way 
society views you, your family, and future 
generations of Hindu Americans is greatly 
infl uenced by the media. HAF actively 
reaches out to various media sources 
through letters to the editors, blogs, press 

releases, and interviews. Enter the world of 
HAF to fi nd inspiration in an organization that 
advocates for the entire community by working 
with public policy leaders, media, academia, 
and  interfaith  groups. 
Visit our website, and 
become a member 
today.

Earn while doing no harm

      nvest with a  with a 
   clear conscience
      nnvvnnvv
   lclecleII

inquiry@easanka  r.com
1-877-775-2695 (USA)

EasanKa  r.com

private wealth management
since 1983

Some  mes our best investments are right 
under our noses. The magazine you are 
holding, for example, was created on Apple 
computers. And Apple is a company we 
like to invest in, one that shows consistent 
growth while doing the world no harm. 
         We prudently manage wealth, and 
      screen for socially conscious, 

 ahimsa-a   rming investments.
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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 thhee DDDivvviinne.
Friend gives you the keys to the Divined

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

ieennd thhee DDDivvviinne.

  

Sri Nagapooshani Ambika
Sametha Nagalingeswarar

Swamy Temple 

5637 Finch Ave E, unit 5A
Scarborough, ON M1B 5K9

1-416-412-1289
 1-416-272-9934

srinagapooshani@gmail.com
www.srinagapooshani.com

               

C a n a d a

 M a i n  E v e n t s
Naga Thosha Pooja

Kala Sarpa Thosha

All Types of Hindu 
 Ceremonies

Astrology

Family & Health 
  Counselling
 
    Contact: 
   Sri Guru
   P.S. Kandaswamy 
   Gurukkal

mailto:info@lotussculpture.com
http://www.lotussculpture.com
mailto:inquiry@easankatir.com
http://www.easankatir.com
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Enjoy a talk with
Dr. M.V. Sridhar

toward abundant 
health and well-being.

Dr. 

http://www.ganeshmall.com
http://www.ometc.com
http://www.ashramgita.com
mailto:lotuspress@lotuspress.com
http://www.lotuspress.com
mailto:anita@solutionsinfinite.com
http://www.solutionsinfinite.com
http://www.csa-davis.org
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             ome restore yourself at Indus Valley 
Ayurvedic Center, where we are widely known 
for our sense of purpose, reverence, loving care 
and success in healing. For ten years, we have 
practiced Ayurveda in its ancient and purest form, 
helping you to experience your ever-blissful na-
ture—from where all healing, creativity and joy 

      ow forth. This is the great gift of
    Ayurveda. And it is our gift to you.

         om
yurvedic

         

    Indus Valley Ayurvedic Center
        Mysore, Karnataka, INDIA

            info@ayurindus.com www.ayurindus.com

Making and Using Ghee—The Royal Oil

“The purified soma juices 
have flowed forth, mixing 
with curd and milk.”—Rig 
Veda IX 1.24.
Ayurveda extols ghee as an 
incomparable tonic, as the  
wondrous food of countless 
virtues. “Ghee... enhances 
wellbeing in almost every 
conceivable circumstance. It 
nourishes, detoxifies and car-
ries healing herbs to our cells 
and tissues. No wonder it is 
seen as a gift from the Gods.” 
Dr. D. Simon, Chopra Center 
for Well Being.

Purity Farms have been making the purest possible ghee 
for 25 years, using perfectly organic butter, from cows 
treated humanely from birth, with no chemical interfer-
ence whatsoever. Having become experts in the art of 
preparing, appreciating and enjoying this precious, nourish-
ing, healing, spiritualizing food, they share it all in:

A Guide to the Royal Oil—Ghee
89 p. US$9.95 ($2.50 shipping)

Purity Farms, Inc. • 14635 Wescreek Road
Sedalia, CO 80135-9605 USA • 303-647-2368
www.purityfarms.com

  

We are currently planning projects in nutrition and 
education for India, Sri Lanka and Mauritius.

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 1381 • Rockville, MD 20849 • USA 
626-475-7149 • ahwsngo@gmail.com

New Hindu 
Global Charity

79 

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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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 

We 
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We

SacreSacred Statuesd Statues &  ArtArt
from IndiaIndia & T ibetT ibet

     Claim  a  piece  of

H awwai  i H  eavenn  
Beautiful properties on the Garden 
Island of Kauai. Spectacular private 
houses, organic fruit /vegetable 
farms, ocean view condos, healing 
retreats, meditation centers. Om.

Yelena Okhman (RA) • Remax Kauai
808-635-6552 •  Yelena.Okhman@remax.netYelena.Okhman@remax.net

HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH

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

™™

mailto:orders@vedicbooks.net
http://www.vedicbooks.net
http://www.acvaonline.org
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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”)

Appeals

Astrology

Panchangams, 2011-2012 for 240+ cities in 
PDF and iCalendar formats. iCalendar pan-
changams may be imported into iCal and/or 
Google calendars for your computer, laptop, 
iPad or iPhone. Download a sample page or 
the entire Introduction to the Hindu Cal-
endar or find a link to order a Hindu birth 
chart • www.gurudeva.org/panchang

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

Free meditation booklet. Contact Parashakti 
Vidya Gurukul, PO Box 250, Spring Valley, 
NY 10977  • parashaktividya@aol.com  

Professional Products/Services

Indoor/outdoor painting—No. California 
Residential, commercial, interior & exterior. 
Color consulting. Licensed, bonded and in-
sured. Vama’s Paint, 925-487-1202. 

Purity Farms organic traditional ghee 
100% pure, from cows raised completely free 
of hormones, chemicals or pesticides. 
A delight to cook with! A Guide to the Royal 
Oil—Ghee, 89 pages on the art of preparing,
appreciating and enjoying this precious, 
nourishing, healing spiritual food.
US$9.95 + $2.50 s&h • 303-647-2368, USA

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 
53170-1008 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

 

Real Estate

Teachers/Teachings
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Sanskrit Academy

Promoting Sanskrit 
language & culture
• Sanskrit classes for 
all ages, individuals or  
groups, by correspon-
dence with continuous guidance 
• Elementary, intermediate and 
advanced levels
• Translation service

Dr. Sarasvati Mohan, Director
sanskrit_academy@yahoo.com

www.samskrtam.org

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

 

The Yoga of the Bhagavad Gita 
Swami Sri Atmananda’s 
Gita Revelation courses—
mystical insights. 
1-775 746-5448
www.satyachetana.org

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

Oils for Mind, Body and Spirit 

Taruna Oils provides essential oils. These 
therapeutic grade aromatherapy oils and 
products are nature’s solution to the stress 
of modern life • www.tarunaoils.com         
tarunaoils@tarunaoils.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

Observatory, Vedic City, USA

We are seek-
ing donations 
to develop 
software for a 
guided tour of 
Maharishi 
Observatory™ 
in Vedic City, Iowa, USA. 
Your gift is tax-deductible in the USA. 

       218-235-9049
  cityclerk@maharishivediccity-iowa.gov

Outstanding books...  
... by Prof. Bharat J. Gajjar
On Sale:  Meditation $13.00, 
Hinduism $13.00 , Yoga 
$13.00  • Free shipping.
meeta4@comcast.net

Sri Chinmoy Books

Wisdom of ancient India 
made clear and simple.
Free catalog: 1-734 -994 -7114
    castoldi@oakland.edu
      www.srichinmoy.org

Fulfill Your Dreams in Hawaii

I specialize in beau-
tiful properties on 
Oahu & Kauai. Ocean 
front private homes, 
spectacular condos 
and more. When you 
think Hawaii, think:

Nandini Shankarnarayan (RA)
Keller Williams Realty • 808-551-9927
nandinirealtor@gmail.com 
www.homesbynandini.com
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Rely on a professional for
Retirement and Estate Planning 

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

Niraj P. Baxi, ms, clu, chfc
Tel: 800-686-8436

www.insuranceplanning.com 

Life Insurance 

and Estate Planning

A unique resource of 315 pg., 1200+ 
entries. Plato, Shakespeare, mystics, 
theologians, kings, monks. Ancient 
and modern, scholarly and lightheart-
ed, pro and con. By N. C. McClelland, 
Mc Farland Publication, 2010. Pur-
chase at 800-253-2187 or Amazon.

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://anubazaar.com/rgkrishnan

He may be contacted at: 
jyotish@juno.com

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

http://www.trihealthayurveda.com
http://www.vastu-design.com
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HINDU MANDIR EXECUTIVES’ CONFERENCE 
6th   A N N U A L  

Building, preserving and strengthening of Mandirs in America

Engaging youth in temple opera ons 

Providing leadership, networking and building a strong community 

Engaging in inter-faith dialog: Reasons Hindus should be ac ve 

Social Services: Hallmark of Hindus 

HMEC o ers Mandir Execu ves a great opportunity to learn from one 
another and grow as one. Join together as one, share  and  

listen to each other’s stories, opinions and  experiences. 

an

lis

LEARN    |   SHARE     |   SUSTAIN 

HMEC is the largest annual conference for 
Hindu Mandir Execu ves and Hindu 
Organiza ons in North America. 
HMEC is organized by temples for temples to 
Network, Collaborate and Lead the North 
American Hindu Community for genera ons 
to come. 
HMEC is the next genera on movement for 
Hindu-Americans in the North America. 
Conference happens in various parts of the US 
to ensure par cipa on and leadership from 
every region in North America. 

1. Bharataiya Hindu Temple, Columbus , OH 
2. Hindu Temple of Greater Cincinna , OH 
3. Hindu Temple of Toledo, OH 
4. Hindu Temple  of Dayton, OH 
5. Chinmaya Mission Columbus, OH 
6.  Hindu Jain Temple Pi sburgh, PA 
7. Sri Venkateswara Temple Pi sburgh, PA 
8. Hindu Temple of Central Indiana, IN 
9. Hindu Temple of South Carolina, SC 
10. Durga Temple, Fairfax Sta on., VA 
11. Hindus of Greater Houston , TX 

HMEC-2011 HOST TEMPLES 

23-25 September, 2011 
Hya  Regency Hotel, Columbus, OH 

SUSTAINING DHARMA THROUGH MANDIRS 
HMEC is an ini a ve of VHPA 

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

Register Early        
and Save! 

       www.myhmec.org             We look forward to welcoming you to the HMEC-2011. Please register online at: 

Program Chair: Sant Gupta. Conveners: Dr. Umesh Shukla, Ravi Kundru, Renu Gupta 
For inquiries about the conference, please contact Dr. Umesh Shukla: convener_hmec@vhp-america.org 
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HinHindidi GujaratiGujarati

Become fluent in 
Hindi or Gujarati
in 6 months, 
15 minutes/day. 

Learn Gujarati 
& Learn Hindi 
with companion CD-

ROMs, by Kirit N. 

Shah, make Hindi and 

Gujarati pleasant and 

easy to learn. They 

are used in classrooms 

throughout the world.

510-653-2076
sakshar@gmail.com
www.sakshar.comsakshar.sakshasaksha

 

For youryour

&& well-beingll b ill b i
enlightenmentenlightenment

w

   

mailto:convener_hmec@vhp-america.org
http://www.myhmec.org
http://www.sensitiveplanet.com
http://www.ayurveda.com
mailto:aristotlemotii@spiriton-ri.com


3. The Sun
Is at my eastern window;

The glow that sets
Life on Earth in fl ow.

Radiant is the dawn.
Soaring are my spirits.

My Lord, tell me: 
How shall the day unfold?

I neither rise nor set.
The Centre, I am.

The light of love
That embraces 

The mountains and the valleys,
The strong and the weak,
The wicked and the wise.

I mirror Him,
The Central Sun. 

I am a silent witness.

4. My Lord of Light,
Thou knowest my heart. 
Like a candle oblivious

Of the power of the sun,
Like a wave that knows not

1. The Moon,
Like a full bloomed lotus,
Is at my eastern window.

Art Thou a messenger from Heaven?
What tidings dost Thou bring?

What charms dost Thou cast upon me?

I come not with “breaking news”
Nor am I the enchanted Goddess

The wine drunk poets
Never tire to paint in words.

I am a silent witness.

2. My fauna and fl ora weep.
I hear a cry from the ocean deep.

You lay waste My lands
At the touch of your hands.

I have borne you with great patience.
For too long have I been

A silent witness 

Paid advertisement

The Silent  The Silent  WWitnessitness

The depths of the ocean,
My soul wanders in the wilderness

Not knowing the Supreme Self.
I am a child in Thy Grace, an embryo 

Traveling through time and space.

Tell me, My Lord of Light
What is to become of man?

5. My child, dismay not, for
Immortal is man, a soul.
The scriptures declare,
“Fire cannot burn it;
Water cannot wet it;

The winds cannot blow it.”

But man travelling through matter,
Is bound by His immutable laws

In his journey of evolution towards Him.

Like water fi nding its own level,
The soul reaches its own sublime heights 

Or depths of darkness.

Waves of your thoughts
Have washed you to the sea of sorrow.
The genie out of the bottle haunts you.
Your deeds have led you to the brink—
With only drops of radiation to drink.

6. I called you
Through the sound of AUM

Reverberating in the Cosmos.
You did not hear.
I stood before you

In crimson colours of the setting sun.
You could not see.

I caressed you with the breeze
of my compassion.
You did not feel.

From your hearts am I exiled,
To a distance that even your yardstick of

Light years cannot measure.

7. My gift of the Garden
Is dug with graves with your
Shovels of quarterly reports.

Like the bird that sings
And impales itself on a thorn, 
Your souls are hooked to the

Profi t and loss account.

Silenced is the music of the oceans,
The song of the birds —nay,

Banished is the beauty
From the face of the Earth.

8. My Garden shall be purifi ed
By the fi re of My Righteousness;

Cleansed by the waters of My Justice.

I am the wind that blows off
The billowing clouds of darkness,

The Love that balms the 
Unfolding karma of the 

Pilgrim souls.

9. Light the fl ames of compassion
In the altar of your hearts.

Unless hatred is answered with Love,
Until forgiveness arises in the hearts,

The chain that binds you 
To life after life
Will not be cut.

Like the rivers that fl ow to the sea,
Let your thoughts fl ow

To the Ocean of My Love.
Immerse in that Ocean

And dissolve the haunting pains.

10. Chant My Name
I shall walk with you

Through your forests of fear.

Remember Me.
I shall carry you across

The Oceans on fi re.

By Dr Arjunan Subramaniam, In remembrance of the One, the Creator, Lord Shiva. Desa Parkcity, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, February to April, 2011 • Design by Neha Rishi

Call Me.
I shall ignite in you
The fi res of courage

To retrace your steps to ME.

In My Immutable Laws
Is planted the seed of success, 

The Grace of My Love,
The touch of your Mother.

My children, 
Even though your mind

Vibrates in the arrogant colours
Of your ego, of your intellect.

Even though your soul is whipped
In the swirling winds of desire,

And tongues of judgment, 
Like molten lava,

Are closing in from all sides,
Fear not.

For I am coming to fetch you Home.

I am Shiva.
I am not a silent witness.
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Internet Translation Tools Keep Alive 
A Multi-Language World Heritage
By Madhuri Shekhar, Los Angeles

When a language dies, so does a
culture—its mores, meanings, values 

and outlooks, inextricably bound in daily 
discourse, the living embodiment of a com-
munity’s history. Therefore, it is cause for 
concern when more and more Hindu youth 
around the world lose their connection 
with their mother tongues.

According to the UNESCO Atlas of the 
World’s Languages in Danger 2009, there 
are 196 endangered languages in India, with 
a whopping 80 from the Northeast region 
alone. Often due to a desire for upward mo-
bility (within India) or assimilation into the 
majority culture (outside India), the younger 
generations abandon their native tongues in 
favor of the dominant language. But the In-
ternet is exploding with new tools to access 
most vernaculars on Earth, giving us hope 
for the preservation of native languages. 

Sanskrit is not dead, but alive and thriving 
on the Internet. We have multiple Sanskrit 
dictionaries, lexicons, mobile apps and 
even daily Sanskrit news. See Sudharma 
(sudharma.epapertoday.com) and All India 

Radio’s Sanskrit channel (www.newsonair.
com/nsd_schedule.asp). Germany’s Univer-
sity of Cologne has a great web app for the 
Monier Williams Sanskrit-English Diction-
ary (www.sanskrit-lexicon.uni-koeln.de/
monier). 

Tamil, Gujarati, Marathi, Telugu, Hindi, 
etc., are not endangered in India. But they 
are losing ground among youth outside India. 

As for Tamil, the web offers invaluable 
resources devoted to the conservation 
of Tamil for the Indian diaspora and 
wish to learn and practice the lan-
guage. The Digital South Asia Library 
of the University of Chicago (dsal.
uchicago.edu/dictionaries) has the best 
Tamil dictionary. The Tamil Virtual 
Academy (www.tamilvu.org) has a 
great online learning course. The on-
line Project Madurai, led by Dr. Kalya-
nasundaram, one of the world’s top 
Tamil scholars, has digitized over 400 
Tamil works from the fi fth century bce 

to the present (www.projectmadurai.org).
And you can now fi nd resources for hun-

dreds of other languages. Want to learn 
Kashmiri? No problem: be sure to check 
out the work done by the Indian Institute 
of Language Studies (iils.org) for more in-
formation on preserving Indian languages. 
Get involved in India’s culture by joining 
INTACH (www.intach.org). On an inter-
national scale, National Geographic’s En-
during Voices project is a truly remarkable 
effort to document the planet’s endangered 
languages (travel.nationalgeographic.com/
travel/enduring-voices).

With automated translation services 
becoming more and more sophisticated 
by the day, we also have tools to bring the 

entire corpus of knowledge from one tongue 
to another. Preserving or learning another 
language is now a feasible and even fun ad-
venture for coming generations.

But let’s not forget that it all starts at 
home. Professor Omkar Kaul of the Indian 
Institute of Language Studies, an organiza-
tion at the forefront of preserving native 
Indian vernaculars, believes in the impor-
tance of family involvement in keeping 
languages alive. “The language maintenance 
in a family is primarily the responsibility 
of the parents. If they use their language in 
conversing among themselves and also with 
their children, the children will acquire it 
with ease.”

Clockwise: Shabdkosh.com translates be-
tween English and eight different Indian 
languages; University of Cologne’s access 
to the famed Monier Williams Sanskrit-
English Dictionary; Freelang.net offers 
a myriad of dictionaries and translation 
services; DSLA’s digital Tamil Lexicon

http://sudharma.epapertoday.com/
http://dsal.uchicago.edu/dictionaries/
http://iils.org/
http://travel.nationalgeographic.com/travel/enduring-voices
http://www.ramakrishnananda.com
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