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Hundreds of thousands of sadhus mix with millions of 
pilgrims on the banks of the holy River Ganga, to bathe, 
purify, celebrate and worship the One. . .  page 18
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am pleased to welcome you to the free digital edition of Hinduism 
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Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, founder of Hinduism Today, to bring the 
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g u j a r a t

Life Without 
Food or Water
Prahlad jani says he has 

lived for seven decades 
without food or water, having 
been blessed by a Goddess with 
special powers at a young age. 
In April of 2010 he agreed to be 
sequestered in an Ahmedabad 
hospital room for observation. 
Thirty medics from India’s 
Defense Research and Devel-
opment Organization (DRDO) 
attested that for two weeks he 
did not eat, drink or use the toi-
let. His only contact with liquid 

was to gargle and bathe. 
Doctors scanned Jani’s or-

gans, brain and blood vessels 
and tested his heart, lungs and 
memory capacity. Other results 
from DNA analysis, molecular 
biology studies and tests on his 
hormones, enzymes, energy 
metabolism and genes will take 
months to come through. The 
DRDO hopes this data may 
help soldiers, astronauts or 
trapped people survive without 
nourishment. 

“We still do not know how he 
survives,” neurologist Sudhir 
Shah told reporters after the end 
of the experiment. “It is a mys-
tery. But we cannot shut our eyes 
to the possibilities, to a source 
of energy other than calories.” 
Prahlad is now back in his vil-
lage near Ambji, Gujarat, con-
tinuing his yoga and meditation.

u k

New Temple’s 
Unusual Icon
The shree sanatan hindu 

Mandir, Wembley opened 
on May 31, 2010, after 14 
years of work at a cost of over 
us$24million. Built by the 
Vaishnava Vallabha Nidhi UK 
Branch, the exquisite lime-
stone temple promotes itself 
as all-inclusive and includes 
29 sanctums housing 41 gor-
geous marble murtis. Carved 
according to the Hindu shas-
tras (northwestern style), the 

temple is being hailed as a 
masterpiece. However, among 
the hundreds of figures on its 
ornate pillars is a carving of 
Mother Teresa. According to 
their website, her image (and 
that of other non-Hindus, such 
as Guru Nanak) “showcases 
the temple’s universality.” The 
temple’s chief priest, Raj Pandit 
Sharma, said, “We also queried 
the inclusion of the carving of 
Teresa.” It was implemented 
by an earlier Board of Trustee 
and already installed when the 
present management took over. 

“For a number of considerations,” 
he said, “its removal was not 
tenable.”

c l o c k w i s e  f rom  t o p :  w w w. b ha r at wav e s . c om ;  
va l l a b a  n i d d h i ,  u k ;  r a j i v  m a l i k ;  r a j e n dr a  k ha rg i

The chamatakarik shree 
Hanuman Ji Ka Mandir in 

the narrow lanes of Neb Sarai 
is attracting hordes of devotees 
praying to have their visas ap-
proved for travel abroad. Rekha 
Jain, an astrologer at the temple, 
tells people to pray to Hanu-
manji and gives them a mantra. 
She says, “People think it is us 
who help get the visa, which 
is not true. It is just a temple 
where they can pray and ask for 
God’s help.” The phenomenon 
is now spreading to other Ha-
numan temples across India.

In 1873, the ship lalla rookh 
brought the first contingent of 

indentured laborers from British 

India to Dutch-controlled Su-
riname in South America. By 
1916, 34,000 Bhojpuri-speaking 
Hindus from North India had 
settled there. After decades of 
turbulence, the Dutch granted 
independence to Suriname in 
1975. One third of the population 
emigrated to the Netherlands, 
fearing that the new country 
would not be able to survive. 
Today, there are 160,000 people 
of Indian descent in the Nether-
lands and 135,000 in Suriname, 
where they are the majority. 

In September, 2010, Dr. Chan-
dersen (“Chan”) E.S. Choenni, 
born in Suriname, was ap-
pointed to the Lalla Rookh 
Diaspora Chair at Netherland’s 
prestigious VU University. The 
collective experience of Suri-
namese Indians, being pertinent 
to the global dialog on migration 
and integration, will now be of-
ficially studied and documented. 
Dr. Chan brings considerable 
expertise to his position, with 
a Master’s in political science, a 
PhD in social science and many 
years of service in Dutch minis-
tries and social service, welfare 
organizations and NGOs. 

i n d i a

Largest Metal 
Nataraja
The famed town of swami- 

malai in Tamil Nadu has 200 
families who have passed down 
the lost-wax tradition of cast 
metal sculpture for many cen-
turies. Several years ago, when 
Varadaraj, now 32, discovered his 
own talents during his appren-
ticeship, he and his two younger 
brothers decided to form a 
company called Bronze Creative. 
Their main client has been an-
other young start-up firm, Lotus 
Sculpture, run by Kyle Tortora, 

who began his business in his 
parent’s garage in Connecticut, 
and has recently expanded to 
California. Working together, 
the two companies now supply 
some of the finest metal Indian 
artifacts available in the world.

For years, Varadaraj talked 
with Kyle about his vision of 
making the largest-ever bronze 
statue of Lord Nataraja. The 
work started this year, and it is 
shaping up to be a magnificent 
piece. Scheduled to be cast in 
late 2010, it will be 22-23 feet 
tall and weigh nearly ten tons. 
The base will display the 25 tra-
ditional forms of Siva. The price 
is tentatively set at us$1 million. 

Kyle points out that Tamil 

Nadu’s lost-wax metal artisans 
are in trouble. Demand for their 
expensive, finely crafted work 
is down. Even Indians, formerly 
one-third of Swamimalai’s 
business, are opting more and 
more for cheap, cookie-cutter 

sand-cast pieces. Commissioned 
work like this has become a 
lifeline for the ancient craft. So, 
when you choose to shop, go for 
the best and help save this art 
form!

Side view of Nataraja in wax (above), showing exquisite artistry;
Varadaraj (right) lies down next to Nataraja to show its scale

Oops? Fantastic temple includes controversial Catholic missionary 

Prahlad Jani offers blessings 
from Sterling Hospitals where 
he was sealed in for fifteen days

Hanuman led Lord Ram’s team 
to Sri Lanka. How about to USA?

Dr. Choenni, a specialist in 
migration, color and integration

n e w  d e l h i

Hanuman 
Helps Visas?

n e t h e r l a n d s

VU University 
Diaspora Chair 
Dr. Choenni

i n d i a

Kalahasti Tower Collapses

On may 26, 2010, at 8pm, the 500-year-old gali gopuram 
of the famed Siva temple of Kalahasti, about 36 kilometers 

east of Tirupati in Andra Pradesh, crumbled into a heap of rubble. 
A huge crack had been observed three days earlier, and authorities 
had evacuated the area anticipating the collapse. The seven-story, 
135-foot-tall gopuram, built 500 years ago of clay and stone by 
Vijayanagar emperor Raja Sri Krishna Deva, had shown cracks and 
signs of decay for decades. One tourist even died from a falling 
rock. Civil groups had complained about the neglect. Despite the 
temple’s huge revenues, authorities did nothing. Recent adjacent 
heavy machinery works and the intense rains of Cyclone Laila 
were cited as the final destructive factors. The main Siva sanctum 
was not affected. Plans have been mooted to rebuild the tower.

As expected, the Gali Gopuram finally collapsed three days after a 
giant crack appeared in the tower. There were no known casualties.

http://www.bharatwaves.com
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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

Animals in Entertainment
Hindus who practice nonviolence must take an 
honest look at how animals are treated in captivity

B Y  R A V I  G R O V E R

 Ahimsa is a hindu 
ideal that calls for 
vegetarianism and 
being kind to all liv-

ing beings. Unfortunately, an 
area glossed over in the ahimsa 
discourse is that of animals 
held in captivity by the enter-
tainment industry. In business-
es such as zoos, circuses, rodeos 
and sea parks, inhumane treat-
ment of animals needs to be 
addressed by those practicing 
ahimsa. 

Earlier this year, a Sea World orca killed 
its trainer, adding another fatality to its 
record of three attacks on people. A year 
previous, a pet chimpanzee featured in com-
mercials made headlines when it mauled 
a woman while attempting to escape. Zoos 
regularly see bears and tigers escape their 
enclosures and attack patrons. There are 
news stories of elephants escaping the 
circus and wreaking havoc. Incidents like 
these rarely happen when wild animals are 
in their natural habitats, allowed to roam 
freely and socialize with their species. But 
when isolated, held captive and forced into 
abnormal situations, these same animals 
suffer from severe depression and stress 
and act out aggressively.

Most of the public is unaware of the 
industry’s use of himsa to manipulate 
the dharma of wild animals for the sake 
of entertainment and profi t. For example, 
Bhagavan created a cheetah to run 40 miles 
per hour and thrive in tropical jungles and 
wide open spaces. Zoos disregard the laws 
of nature by confi ning it to a small cage in a 
different climate. Is it no surprise that wild 
cats exhibit depression by pacing back and 
forth in jail-cell-like structures? The orca 
whale is designed to swim up to 100 miles 
per day and is capable of communicating 
via sonar through a vast ocean. Sea parks 
place them in small tanks where their sonar 
bounces off the walls, causing some to 
become violent. Circus trainers use electric 
prods, bull hooks, chains and sticks to beat 
and choke animals into submission. Is it no 

wonder that elephants, who 
live peacefully alongside peo-
ple in Asia and Africa, when 
forced to perform in circuses, 
show signs of mental illness 
and become violent? Animals 
perform tricks out of fear of 
their captors. 

In the book Gorillas in the 
Mist, zoologist Dian Fossey 
describes a European zoo’s 
quest to draw more visitors 
by catching two baby goril-

las from an African rainforest. During the 
abduction, twenty adults rushed to rescue 
their babies—only to be shot and killed. 
Stories of animals defending their clan to 
the death from captors are commonplace all 
over the world. Those who believe that wild 
animals are removed peacefully from their 
natural habitats are sadly mistaken. No spe-
cies voluntarily abandons its clan and trades 
in its natural tendencies and social behavior 
for involuntary isolation and performance 
of tricks in front of human audiences. Many 
wild animals don’t even survive the long 
transportation into captivity. The lifespan of 
a captive animal is much lower than those 
living in the wild. 

Belief in nonviolence and protection of 
the environment should encourage one 
to stop supporting businesses that keep 
animals confi ned. Those who desire to 
observe and learn about nature should 
instead support the numerous alternatives 
consistent with ahimsa. Rather than going 
where animals are confi ned, families can 
visit a national park, take a boat ride and 
whale watch, go on a safari or scuba dive. 
Documentaries about nature can be viewed 
in theaters and on TV. Rather than giving 
money to zoos, circuses and sea parks, con-
sider instead donating that money to eco-
tourist businesses, environmental groups, 
animal sanctuaries or charitable organiza-
tions that work to protect God’s creation. 
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the himalayan state of 
Uttarakhand has granted 
official second-language 
status to Sanskrit and made 
grants to create 113 posts in 
11 non-governmental San-
skrit colleges: 11 principals, 39 
lecturers, 30 assistant teach-

ers, 11 clerks and 22 workers.

IN JULY, 2010, Kashmir saw 
the return of 100,000 Hin-
dus of the Pandit community, 
who had fled their homeland 
in 1989 during a Muslim in-
surgency against Indian rule. 

Today conditions seem calm 
and even Muslim villagers 
are welcoming them back.

the all Ceylon Buddhist 
Congress plans to com-
mence classes in Tamil for 
Buddhist monks, to create 
greater harmony between 
the two communities. 

two black granite statues  
worth us$50,000 were stolen in 
June of 2010 from the Hindu 
temple in Capshaw, Alabama. 

Poland is poised to have its 
first Hindu temple built by In-
dians and native citizens. The 
new “Hindu Bhavan” will house 
nine marble deities from Jaipur. 

Many have resigned them- 
selves to the widespread 

use of chemicals to grow food. 
“Without chemicals, the bugs 
will eat all the food, farmers will 
go out of business and we will all 
starve!” is the message from the 
agro-chemical industry. 

Of course, this is not true. 
Chemicals breed chemical-
resistant pests—“requiring” ever 
heavier doses of ever more toxic 
chemicals. Peaches now contain 
residues from over 60 pesti-
cides, eight of which are known 
carcinogens. What may be a 

tolerable adult dose is a huge 
dose to a small child and a severe 
threat to a pregnant woman’s 
embryo or fetus. 

Buy local organic, grow your 
own, or at least find alterna-
tives for the top toxic vehicles: 
strawberries, bell peppers, spin-
ach, cherries, peaches, mexican 
cantaloupe, celery, apples, apri-
cots and green beans. Instead 
of celery in your salad, use the 
relatively cleaner cabbage. For 
vitamin C, eat grapefruit instead 
of cherries. Google “pesticides in 
food” and get informed!

t e m p l e  s c i e n c e s

High-Tech 
Gold Gilding
Smart creations in tamil 

Nadu now offers two 
gilding services: Pon Alayam 
(Golden Temples) and Pon Il-
lam (Golden Homes), using a 
fascinating new system from 
the UK called Nano Composite 
Gold Deposit technology. 

Copper sheet pieces, formed 
to stone carvings in the tra-
ditional way, are processed in 
their Karaikudi factory. The 
copper surface is cleaned with 
ultrasound and demineralized 
water. Next, a layer of nickel al-
loy is applied. This is followed 
by cobalt-hardened gold which 
is 99.7% pure and is three times 
harder than pure gold. Then a 
25-micron-thick layer of Nano 
Composite Electro Phoretic 
laquer is applied by electrolysis 

and heated in a special oven at 
160 degrees centigrade.

 Smart Creations’ brochure 
says: “The lacquering done by 
us fuses with the base metal, 
providing an extraordinarily 
durable finish. This advanced 
process from the UK provides 
the ease of organic coatings 
while incorporating the superior 
surface properties of ceramics.”

Smart Creations (www.Smart 
Creations.in) claims that only 
five grams of gold are required 
to gild one square foot of cop-
per, with no wastage. They say 
the process is eco-friendly and 
uses no toxic chemicals. Gold 
usage can be minutely measured 
and certified, eliminating the 
disputes that often arise in the 
traditional process. The final 
product is touted as mainte-
nance free, chemical resistant 
and corrosion resistant (tested 
against 250 hours of salt spray), 
with a guaranteed specific “life 
of gold sheen” period. 

h e a l t h

Toxic Food Alert!
The Environmental Working Group (www.
ewg.org/node/19436) reports that 2 in 25 
apples contain pesticide levels so high 
that a two-year-old eating more 
than half an apple could exceed the 
government’s daily safe exposure 
levels. Lists of pesticides on apples 
and other produce are available 
from the USDA Pesticide Data Pro-
gram. Apples contain: 1-Naphthol, 
Acetamiprid, Azinphosmethyl, 
Boscalid, Buprofezin, Captan, Carbaryl, 
Carbenda-zim (MBC), Chlorpropham, Chlorpyrifos, Clofentzine, 
Cyhalothrin, Cyhalothrin-L+R157836 epimer, Cyprodinil, Diazinon, 
Diflubenzuron, Dimethoate, Diphenylamine (DPA), Endosulfan I, 
Endosulfan II, Endosulfan sulfate, Esfenvalerate+Fenvalerate, Etox
azole, Fenpropathrin, Fenpyroximate, Imidacloprid, Methomyl, My
clobutanil, o-Phenylphenol, Omethoate, Oxamyl, Permethrin cis, 
Permethrin trans, Phosalone, Phosmet, and more—42 total found in 
some apples.

Smart Creation’s spectacular gold-gilded, copper-sheet cladding of 
the Sri Badrakaliamman Temple’s vimanam in Sivakasi, Tamil Nadu

http://www.SmartCreations.in
http://www.SmartCreations.in
http://www.ewg.org/ node/19436
http://www.ewg.org/ node/19436
http://www.dharmadeen.com


pranic body, first by visualizing it and secondly by feeling it. The 
pranic body of most people extends out from the physical body 
about one or two inches, depending on the level of vitality. Of course, 
the pranic body also completely permeates the entire physical body. 
As you sit quietly, breathing deeply and slowly, become intimately 
aware of the vitality, the prana, running throughout the physical 
body. As you breathe in, feel the vitality of your body. Feel the mag-
netic energy within it. Feel its life. Then, as you breathe out, mentally 
and through feeling release some of this vitality, this prana, this life 
force, and send it out into your aura. Keep sending it out on the out-

breath to the aura’s outer edges all around your body, 
from your head to your feet. The outer edge of the 
human aura is about three or four feet away from the 
physical body. After you have charged your aura with 
vital prana in this way about nine times (nine breaths), 
you should begin to feel a magnetic shell being built 
around the outer edge of your aura. You will feel very 
secure and content as you sit within your own aura, 
which is charged with prana from your own pranic 
body. You are protected from all kinds of psychic 
influences, seen and unseen.”

Despite our best efforts to keep our aura strong and 
not take on the worldly emotions of others, some of 
their thoughts and emotions can end up in our aura 
and influence us by lowering our consciousness and 
depressing our mood. What can be done? These 
darker colors can be changed to lighter colors—and 
hence a more positive mood—by the blessings we 
receive from the Deity and devas when we go to the 
temple or home shrine. They can also be changed by 
the practice of meditation. The practice of regularly 
purifying our aura by temple attendance and medita-
tion keeps our consciousness higher and our state of 
mind happier.

A very important time to purify the aura is when 
we return home from being out in the world. The 
practice I prescribe is to first bathe and then enter the 
shrine room for the blessings of the Deity and devas 
which, when received, will dispel worldly forces and 
help us regain a state of God consciousness. 

Attending temple pujas can be an even more pow-
erful way of purifying the aura. An aspect of puja in 
the temple that is not widely understood is how it 
relates to the flow of prana. Except for the conclud-
ing arati, puja is a process of giving prana to the Deity. 
This is done through offering cut fruit, cooked food, 
water, fragrant flowers and milk. Then, during the 
final arati, the Deity and his helpers, or devas, reflect 
back this prana into the aura of each devotee, purify-
ing it of subconscious congestions. The devotee so 
blessed leaves the temple feeling uplifted and relieved 
of mental conditions he had been burdened by. 

Here is a final word of advice from my Gurudeva 
on the importance of spiritual companionship: “To 
sustain shaucha, purity, it is important to surround 
oneself with good, devonic company, to have the dis-
crimination to know one type of person from another. 

Too many foolish, sensitive souls, thinking their spirituality could 
lift a soul from the world of darkness, have walked in where even 
the Mahadevas do not tread and the devas fear to tread, only to find 
themselves caught in that very world through the deceit and con-
niving of the cleverly cunning. Let’s not be foolish. Let’s discriminate 
between higher consciousness and lower consciousness. Higher-
consciousness people should surround themselves with higher-con-
sciousness people to fulfill shaucha.” The Tirukural observes: “Purity 
of mind and purity of conduct, these two depend upon the purity of 
a man’s companions.” 

 W e are all familiar with the phrase “we 
are what we eat.” The Hindu viewpoint on 
this is that the different types of food we 
consume have a significant influence on 

our state of mind and emotions. For example, eating 
meat, which is known to be a tamasic food, opens 
the door to lower consciousness and makes it harder 
to stay out of the states of fear, anger, jealousy and 
the remorseful emotions that follow. Consuming too 
many spicy foods and stimulants, or rajasic foods, 
can overexcite our physical and intellectual activ-
ity. On the other hand, pure, or sattvic, foods—such 
as fresh fruits and vegetables that grow above the 
ground—foster our intuitive or soul nature. For 
maximum spiritual progress, it is best to eat plenty of 
sattvic foods, to be moderate in the intake of rajasic 
foods and to avoid tamasic foods. The Chandogya Upanishad (7.26.2) 
teaches: “When the food is pure, mind becomes pure. When the 
mind becomes pure, memory becomes firm. And when a man is in 
possession of a firm memory, all the bonds which tie him down to 
the world are loosened.” 

Today I want to expand the idea that “We are what we eat” by 
pointing out that our companions are an equally important influ-
ence on our state of mind and emotions—hence the title “We are 
whom we meet.” The ethical scripture Tirukural, in Chapter 46, 

“Avoidance of Base Company,” has ten insightful verses describ-
ing how powerfully we are influenced by the company we keep. 
Here are two of the verses. “As water changes according to the soil 
through which it flows, so a man assimilates the character of his as-
sociates.” “Even perfect men, possessing the mind’s full goodness, are 
fortified by pious fellowship.”

Our actions, speech, state of consciousness and attitudes toward 
life are all strongly influenced by our companions, just as they are by 
the food we eat. Therefore, it is important to surround oneself with 
good, religious, higher-consciousness people. Every few months, I 
receive an e-mail from someone saying that he or she used to per-
form sadhana (regular religious practices), but stopped some time 
ago and now wants to get started again. The advice I give always 
includes attending a weekly satsang with others who are also per-
forming sadhana. It can be difficult to sustain sadhana if you are 
striving alone. We need the companionship of others on the path to 
keep our sadhana strong, especially during difficult times in life. As 
my Gurudeva, Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami, often said: “The 
group helps the individual and the individual helps the group.”

Of course, we must choose wisely, as companions can also influ-
ence us negatively. Here is a story to illustrate. A teenage boy start-
ing his first year at high school made new friends who had a habit 
of swearing. The boy never swore previously but because he spent 
significant time with his new friends, he soon adopted their crude 

language.
One of the times in life when religious 

companions are extremely important is 
during the university years, especially 
for students living away from home. The 
most obvious negative influence comes 
from fellow students who are more 
interested in partying than studying. A 
less visible, but equally erosive, influence 
comes from anti-religious instructors 
who propound atheism or existentialism 
and may even overtly demean Hindu-
ism. Such encounters can instill negative 
habits and bring about loss of faith. 

How to find suitable religious com-
panionship? Universities are not neces-

sarily close to satsang groups that could be attended 
regularly. For students whose university is close to a 
temple, we suggest visiting it weekly. If the temple is too 
far for a weekly visit, at least make an effort to attend 
during major festivals. Joining a Hindu students’ group 
offers prime opportunities for interacting with peers 
who are spiritually inclined. If there is none at your 
school, but there are a good number of Hindu students 
at the university, consider founding a branch of an es-
tablished Hindu students group on your campus. Other 
possibilities are to participate in an Indian cultural 
group, a yoga class or a meditation program. 

Reinforcing Your Aura: Despite our best inten-
tions to maintain pure companions, sometimes it can 
be necessary to interact at length with people who are 
strongly materialistic or even hedonistic. The challenge 
is to do so without letting their emotions penetrate and 
influence our own. If this does happen, you will experi-
ence their moods and emotions and may interpret them 
as your own. 

If you could see the subtle energies of such an ex-
change, you would know that you have absorbed into 
your aura the dark reds, muddy browns and greens from 
another person's aura. You simply did not have enough prana in 
your aura to ward off the intrusion. Such thought forms and unde-
sirable colors from others’ auras are often called psychic influences.

The aura is a luminous, colorful field of subtle (or astral) energy 
radiating within and around the human body. The colors of the aura 
change constantly according to the ebb and flow of your state of 
consciousness, thoughts, moods and emotions. Fortunately, there are 
yogic exercises you can employ to vitalize your aura. Here is one such 
exercise from my guru: 

“Sit quietly, breathe deeply and mentally get in touch with your 
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Reaching out: Two teenage friends are growing up in 
Germany, with the Berlin skyline behind them. While 
lawless youth run wild and vandalize property, they 
are grateful to have one another as companions who 
help keep them on dharma's path.   
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Letters with writer’s name, address and daytime 
phone number should be sent to: 

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

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

Kudos!
We are very fortunate to have from you a free 
supply of the precious magazine Hinduism 
Today. All of us read the magazine with great 
fervor. It is the voice of Sanatana Dharma and 
the cultural bridge between East and West 
and South and North, making the world a 
truly global village. Hinduism Today has 
come into the lives of millions of people 
across countries and continents, informing 
and entertaining, educating and enlighten-
ing, lifting readers’ spirits, changing and 
transforming nations. You present open, 
clear, honest answers to questions in and on 
life, making the magazine endearing to all. 
Hinduism Today is heralding the renais-
sance of this millennium for universal peace, 
progress and prosperity.

Bhattu Ganesh Sharma
Vice President, Maruthi Vidyalaya

Bangalore, Karnataka, India

Keep up the good work. I thoroughly en-
joy reading Hinduism Today every three 
months. The information given in this maga-
zine is thoroughly researched and succinctly 
written so that anyone can read, easily un-
derstand and learn about Hinduism.

Vyju Subramanian
Fremont, California, USA

sugan1970@gmail.com

I enjoy reading your wonderful magazine 
which has provided much needed insight 
into the supreme faith which is Hinduism. I 
would like to suggest an article on the cur-
rent excavations of the cities of ancient India 
to provide insight into the legacy left by the 
ancient people of our spiritual homeland. 

Dinesh Nair
Malaysia

dnair9@gmail.com

Thank you, thank you, thank you! I always 
marvel at the meticulous care in the pre-
sentations of Hinduism Today. It is as if the 
small group of monastics produce the con-
tent value of two to three bestselling books 
each issue, each with an obviously wonder-
ful impact. I also sense the receptivity and 
interest of the reader is unfolding beauti-
fully, making it possible for the words of 
Hinduism Today to benefit one and all. 

Kumar Natarajan
Auburn, Washington, USA

poetryland@juno.com

I am happy to let you know that your site has 
been included in an article I just posted on 
my blog entitled “50 Inspiring Religious Lead-
ers You Should Follow on Twitter” (online-
christiancolleges.net/50-inspiring-religious-

leaders-you-should-follow-on-twitter/).
Karen L. Anderson

USA
karen.9anderson@gmail.com

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Great Yoga Debate
Hats off to Dr. Aseem Shukla and Sheetal 
Shah of the Hindu American Foundation for 
writing about the miscommunication about 
the origin of yoga (p. 64 of this issue, “Hindu 
American Foundation Launches ‘Take Back 
Yoga’ Campaign,” Hindu Press International, 
May 16, 2010, and others). Efforts by HAF 

and others have made logical and profes-
sional arguments to show that the origin of 
yoga is in Vedic Hindu culture. 

Ram Sidhaye
Norcross, Georgia, USA

indicyoga@gmail.com

Sacred Time and Space
I have returned recently to England from 
Haridwar, India, having attended the amaz-
ing Kumbha Mela festivities. The Kumbha 
Mela convinced me of the validity of the 
concept of sacred time and space. Before im-
mersing myself in the Ganga, I made rever-
ential prostrations to Ganga Devi and Surya 
Dev. The moment I emerged after taking my 
dip, I felt recharged and spiritually uplifted. I 
felt as though the Ganga was the living God-
dess who had just blessed me. Hinduism is 
very much alive and well, notwithstanding 
the relentless march of materialism and the 
assaults from other religions.

Subrata Dey
Birmingham, UK

poetsub1@hotmail.co.uk

Yummy Festival Recipes
Your Apr/May/Jun 2010 issue was delightful 
to read, featuring appetizing and attractive 
vegetarian recipes. After reading them, I felt 
that I had to try them out, which I did with 
great success. Apart from providing food for 
the soul, you have ventured on providing 
food for the body! Great idea and a refresh-
ing change. New, innovative ideas like this are 
always welcome. Please continue the great 
work you are doing. Congratulations.

Sarojini Theiventhiran
Etobicoke, Ontario, Canada

Catholic Ashrams
I’d like to point out a major factual inaccu-
racy in your article “Catholic Ashrams” (Dec 
1986). You write that the Catholic Church 
teaches that the Church is the only way 
to salvation. In fact, the official position of 
the Catholic Church since Vatican II is that 
members of any religious tradition (includ-
ing Hinduism) can attain salvation. You can 
find this in the Vatican II document “Lumen 
Gentium” (http://bit.ly/lumgen): “Those 
also can attain to salvation who through no 
fault of their own do not know the Gospel of 
Christ or His Church, yet sincerely seek God 
and moved by grace strive by their deeds to 
do His will as it is known to them through 
the dictates of conscience. Nor does Divine 
Providence deny the helps necessary for 
salvation to those who, without blame on 
their part, have not yet arrived at an explicit 
knowledge of God and with His grace strive 
to live a good life. Whatever good or truth is 

found amongst them is looked upon by the 
Church as a preparation for the Gospel.” This 
is a very significant oversight. I think most 
documents from the Vatican are written to 
be read by Jesuits and canon lawyers. I know 
that interpretations of that particular pas-
sage differ widely. I think the most main-
stream interpretation is that for anyone to 
be responsible for not accepting Christianity, 
it has to have been socially, psychologically, 
intellectually plausible for them to have ac-
cepted it—not a question of whether they 
have merely heard someone preach Christi-
anity at some point in their lives, but whether 
there was any real chance that someone of 
their background might accept it. Most overt 
missionaries will think that’s too liberal an 
interpretation, but most priests involved in 
inter-religious dialogue go to the opposite 
extreme and interpret that passage even 
more generously than the mainstream. This 
is significant in the context of your article, 
because most of the Catholic ashram move-
ment is of the liberal, pro-inter-religious-
dialogue persuasion.

PJ Johnston
Iowa City, Iowa, USA

prjohnst@fastmail.fm

✔ Thank you for bringing this to our atten-
tion. The document you reference is the very 
same promulgation we quoted in the 1986 
article. Clearly there are multiple interpre-
tations, even within the Catholic Church, of 
the document’s conclusions about the salvific 

efficacy of other faiths. Re-reading it, we re-
main convinced that the spirit of the overall 
document is one of exclusivity. “Dominus Ie-
sus” (http://bit.ly/domiesus), written in 2000 
by then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, now Pope 
Benedict XVI, and ratified by Pope John Paul 
II, clarifies, “If it is true that the followers of 
other religions can receive divine grace, it is 
also certain that objectively speaking they 
are in a gravely deficient situation in com-
parison with those who, in the Church, have 
the fullness of the means of salvation.. . . 
Furthermore, it cannot be overlooked that 
other rituals, insofar as they depend on su-
perstitions or other errors (cf. 1 Cor 10:20-21), 
constitute an obstacle to salvation.... Inter-
religious dialogue, therefore, as part of her 
evangelizing mission, is just one of the ac-
tions of the Church in her mission ad gentes.” 

The Dowry Tree
In response to “Trees Planted to Honor the 
Birth of a Daughter Change Lives” (Hindu 
Press International, July 14, 2010), it would 
be better if we as Hindus actually push for 
the elimination of dowry so that, instead of 
fathers and families using the proceeds from 
the trees for dowry, they can use them for the 
betterment of their families and reduction 
of poverty. We Hindus like to sound high-
minded, but we have a lot of housecleaning 
to do in our own religion.

Chirag Bhatt
Springboro, Ohio, USA

chirag66@gmail.com

Cross at War Memorial
Refer to the US Supreme Court’s ruling 
blocking the removal of a Christian cross at 
a war memorial in the Mojave Desert (“Jus-
tices’ Ruling Blocks Cross Removal,” Hindu 
Press International, May 3, 2010). My view 
is that if the war memorial is for all soldiers 
following the Christian faith, then the deci-
sion to keep the cross may be appropriate, but 
if the military wishes to honor soldiers who 
were followers of Islam, Judaism, Hinduism 
and other faiths, then it may not be fair. It 
may amount to discrimination! I recently 
attended a university medical department’s 
annual service in memory of all who had do-
nated their bodies, who belonged to several 
faiths, during which a cross was placed.

Prakash Mody
North York, Ontario, Canada

4prakash@gmail.com

Corrections
✔ We unintentionally left out the prominent 
website www.parihara.com in “Web Stream-
ing God’s Grace from India to the World” 
(Apr/May/Jun 2010).

T  
he washington post co. jolted the 
publishing world when it revealed plans 
to sell Newsweek magazine last May. Ad 
revenue had dropped and, with no means 

to cover losses, current owners had to abandon 
ship. A national institution that for 77 years was 
a smashing success, that projected smartness 
and solidity, suddenly showed deep and irrepa-
rable cracks. It sold August 1, 2010, for $1.00.

Whereas commercial publications generally 
depend entirely on sales and advertising, a non-
profit such as Hinduism Today does have an-
other option. It can build strong endowments to 
provide support and stability through turbulent 
times. Think of the well-endowed National 
Geographic magazine, which has been sailing 
smoothly since 1888.

A well-run endowment pays grants based 
on longer-term returns such as five years or 
more so that a drop in any one year or two or 
three does not impact revenues drastically. It 

provides a bridge over the storm. It was 
with this in mind that founder Satguru 
Sivaya Subramuniyaswami wisely estab-
lished the Hinduism Today Production 
Fund some 15 years ago. The fund has 
since grown steadily. Today it provides 

monies to enhance the magazine’s content and 
reach—in the digital realm, notably. But it is still a 
young fund and needs to grow much stronger to 
keep Hinduism Today seaworthy no matter what 
winds may come.

In 2009, we launched a project to increase the 
fund’s principal by $100,000. When the goal is re-
alized, grants to the editors will be augmented by 
$1,000 per quarter—a modest amount, but a good 
beginning, adequate to raise Hinduism Today to 
a new level of quality and effectiveness, and a step 
closer to financial independence. 

Please consider helping us meet this goal soon. 
You will be helping create a secure and abundant 
future for Hinduism Today, wherein it dispenses 
our faith’s life-giving information ever more gen-
erously. There can be no greater cause. 

Ask to receive our Production Fund e-newslet-
ter at: www.gurudeva.org/email-news, visit www.
hheonline.org/productionfund, or contact us at 
1-808-634-5407 or hhe@hindu.org. 

Newsweek magazine began 
publishing in 1933: Good 
run, for a commercial venture.

Publishing and the World’s Vicissitudes
How you can help protect Hinduism Today
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Hinduism is the ancient refuge for the wisdom of Self. 
Swami Mayatitananda, founder of the Wise Earth Monastery

The single biggest problem in 
communication is the illusion that 
it has taken place. George Bernard 
Shaw (1856-1950) Irish playwrite

The reason I sanitized [Hinduism] 
is there’s a lot of junk in it. Deepak 
Chopra, writer, as quoted by Newsweek

Give thanks for unknown blessings 
already on their way.

I am confident that there truly is such 
a thing as living again, and that the 
living spring from the dead. Socrates, 
(470-399 bce) Greek philosopher

In between births we rest and learn and 
plan our next life. We all came here to do 
something. So do it and don’t fool around!

Because I am finally beginning to notice 
some improvement. Master cello player 
Pablo Casals (1876-1973), when asked 
why he continued to practice at age 93

If numbers on the calendar were that 
significant, somewhere in the mid-morning 
of March 14, 2015, we would all become 
cosmically aware of π (3.14.15, 9:26:54 am). 

You attain the feeling of love and then 
you want to discipline yourself. You love 
the discipline, because it brings more love. 
Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami 
(1927-2001), founder of Hinduism Today

By constantly repeating, “I am free, I am 
free,” a man verily becomes free. On the 
other hand, by constantly repeating, “I 
am bound, I am bound,” he certainly 
becomes bound. The fool who says only, “I 
am a sinner, I am a sinner,” verily drowns 
himself in worldliness. One should rather 
say: “I praise the name of God. How can 
I be a sinner? How can I be bound?” Sri 
Ramakrishna Paramahansa (1836-1886)

Choose the path and teachings of a Guru 
who meets your liking and interest. Don’t 
say bad things about other Gurus. Each 
Guru is special. Guru is God. God is Guru. 
The God to whom we pray comes in the 
form of a Guru. If we badmouth Gurus, we 
are bad-mouthing God. Sri Narayani 
Amma, head of the Narayani Peedham 
of Thirumalaikodi, Tamil Nadu, India 

Is there a deeper tragedy than that of a man 
immersed in the pursuit of the not-self 
who has no time to realize the Divine Self 
within? Sadhu Vaswani, (1879-1966) 
founder the Sadhu Vaswani Mission

No idea has ever been defeated by 
force. To defeat an idea, you have to 
offer a better idea, a more attractive and 
acceptable one. Amos Oz, Israeli writer

When you give of yourself, you 
always receive more than you give. 

Take up one idea and make that your life— 
think of it, dream of it, live on it. Let the 
brain, muscles, nerves, every part of your 
body be full of that idea, and just leave 
every other idea alone. This is the way to 
success. One single soul with good motives, 
sincerity and infinite love can destroy the 

dark designs of millions of hypocrites and 
brutes. Swami Vivekananda (1863-
1902), disciple of Sri Ramakrishna

Begin the day with love, spend the day 
with love, fill the day with love, end the 
day with love. Swami Bua Ji Maharaj 
(ca 1890-2010), Hindu of the Year 1998, 
spiritual teacher and extraordinary 
hatha yogi. Though he never disclosed 
his exact birth date, devotees say he 
reached 120 years, the ideal human 
lifespan mentioned in Hindu scripture.

It is Divinity that shapes, not only your 
ends, but also your acts, your words and 
thoughts. Your duty is to treat everybody, 
including yourself, as a manifestation of 
the Lord. Swami Sivananda (1887-1963), 
founder of the Divine Life Society, Rishikesh

D id   Y o u  K now   ?

Lord Vishnu’s Oldest Temple

There have been many systems and 
principles of ethics and morality, 
established by various world teachers 

down through the ages. Their common 
goal is to provide a guidepost for thought 
and action to help the individual fulfill 
life’s highest goals and purposes. 

Hinduism’s tenets are the yamas and 
niyamas, considered a necessary step for 
fruitful yoga. They are codified in scrip-
tures including the Shandilya and Varaha 
Upanishads, the Hatha Yoga Pradipika by 
Gorakshanatha, and the Tirumantiram of 
Tirumular. Patanjali included a shorter list 
of yamas and niyamas in his Yoga Sutras. 

The ten yamas are restraints, providing 
a basic system of discipline for the in-
stinctive mind: nonhurtfulness, truthful-
ness, non-stealing, celibacy until married, 
patience, steadfastness, compassion, hon-
esty, moderation of appetite and purity. 
The ten niyamas are positive observances, 
life-giving actions and disciplines. They 
are remorse, contentment, giving gener-
ously, faith, worship, listening to scripture, 
cognition, sacred vows, recitation of man-
tras and purifying austerities. 

The sages did not teach that a fiery 
hell would await those who do not fol-
low these principles, nor did they assure 

that heaven’s doors would open for those 
compliant. These are 
not laws. But if you 
follow them, don’t 
be surprised 
if you find 
yourself 
living a  
better life.

b a sics     o f  hind    u ism 

Restraints and Observances

Don Piraro ©  2 0 1 0  d o n  p i r a r o .  r e p r i n t e d  w i t h  p e r m i s s i o n .

The grand canyon is one of the 
natural marvels of the world. 
Carved by the unrelenting flow 

of the Colorado River in the American 
state of Arizona, it extends for 446 km 
and reaches depths of 1,800 meters. 
It is an unsigned masterpiece. Some 
rock formations are so impressive 
that geologists name them after 
temples, castles or shrines, evoking 
a connection with the divine.

Names of Grand Canyon structures 
include: Brahma Temple, Wotan’s 
Throne, Cheops Pyramid, Buddha 
Temple, Solomon Temple, Isis Temple, 
Jupiter Temple and Tower of Ra. 
Most were named in 1882 by Charles 
Dutton, a geologist who believed that 
the canyon belonged to all human-
kind and its nomenclature should 
reflect all the world’s cultures. 

Geological rock layers are desig-
nated after surrounding landmarks 
representative of the layer. The whole 
Grand Canyon rests on a bed of sedi-
mentary rock called the Vishnu Schist, 

1,800,000,000 years old. The Vishnu 
Temple (right) forms its crown. Above 
this schist are the Brahma and Rama 
Schists, harder layers shaped by volcanic 
activity on the surface of a young Earth.
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Now Available: 
Chapter 4 of Our 
Acclaimed Series 
on Hindu History 
for Children

Reprints available at www.minimela.com/booklets
US$1.50 each, 30 copies for $15 or a box of 300 for $99

SECTION2
 What You Will Learn...

1.  Missionaries and colonists 
believe that their culture is 
superior to all other cultures. 

2.  Swami Vivekananda 
popularized the Hindu 
belief that all religions 
are valid paths to God.

3.  Gandhi’s satya graha 
campaign brought 
independence to India 
and inspired nonviolent 
movements for freedom and 
civil rights around the world.

Hindu ideals of nonviolence 
and religious tolerance have 
helped shape today’s world.

Main Ideas

Key Terms
satyagraha, p. I-8
colonized mind, p. I-9

BUILDING BACKGROUND: Dr. King went to India in 1959 to study Gan-
dhi’s methods. He adopted satyagraha, calling it “nonviolent direct ac-
tion.” King said it should so “dramatize an issue that it can no longer be 
ignored.” Gandhi translated satyagraha as “truth force” or “soul force.” 
Satyagraha, he taught, forbids infl icting violence on one’s opponent.

Understanding the Power of Ideas
In the 19th century, India was fi ghting the British in a war of ideas. 
One battle was over religion: Christian missionaries believed it was 
their sacred duty to convert all Indians. Another was over colonial-
ism: the British were ruling India by military force, supported by the 
idea that they were a superior race. Many thinkers and activists, key 
among them Swami Vivekananda and Mahatma Gandhi, challenged 
these ideas. Today nearly all colonies have been freed. Few countries, 
if any, would claim a moral right to colonize another. But religious 
confl ict remains a crucial issue. Vivekananda’s teaching of equal re-
spect for all religions is more relevant today than ever before.

A Young Monk with a Message of Tolerance
The story of Swami Vivekananda (1863–1902) starts with a temple 
priest named Sri Ramakrishna (1836-1886) who lived near Cal-
cutta. He was a mystic, a person who had visions of God and many 
profound spiritual experiences. Though not formally educated, he 
attracted followers from the city’s prominent families. One was an 
18-year-old college student named Narendranath Dutta. 

When they fi rst met, Narendra asked Ramakrishna why he 
believed in God. Ramakrishna replied, “Because I see Him just as 
I see you here, only in a much more intense sense.” Narendra took 

5. Describe the confl ict of ideas 
between prominent Hindus, 
including Vivekananda 
and Gandhi, and British 
missionaries and colonists.

6. Identify the infl uence of Swami 
Vivekananda on modern 
ideas of religious tolerance.

7. Explain how the Hindu 
principles behind satyagraha 
have improved the lives of 
people around the world.

The Challenge 
of Ideas

If YOU lived then...
It is May 4, 1963, Birmingham, Alabama, USA. A thousand students 
from the city’s all-black high school join the nonviolent freedom 
protest led by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. to desegregate the city. Police 
knock them down using high-powered fi re hoses and arrest hundreds. 
Your 17-year-old daughter is arrested and jailed for three days.

What do you say to her when she returns home?

HINDUISM TODAY’S 
TEACHING STANDARDS

The Big Idea

➸
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Ramakrishna as his guru and was trained by 
him for the next fi ve years. 

After Ramakrishna’s death, Narendra took 
vows as a Hindu monk, becoming Swami Vive-
kananda. He gave up his further education  
and instead set off on pilgrimage across India. 
He deeply impressed many people in Madras. 
They raised money door to door to pay for his 
travel to America for the 1893 Parliament of 
the World’s Religions. 

At that interfaith congress in Chicago, the 
cultured and eloquent 30-year-old swami was 
well received. In his opening talk, he declared, 
“We believe not only in universal toleration, but 
we accept all religions to be true.” The popu-
larity of this Hindu message of respect and 
tolerance alarmed some Christian participants 
who had hoped the Parliament would prove 
their religion superior to others. 

The New York Herald reported at the time, 
“Vivekananda is undoubtedly the greatest fi gure 
in the Parliament of Religions. After hearing 
him, we feel how foolish it is to send mission-
aries to this learned nation.” Another reporter 

wrote, “The impertinence of sending half-
educated theological students to instruct 
the wise and erudite Orientals was never 
brought home to an English-speaking audi-
ence more forcibly.”

Vivekananda returned to India a hero. 
He aroused a new pride among Hindus 
and kindled in India’s youth a nationalist 
spirit. Vivekananda founded the Ramak-
rishna Mission as a religious and educa-
tional institution to address India’s social 
problems. He died on July 4, 1902, at age 
39. Freedom fi ghter Subhash Chandra 
Bose aptly called Swami “the maker of 
modern India.”

Vivekananda was not the fi rst Indian 
religious and social reformer of the 19th 
century. Raja Ram Mohan Roy sought to 
counter the criticisms of Hinduism made 
by the British missionaries. He founded 
the Brahmo Samaj in 1828 as a new reli-
gion with Christian-style services. Swami 
Dayananda Saraswati was a Hindu tra-
ditionalist. He began the Arya Samaj in 

ACADEMIC
VOCABULARY

desegregate
allow equal 
access to public 
places for all 
races

pilgrimage
to travel to a 
sacred place for 
worship

eloquent
pleasant, fl uent, 
convincing in 
speech

impertinence
lack of respect, 
rudeness

theological
having to do 
with the study 
of religious 
concepts

erudite
scholarly; having 
great learning

Primary Source

SWAMI VIVEKANANDA’S ADDRESS TO THE 
PARLIAMENT OF THE WORLD’S RELIGIONS

On September 11, 1893, Swami Vivekananda began his 
address with the words, “sisters and brothers of America,” 
resulting in a two-minute standing ovation. He continued, “It 
fi lls my heart with joy unspeakable to rise in response to the 
warm and cordial welcome which you have given us. I thank 
you in the name of the millions and millions 
of Hindu people of all classes and sects.

“I am proud to belong to a religion which 
has taught the world both tolerance and 
universal acceptance. We believe not only 
in universal toleration, but we accept all 
religions to be true. I am proud to belong to 
a nation which has sheltered the persecuted 
and the refugees of all religions and all na-
tions of the earth. 

“I will quote to you, brethren, a few lines 
from a hymn which I remember to have 

repeated from my earliest boyhood, which is every day re-
peated by millions of human beings:  ‘As the diff erent streams, 
having their sources in diff erent places, all mingle their water 
in the sea, O Lord, so the diff erent paths which men take 
through diff erent tendencies, various though they appear, 
crooked or straight, all lead to Thee.’

“Sectarianism, bigotry and its horrible descendant, fanati-
cism, have possessed long this beautiful earth. It has fi lled 

the earth with violence, drenched it often 
with human blood, destroyed civilization 
and sent whole nations to despair. Had it not 
been for this horrible demon, human society 
would be far more advanced than it is now.

“But its time has come, and I fervently 
hope that the bell that tolled this morning in 
honor of this convention will be the death-
knell to all persecutions with the sword or 
the pen, and to all uncharitable feelings 
between persons wending their way to the 
same goal.”
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Eating:
Indian Style
The vegetarian meal at the right may look like a feast, but 
skilled ammas (mothers) prepare some variation of it every day 
for their families. This traditional South Indian spread is cen-
tered around rice. North Indians enjoy wheat-based fl atbreads 
in place of or along with their rice, but the other dishes are 
similar. Lots of spices are used, including coriander, fenugreek, 
cumin, cayenne, cardamom, ginger, cloves, chili pepper, black 
pepper and cinnamon. Depending on the region, spicing may 
be mild to very hot.

The meal is served in several courses on a banana leaf 
freshly cut and washed or, more commonly today, on a round 
metal plate. After washing your hands, you proceed to eat with 
the fi ngers of your right hand by taking a small amount of one 
or two of the vegetable items, mixing them with some rice and 
popping them in your mouth. Seconds are automatic. In fact, 
you can only get the host to stop serving more food by cover-
ing the leaf with your hands. Water or a cool beverage, such 
as lassi (a salted or fruit-juice-sweetened yogurt drink), may 
be served at the end. When fi nished, you fold your leaf in 
half, top to bottom. In the villages, the leaves, complete with 
leftovers, are fed to appreciative cows. Nothing goes to waste, 
and no plates to wash! After the meal, water is brought for 
cleaning your hands.

Fingers, Forks and Chopsticks
There are three methods of eating in the world: with forks, 
with fi ngers and with chopsticks. Forks predominate in 
Europe, Australia and North America. Chop sticks are used 
in East Asia. Fingers are the most widespread eating imple-
ment, prevailing in India, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, the Middle 
East and much of Africa. Globally, fork-feeders are outnum-
bered more than two to one. 

Hindu Vegetarianism
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10. fried okra 
with peppers

11. spiced cabbage

8. vegetable and 
coconut curry

1. salt

9. mango pickle

Chopsticks have a venerable history, 
dating back to 1200 bce. Forks were 
introduced to Europe in the 11th 
century ce by a Byzantine princess 
who married an Italian. She out-
raged the Italians by refusing to eat 
with her hands. A Catholic priest 
pointed out that “God in his wis-
dom has provided man with natural 
forks—his fi ngers.” The rest of Eu-
rope was slow to adopt forks. Many 
royalty, including Queen Elizabeth 
I and Louis XIV, used their fi ngers. 
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7. fried spiced cabbage 
with vegetables

6. drumsticks with 
tamarind and yogurt

5. yam, pumpkin 
and channa beans

4. cucumber, tomatoes, 
chilies and yogurt 

2. sweet made with chickpeas, 
sugar, clarifi ed butter

15. parboiled rice with 
spicy bean sauce

(Items are numbered in the order they are served)

11. spiced cabbage

12. deep fried 
lentil wafer

8. vegetable and 
coconut curry

14. banana

13. spicy soup

3. banana chips

Understanding Other Customs

1.  Compare: After reading about a traditional South 
Indian lunch and looking at the images above, compare 
and contrast it with lunch in your own culture. How are 
your food and customs similar? How are they diff erent?

2.  Evaluate: How do you usually eat food: 
with fi ngers, chopsticks or forks? List some 
advantages and disadvantages of these diff erent 
ways of eating.Note to Students, Parents and Teachers

This Educational Insight is HINDUISM TODAY magazine’s 
response to the controversy in California over the way 
Hinduism is taught in public-school history books. It is a 
16-page lesson on Hindu history, beliefs and practices for 
sixth graders written from the Hindu point of view. It is his-
torically sound and acceptable in content and tone to the 
various denominations of the Hindu community.

The problem with every existing textbook for this grade 
level is that Hinduism is presented negatively, incompletely 
and inaccurately. This lesson is patterned after a typical 
chapter on the Jewish faith in these same books. It delib-
erately does not follow the specifi c California standards for 

presenting the Hindu religion because we believe them to 
be deeply fl awed and contrary to the State’s own general 
rule that teaching material must: 1) be historically accurate, 
2) “instill in each child a sense of pride in his or her heritage” 
and 3) avoid “adverse refl ection” on a religion. It is our in-
tent that this lesson will serve as a model for US textbooks, 
providing an authentic depiction of the eminent history 
and traditions of the faith while giving 10-year-old Hindu 
students justifi able pride in their religion.

In most states teachers are allowed to supplement the 
textbooks with additional material. This lesson may be of-
fered as a more accurate basis for the classroom study of 
the origins and development of Hinduism in ancient India.
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Hinduism
From
Ancient 
Times
The largest civilization in the ancient 
world developed in the Indus Valley 
of India over 5,000 years ago. In the 
thousands of years that followed, 
India produced many great empires 
under which science, art and philos-
ophy fl ourished. Out of this rich his-
tory developed the Hindu religion, 
today the third largest in the world.

This young priest is conducting a 
fi re ceremony just as was done in 
ancient times.  

Note to Students, Parents and Teachers
This Educational Insight is the third chapter in our series 
on Hindu history intended for use in US primary and sec-
ondary schools. Most textbooks presenting Indian history 
between 1100 and 1850 focus on the Muslim and British 
rule. They tend to ignore the adverse material and religious 
impact of this rule on Hindus, who made up 80% of the 
population during most of this period. This chapter is in-
tended to fi ll this gap and serve as a supplement to other 
texts, not as a comprehensive overview of all events of this 
time. It is meant to explain what happened under India’s 
foreign invaders and protracted alien rule and how Hindus, 
their religion and way of life survived this violent and op-

pressive time. This is a diffi  cult part of history to teach, but 
necessary for a proper understanding of our modern world. 

This lesson was written and designed by the editorial 
staff  of HINDUISM TODAY in collaboration with Dr. Shiva Baj-
pai, Professor Emeritus of History, California State University, 
Northridge. 

Academic reviewers: Dr. Klaus Klostermaier, Professor of Religious 
Studies, University of Manitoba; Dr. Jeff rey D. Long, Chair, Department 
of Religious Studies, Elizabethtown College; Dr. Anantanand Ram-
bachan, Professor of Religion, St. Olaf College; Dr. T.S. Rukmani, Pro-
fessor and Chair in Hindu Studies, Concordia University; Dr. Michael 
K. Ward, Visiting Lecturer in History, California State University, North-
ridge. Research Assistant: Justin Stein, MA, University of Hawaii, and 
former middle school teacher in New York. 
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Hinduism
Endures:
1100 to
1850

The Rajput princess Mirabai devoted her life to the joyful worship of Lord 
Krishna. The poet saint danced and sang throughout North India.

India responded to centuries 
of Muslim invasion and rule 
and later British colonization 
by both armed resistance and 
spiritual resolve. The country 
remained overwhelming Hindu 
despite foreign domination 
and religious oppression. 
India was one of the very 
few ancient societies to 
survive into modern times 
with its religion and social 
structure largely intact.

Note to Students, Parents and Teachers
This Educational Insight is the second chapter in our series 
on Hindu history intended for use in US primary schools. 
During this period, India was the richest region of the 
world and one of the most populous. Great agricultural 
abundance, plus plentiful natural resources, were key to 
the region’s prosperity. India lay in the center of the world’s 
ancient trade routes. Merchants sent spices, cotton, sugar 
and exotic items east to China and west to Europe. Hindu 
religion and culture and the Sanskrit language linked all of 
India. Great scientifi c discoveries as well as major religious 
movements came out of this advanced and stable society.

This lesson was written and designed by the editorial 

staff  of HINDUISM TODAY in collaboration with Dr. Shiva Baj-
pai, Professor Emeritus of History, California State University, 
Northridge. Academic reviewers: Dr. Klaus Klostermaier, 
Professor of Religious Studies, University of Manitoba; Dr. 
Jeff rey D. Long, Chair, Department of Religious Studies, Eliz-
abethtown College; Dr. Vasudha Narayanan, Distinguished 
Professor, Department of Religion, University of Florida; Dr. 
Anantanand Rambachan, Professor of Religion, St. Olaf Col-
lege; Dr. T.S. Rukmani, Professor and Chair in Hindu Studies, 
Concordia University. Research Assistant: Justin Stein, MA 
candidate at the University of Hawaii and former middle 
school teacher in New York.
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Hindu 
India:
300 to 
1100 ce
During these eight centuries, 
empires, religion, commerce, 
science, technology, literature 
and art fl ourished in India. 
In ways vitally important 
to Hindus to this day, the 
Hindu faith was advanced 
by temple building, the 
Bhakti Movement, holy texts 
and great philosophers, 
saints and sages. This is an 8th century South Indian bronze of Supreme God Siva as 

Nataraja. This divine dance depicts His fi ve cosmic powers of creation, 
preservation, dissolution, veiling grace and revealing grace. 

Note to Students, Parents and Teachers

This Educational Insight is the fourth chapter in our se-

ries on Hindu history intended for use in US primary and 

secondary schools. Like preceding chapters, it openly dis-

cusses topics that are neglected or covered only briefl y in 

current American curricula. We summarize the political his-

tory of India between 1850 and 1947, then tell the story of 

two infl uential men: Swami Vivekananda, who presented 

to the Western world a view of Hinduism as a tolerant, so-

phisticated faith, and Mahatma Gandhi, who taught the 

world the power of nonviolent political action. Finally, we 

explore Hindu food, dress, rites of passage and initiations. 

Overall, the student is provided a glimpse into the beliefs, 

traditions, practices and refi ned culture that enabled Hin-

duism to survive the onslaught of conquest and colonial-

ism. This lesson was written and designed by the editorial 

staff  of HINDUISM TODAY in collaboration with Dr. Shiva Baj-

pai, Professor Emeritus of History, California State University, 

Northridge, Los Angeles. 

Academic reviewers: Dr. Klaus Klostermaier, Professor of Religious 

Studies, University of Manitoba; Dr. Jeff rey D. Long, Chair, Department 

of Religious Studies, Elizabethtown College; Dr. Anantanand Ram-

bachan, Professor of Religion, St. Olaf College; Dr. T.S. Rukmani, Pro-

fessor and Chair in Hindu Studies, Concordia University; Dr. Michael 

K. Ward, Visiting Lecturer in History, California State University, North-

ridge. Educational Consultant: Justin Stein, Lecturer at Windward Com-

munity College, Hawaii, and former middle school teacher in New York.
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India as 
Colony:
1850 to
1947

Soldiers on parade receive King George V and Queen 

Mary as they enter Mumbai in 1911 through the 

“Gateway of India” especially built for their arrival. 

The last British soldiers left through it in 1948.

The British Crown took over 

direct control of India from 

the East India Company in 

1858. Economic exploitation 

increased. A determined  and 

mostly nonviolent freedom 

movement emerged and fi nally 

succeeded, resulting in the 

formation of modern India 

and Muslim Pakistan in 1947.

Response to Lesson 3
I am impressed with the sincere honesty and frankness 
expressed in the text regarding the tragic violence 
of invasion, conquest and colonization of India.  I 
particularly like the message of cultural persistence and 
continuity that this history conveys. This pamphlet also 
wonderfully recognizes the ability of school children to 
grasp true meanings in history and culture. Sometimes 
we omit too much information from our children in 
our desire to protect them; doing so harms them and 
disrespects their intellect.    Michael K. Ward, PhD, Visiting 
Lecturer in History, California State University, Northridge

Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4 are available in booklet format 
for use in classes. A comprehensive teacher’s guide 
is available at hinduismtoday.com/education

Order singly or in bulk for your family, and to 
distribute at religious and cultural gatherings.
 
Single copies, US$1.50
30 copies, $15.00
Cartons of 300: $99

Phone: 877-255-1510
E-mail: minimela@hindu.org
Internet: www.minimela.com (click “booklets”)
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The following text continues the second chapter of the knowledge 
section of Sarvajnanottara Agama. It deals with gaining a 
correct understanding of the true nature of the Self, the ultimate 
goal. The Agama is told to Lord Skanda by Siva Himself. 

 One who is with one-pointed meditation of such non-
dual unity gets himself established within his own Self, al-
ways and everywhere. Being established within himself, he 
directly sees the Lord who is within every soul and within 

every object and who presents Himself in all the manifested bodies. 
There is no doubt about the occurrence of such experience. 

Within such a yogi who establishes himself in absolute non-dual 
union with Lord Siva and who keeps himself free from all sorts of 
differentiating notions, the exalted power of all-knowing gets un-
folded in all its fullness. 

He who is declared in all the authentic scriptures as unborn, the 
creator and controller of the universe, the One who is not associated 
with body evolved from maya, the One who is free from the quali-
ties evolved from maya and who is the Self of all, is indeed Myself. 
There is no doubt about this non-dual union. 

He who does not realize this truth will always remain as an eter-
nally bound soul involved in the repeated phenomenon of being 
born again and again. He who realizes this truth gets immortalized 
and attains absolute purity. He becomes one with Lord Siva Himself. 
There is no doubt about this. 

Having become one with the Supreme Self, he who knows the 
essential nature of the Self in all its dimensions and reality, effort-
lessly gets liberated from the bonds, even though he may be with 
bodily existence subjected to all states pertaining to the embodied 
life, such as waking, dreaming, sleeping and so on. 

No other great attainment than the attainment of one’s own Self 
is known here and elsewhere. So, by all means, the refi ned seeker 
should meditate on his own Self with the fi rm resolve: “This Self of 
mine is indeed He who is the Supreme One.”

This Self is neither the in-breath nor the out-breath; nor the spe-
cifi c instruments signifi cantly trained in breath control or medita-
tion. The seeker should always conceive his Self as the knower of all 
and as the One in its total fullness and perfection. 

This Self is neither inside the body nor outside the body. Neither it 
is at a greater distance nor at a closer point. It is in a supreme space 
which is beyond the range of 36 tattvas and of the worlds contained 
in them. The refi ned seeker should install his mind in that supreme 
place. 

Pervading completely in all directions—across, above, below, out-
side, inside and so on—the Self always exists in its own state being 
dissociated from all things. Being self luminous it shines forth with 
its own brilliance and illumines every thing. The refi ned seeker 
should always meditate on his own Self which is of such nature. 

The Self is not to be considered as absolutely non-existent. In 
its own state it is bereft of adjuncts such as body, instruments and 
so forth. But in its embodied state it is associated with relevant 
body, instruments, location and enjoyments. In its liberated state, it 
becomes one with Siva who is eternally free from the constricting 

adjuncts. The refi ned seeker should meditate on his own Self as 
completely dissociated from adherence to such notion of state as 
existent or non-existent. 

The refi ned seeker should meditate on his own Self as bereft of 
birth and death, as self-subsisting being free from any supportive 
element, as free from any name and form, as not obscured by the 
constricting bond known as anava mala and as untouched by the 
three qualities—sattva, rajas and tamas—which evolve from maya. 

He should meditate on his own Self as absolutely independent, as 
the one which does not need any external support for its existence 
and brilliance, as immeasurable, as incomparable, as of absolute pu-
rity in its own essential state and as the Eternal One.

FROM THE AGAMAS

 The Self—Meditation’s Ultimate Goal
“It shines forth with its own brilliance and illumines every thing”

The Vedas and Agamas are the divinely revealed and most revered 
scriptures, shruti, of Hinduism, likened to the Torah (1200 bce), 
Bible New Testament (100 ce), Koran (630 ce) or Zend Avesta (600 
bce). The oldest portions of the Vedas may date back as far as 6,000 
bce. The Saiva Agamas are also ancient, but dating is uncertain.

Siva as Lord of Animals: Sitting beneath a sprawling banyan 
tree, Siva reposes in silent communion with His creation

Dr. S. P. Sabharathnam Sivacharyar, 67, 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 recently 
completed translation of the revered Sarvajnanottara Agama.
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The 16-page sixth-grade social studies 
booklet from the editors of Hinduism 
Today covers 1850 to 1947 ce, the 
years of British colonial exploitation
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Following humankind’s greatest festival to its source 

T
here is nothing like it on earth, in scope, scale 
or magnitude. In an epic outpouring of devotion, 
fifty million people have attended the 2010 Kumbha 

Mela in Haridwar, a Hindu mass that outnumbers 
the population of all but the five largest countries of 
Europe. In the midst of the crowds, pilgrims found 

blessings, quietude and karmic fulfillment. Hinduism 
Today reports on the two streams that meet to create 
this magic: the mighty akharas with their remarkable 
sadhus and the Ganga river, which we traced all the way 
to its humble Himalayan source. 

Kumbha 
Mela 
Beseeching Mother Ganga’s Blessings
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Hinduism Today’s team covered the 2010 
Kumbha Mela from two perspectives. Cor­
respondent Choodie Shivaram and pho­
tographer Dev Raj Agarwal joined the fes­
tival separately. We alternate between their 
unique narratives.  

Summoned to the Mela
By Choodie Shivaram, Haridwar

 H
indus have absolute belief in the 
existence of bulava, a divine sum-
mons to visit the most sacred places 
of worship. Without this call, it is 

impossible for the visit to materialize. When 
I received an unexpected call 
asking for my presence at the 
Kumbha Mela at Haridwar this 
year, during the time of Maha Si-
varatri no less, it felt like heaven 
beckoning. 

I never dreamt that I would 
ever be part of this great event. 
My invitation had come from 
Sri Jayendra Puri Swamiji, the 
pontiff of Kailasa Ashrama Ma-
hasamsthana in Bangalore, who informed 
me that he was being crowned mahaman­
daleshwar on February 15, 2010, during the 
Kumbha Mela. I jumped at the chance to 
join his entourage, all other duties at home or 
work obliterated from my thoughts, and pro-
ceeded to Haridwar, foremost among seven 
holy places where the Melas take place.

This year’s Kumbha Mela saw a prodigious 
attendace of more than 50 million devotees 
over the course of several weeks, densely 
populating the area where the event takes 

place. Pilgrims came to seek blessings from 
the sea of sadhus present and, later, to take a 
holy dip of their own in the holy river which 
is itself a sacred entity, a Goddess. She is rev-
erently called Ganga Ma, “Mother Ganga.” 

I could barely wait to join millions of fel-
low Hindus at this most sacred event. As we 
set out by road to this ancient site of pilgrim-
age 133 miles east of Delhi, we witnessed a 
swelling sea of devotees, all single-mindedly 
on the move to meet their appointment with 
the Gods. Pilgrims from all walks of life trav-
eled long distances, withstanding physical 
discomforts such as sleeping in the open air 
at near freezing temperatures. They came 

by train, bus, car, truck, tractor, 
bullock cart, bicycle and donkey. 
Many thousands traveled by foot, 
even without shoes. We mar-
veled at the endless procession of 
men, women and children walk-
ing miles and miles, many with 
kavadis (offerings carried during 
the pilgrimage as a form of pen-
ance) reverently perched on their 
shoulders. What firm foundation, 

what absolute faith makes those devotees 
undergo such hardships to reach Haridwar 
and partake in the Kumbha Mela despite all 
odds?

For many people, the Kumbha Mela is 
an event best watched on television. Vast 
crowds and scarce comforts are deterrents, 
especially to those coming all the way from 
the South of the subcontinent. Reports of 
stampedes, pollution in the Ganga and some 
unseemly stories about the pilgrimage dis-
courage the faint-hearted. But for the mil-

lions who come, as I would learn for myself, 
those challenges are insignificant. 

As I approached Haridwar, I could hear 
devotional chants in energetic unison, such 
as “Ganga Ma Ki Jai” or “Har Har Mahadev,” 
enveloping the roads. When we drew closer 
to the holy city, this incessant, divine proc-
lamation increased in decibels as the crowd 
of devotees grew denser. In several camps, 
loudspeakers played music or encouraging 
sermons, fanning the flames of faith’s ar-
dor. Huge billboards, posters and banners 
of different ashrams and sadhus welcomed 
devotees. I reflected that, for religious lead-
ers seeking attention, the Kumbha Mela is 
a great opportunity to garner visibility and 
publicity. 

When I finally arrived in Haridwar, I was 
struck by the intense spiritual vibrancy of 
the city. Devotion was evident everywhere, 
in the charged tunes of bhajans and spiri-
tual discourses and in the intense ambience 
of piety that filled the air. I truly felt I had 
arrived at “Deva Bhumi,” the world of the 
devas. It felt like a spiritual tornado. I could 
experience God everywhere.

In my mind, I could hear the echo of Mark 
Twain’s words written after he experienced 
Kumbha Mela in 1895, 115 years back: “It is 
wonderful, the power of a faith like that, that 
can make multitudes upon multitudes of the 
old and weak and the young and frail enter 
without hesitation or complaint upon such 
incredible journeys. It is done in love, or it is 
done in fear; I do not know which it is. No 
matter what the impulse is, the act born of 
it is beyond imagination, marvelous to our 
kind of people, the cold whites.”

(Clockwise from upper right) The 
glistening ghats of Haridwar on the night 
of Mahasivaratri; a sunrise bathing at the 
Har ki Pauri ghat; reverently offering ganga 
jal to Surya, the Sun; women perform a 
Sivalingam puja on a street near the river; 
after the purifying bath, a couple perform 
their austerities and observances

	 Where else could 50 million huddled people experience such private communion?
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(Clockwise from top left) A bath of vibhuti, 
holy ash, purifies and kindles the spirit; a line 
of sadhus during biksha, begging for flour; the 
orderly camps; pilgrims sleeping on the streets 
of Haridwar; most devotees face long trips to 
reach the Kumbha Mela, carrying large loads; 
the local train station during the festival; with 
their heads shaved, young brothers perform a 
puja on behalf of their deceased father’s soul

Living at the Mela
By Dev Raj Agarwal, Haridwar

 H
aridwar during the mela is a 
beehive, teeming with activity all 
around. The city is packed with peo-
ple, policemen in khaki-and-blue 

uniforms, pilgrims with heavy loads of bag-
gage on their heads, unbearably loud speak-
ers from all directions, busy restaurants 
and food corners, crowded bus stands and 
railway stations—everywhere you get the 
impression that there is no room left for any-
thing more. Yet, the stream of devotees keeps 
coming. Everytime I decided to cover one 
part of the mela, I ended up disappointed, 
unable to finish even half of that area. There 
is so much to see.

One balmy afternoon, for example, I see 
a long row of sadhus moving unannounced, 
holding kamandalus in their hands—those 
oblong pots usually made from gourds, 
used to store water or sometimes for beg-
ging, traditionally a sadhu’s only possession. 
Their chests are tightly tied with a network 
of black or brown ropes and colored cloth 
pinned to the ends of the ropes, swinging 
around the knees. They are performing a rit-
ual called bhiksha, an ages-old custom, when 
representatives of the several akharas walk 
around and gather alms in the form of flour 
from all camps. They have to keep walking, 
without stopping and looking back. Other 
sadhus wait outside their camps and pour 
some wheat flour in the kamandalus as their 
biksha-gathering brothers pass by. 

Both devotees and journalists actually 
move to Haridwar for some time during 

the Kumbha Mela, often staying for months. 
People cook, sleep, study and do business in 
the camps; some die and some are born.

One can buy fresh milk, curds, butter, 
bread and vegetables from small shops in-
side the camp city. Hundreds of men and 
women are kept busy cleaning the streets 
all around. The common pilgrims seem to 
be more health conscious now. Very rarely 
did I see pilgrims drinking water from the 
taps in the camp city and elsewhere. Instead, 
most depended on bottles of mineral water 
and sweet beverages, sold everywhere at a 
premium. 

Considering the temporary but exponen-
tial boom in the population of the area, or-
ganization is essential. This year’s was the 
first Kumbha Mela under the administration 
of the new Uttarakhand state, carved out of 
Himalayan and adjoining districts of Uttar 
Pradesh on November 9, 2000, to become 
the 27th state of the Republic of India. The 
authorities were visibly strict in the running 
of the mela, perhaps intent on making a pos-
itive first impression.

As I walk through the sandy roads of 
Neeldhara camp, I can’t help but think that 
the organizers did a good job. I am pleased to 
see the neatly constructed halls of various 
social and religious organizations. The fes-
tival covers over 52 square miles, divided in 
35 sectors. Buses are busy ferrying pilgrims 
to and from distant camps. There are rows of 
fresh water taps and toilets in many places, 
newly constructed for the visitors. Official 
statistics tally 4,000 toilets, 32 police sta-
tions, 6 base hospitals and 35 fire stations. 
The Indian Space Research Organisation 
even took satellite pictures of the crowds 

with the hope of improving the conduct of 
the festival in the future.

Most of the policemen were from Uttar 
Pradesh and Himachal Pradesh. The offi-
cial staff included 20,000 policemen com-
ing from 17 different police forces, which 
sounds like a lot until you remember that 
50 million people attended the festival. Not 
all of them at the same time, but on April 14, 
the last Shahi Snan, an estimated 15 million 
people gathered at Haridwar. I met a young 
police officer from Himachal who said he 
felt a little tense in such a difficult assign-
ment, but at the same time happy to be able 
to visit the Kumbha Mela. It was common 
to see police personnel in their off hours 
becoming simple pilgrims, both men and 
women, taking a dip in the Ganga and per-
forming various pujas.

The mela felt clean and safe. But if the ba-
sics are dutifully covered, the gathering still 
lacks simple amenities such as an informa-
tion booth. Almost everybody who lands 
here looks lost, looking for information or 
hoping for a map, to no avail. Even those who 
have been here for weeks have little knowl-
edge to offer, and just a rare few can point 
the way. “Camp layout maps should be dis-
played around,” suggested a group of elderly 
men and women from Saurashtra, tired of 
walking in circles.

The renunciates themselves seem to be 
ahead in hosting and communication. Ash-
rams, akharas and sadhus now have their e-
mails. And, of course, almost everyone now 
has a mobile phone, so they can always call 
a missing companion, be he a family mem-
ber or a fellow swami, and ask the inevitable 
question: “Where are you?”

	 Humankind’s largest gathering is among the most peaceful 
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The First Royal Bath
By Dev Raj Agarwal, Haridwar

 O
n this year’s kumbha mela, the 
first Shahi Snan (Royal Bath) coin-
cided with the great night of Siva—
an auspicious occasion matching a 

blessed astrological configuration. The first 
and most important Shahi Snan is when 
sadhus parade to the river by the thousands 
and jump into the holy Ganga.

February 12, 2010, is overcast and cold. 
In the barricaded sidewalks of the streets, 
thousands are en route to Har ki Pauri, the 
central ghat on the banks of the Ganga. 
Many pilgrims are annoyed, blocked from 
reaching Haridwar’s most famous ghats dur-
ing the bathing of the sadhus. Most of them 
do not dare to open their mouths in front of 
an army of police and paramilitary soldiers. 
In this superbly organized Kumbha Mela, 
there is a hint of military discipline, with 
ambivalent results.

As we pass through the camp of Juna 
Akhara, where thousands of sadhus are 
gathered, the loud chanting of “Har Har Ma-
hadeva” is almost deafening, saturating the 
air with strong vibrations. A group of naga 
sadhus dances in frenzy, while some others 
display yogic postures in front of cameras. 
This was one of the most exotic spectacles 
I have ever seen. The whole scene is domi-
nated by the grey and brown of the ash-
smeared bodies and the deep, warm yellow 
of the marigold garlands. A large group of 
sadhvis watch from a corner. Soon, all maha­
mandaleshwars and senior sages come out 
and accept the greetings from the crowd of 

nagas, taking their seats in the procession. 
The already loud voices reach a roar when 
one of the sadhus lifts the Juna Akhara’s gi-
ant  flag and four others shoulder the silver 
palanquin with the akhara’s Deity: the time 
has come for the Shahi Yatra. 

At the Har ki Pauri, where pressmen and 
photographers are battling for elbow room, 
the Juna Akhara’s naga sadhus line up along 
the river and jump into the water as soon as 
the symbolic bath of the Deities is finished. 

Then follow the mahamandaleshwars, sa
dhus and, finally, the devotees, thousands 
of people from the streets who have some-
how sneaked into the Shahis during the 
procession and now feel privileged to take 
a bath along with these divine souls! I am 
entranced by the power and the devotion of 
this great spectacle. Until late in the evening, 
the akharas bathe, one after the other, first 
the Saiva akharas, then the Vaishnavas.

Eventually, everyone, sadhu or household-

er, poor or rich, famous or anonymous, gets 
their holy dip. Many Hindus make vows to 
take a bath in the Ganga after the marriage 
of their daughters, or to seek blessings for 
the salvation of departed relatives. Their re-
solve is often tested with severe challenges, 
and many are overwhelmed with emotions 
as they finish the cathartic, soul-cleansing 
bath. A dip in the Ganga during the Kumbha 
Mela, tradition says, washes away the karma 
of many births.

By Choodie Shivaram, Haridwar

 I 
didn’t sleep all night. the thought 
of a dip in the Ganga at 4am on Maha-
sivaratri inspired me to overcome the 
freezing weather, at five degrees Celsius, 

and jovially lead a group to the river. I told 
the other women that if they felt the water 
was too cold, they could just sprinkle some 
water on their heads, so they agreed to come.

Reciting the Ganga Lahiri mantra, we 
inched into the cold water, shivering and 
shrieking, chattering “Jai Ganga” and “Aum 
Namah Shivaya.” And then the magic over-
took me. I kept taking dip after dip, not just 
for me but on behalf of my parents, guru, 
children, relatives, friends and well-wishers. 
And at the exact moment when I offered ar­
ghya (ablution) on behalf of my parents—my 
father died recently—the temple bells of a 
Siva temple on the Ghat rang out loud. It was 
as though He acknowledged my prayers.

Later in the day, at 1:30 pm, I followed the 
Mahanirvani sadhus, from a distance, on 
their way to the river. The procession was 
beyond anything I ever imagined. Hundreds 
of thousands of sadhus and saints, represen-
tatives and devotees, hundreds of chariots 
formed an unending stream of people that 
went on for three miles, strongly protected 
by cautious policemen. 

Through the narrow lanes of Haridwar, 
thousands watched expectantly, 
hands folded in reverence as the julus 
(procession) passed by. From the roof 
tops, flowers showered on the sadhus. 
We were on the inside of the police 
line, with lay members of the Maha
nirvani Akhara. With us was an el-
derly sadhvi from Bengaluru, braving 

the heat, the rush, the dust and the crowd. 
Those who had experience with similar 
situations had formed a ring of protection 
around us, keeping our mind away from the 
ghosts of stampedes. 

We finally arrived at the ghat. The Ganga 
was just there, the sadhus were there, I could 
see and almost touch them. This was, of 
course, the Royal Bath, and only the sadhus 
are supposed to be in the water. 

But it was a miracle when a policewoman 
told us the elderly sadhvi could take a dip, 
with help from my husband and myself. We 
not only joined in the julus but could take 
the holy bath immediately after her. This 
was the high point of our life. It was eu-
phoric. Nothing else existed. We had merged 
with God.

When I left Bengaluru for this pilgrimage, 
many among our friends and family warned 
about stampedes, risk of disease, lack of fa-
cilities, pollution—the list was long. I was 
unmindful of it all. Nothing could shake my 
faith in Ganga, in Siva, in our customs and 
traditions. No one could deter me, not even 
the freezing temperatures. 

Arriving back home, no one would believe 
we had such a smooth experience of the 
Shahi Snan. I was struck by a magnificent 
spiritual force that must be experienced to 
be known. 

	 The Kumbha Mela’s anonymous monks and saints, as multifaceted	 as Hinduism itself
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Sadhus of the Juna Akhara 
during the first Shahi Snan. 
The holy trishul, symbol­
izing Siva, has the honor of 
touching the water before 
the sadhus.



Spectacle and Spirit
By Dev Raj Agarwal, Haridwar

 A
fter a long wait of twelve years, 
the Kumbha Mela has returned to 
Haridwar. Its arrival changes the face 
of the city, an otherwise sleepy town 

that suddenly comes to life.
To attend a Kumbha Mela is a priceless 

opportunity. As a photographer, I 
find myself counting the days be-
tween these holy gatherings. More 
than the chance to take a sacred 
bath, it is also time to see the vast 
surge of humanity in different 
colors, a look into our diversified 
culture. When the time for the 
festival comes, thousands of holy 
men, ascetics, sadhus and nagas 
converge towards a holy city to be 
a part of the largest temporary family hu-
mankind has ever assembled.

But it is the pilgrims, so often ignored 
by the media, that bring the festival to life. 
There are distinctly two types of pilgrims 
here. The wealthier (or middle-class) come 
with a plan, joining the camp of a religious 
organization they know and staying in their 
accommodations, sometimes for weeks. 
They come to learn, to perform selfless ser-
vice and, most of all, to spend some time near 
their guru. The majority of pilgrims are poor, 
humble, scarcely educated, the uninvited lot 
who travel to Haridwar on a shoestring bud-
get. Their itinerary depends on how much 
they can spend, often just enough for a day 

trip or couple days’ stay. They are the spirit 
of the festival and the actual custodians of 
this age-old extravaganza. They arrive at a 
bus or railroad station and head straight-
away for the bath, perform their austerities, 
then spend time visiting camps for the dar-
shan of all the saints, ashrams, markets and 

holy gatherings they manage to 
find. They often flock around 
the big tents (called pandals) 
to hear words of wisdom from 
the many gurus. By night, they 
leave in a hurry, feeling blessed 
and energized with unseen 
boons they take home to share 
with their villages and extended 
families. The Kumbha Mela is a 
festival for everyone.

The festival actually began on January 14, 
2010, on the day of Makar Sankranti. That 
was a cold and grey morning. When I ar-
rived at the ghats by sunrise, just a few pil-
grims were there, huddled around fires along 
the river. Little happens that early: most 
camps were still deserted, without the swa-
mis and naga sadhus. Nevertheless, media 
staff from around the world were already 
camping in Haridwar, visibly excited with 
the assignment. 

It is only in February that the renunciates 
and their akharas arrive in full force. It is a 
solemn occasion, a religious ritual of great 
significance. The symbolic declaration of 
an akhara’s arrival, called the peshwai, is a 

major point of the Kumbha Mela. All the 
akharas try hard to make their own peshwai 
a grand show and exhibit their importance 
and prowess in a large parade. Displaying 
their akhara’s heritage through colorful 
processions, the renunciates march through 
busy streets with the akhara’s flags held 
high, ash-smeared naga sadhus in the lead, 
followed by mahamandaleshwars and ma-
hants in their gold and silver-laden chariots, 
with elephants and music adding verve to 
the show. After its peshwai, each battalion 
of sadhus establishes itself at the camp of 
its particular akhara, spread over a vast area. 
Colloquies, religious rites and deep philo-
sophical conversations may then commence.

It is only after the peshwais that the com-
mon pilgrim fully realizes what it means 
to be at a Kumbha Mela. Sadhus are every-
where. Most pilgrims, usually busy with 
everyday life and mundane issues, bask in 
the opportunity to have darshan of all these 
great men whose sole objective is salvation. 
Anyone interested in Hinduism can learn 
much during the Kumbha Mela, and make 
his own life much simpler, just by seeing 
how renunciates solve the most complex is-
sues in the simplest of ways. Their bhashyas, 
or teachings, condense countless years of 
wisdom into simple yet powerful statements, 
which many are willing to give freely to 
those who approach.

Westerners, too, find their place in the cel-
ebration. Actually, we now see more West-
erners attending than ever before. Most are 
here following a specific saint and staying for 
extended periods, taking diksha, performing 

(Counter-clockwise from left) A sadhu reads the morning newspaper, where he might find 
his own photo—the relations between sadhus and the media has evolved over recent years; 
high-tech cameras by the media room; oblivious to the spectacle, two women devotees 
privately perform the ancient ritual of offering a flower to the river; at sunrise, families 
like this one perform pujas on the behalf of the absent and the deceased; an aged lady is 
struck by devotion when witnessing the royal bath of the sadhus; the grand parade of the 
Niranjani Akhara marches through the streets; photographer Dev Raj Agarwal

	 Awe-inspiring pomp and ceremony mingle seamlessly with serene inner devotion
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seva and listening to the teachings, hoping 
to transform themselves and bring a little 
of the wisdom of the East to the madness of 
their lives in the West.

And if the Kumbha Mela now has people 
coming from abroad to join the faithful, an 
interesting inversion is happening: the me-
dia corps that covers the event is increas-
ingly Indian. In the old days, only photog-
raphers from Europe and America would 
come, enticed and mesmerized by the visual 
spectacle. Illiterate in Hinduism, those re-
porters understood little of what happened. 
They focused on the sadhus’ nakedness, on 
the massive crowds and the sheer grandeur 
of it all. Today it is common to see the Indian 
media covering the event as it is: the great-
est religious festival on Earth. Their audience 
is more domestic than international. India, it 
seems, is now proud of the Kumbha Melas 
and has claimed them as her own.

Modern media plays a wide role in con-
temporary melas. Nagas are no longer cam-
era shy and hostile to pressmen and photog-
raphers who approach them. They are happy 
to be photographed. Some of them inquire 
how much money the photographer is go-
ing to make from selling their pictures and 
politely ask for some—it’s an opportunity as 
good as any to ask for alms, it seems. 

The media have been wholeheartedly 
embraced by the festival. Many temporary 
camps of sadhus have television sets. News-
papers are delivered to the camps early in 
the morning, and saints and nagas curiously 
and hastily scan the pages, hoping to find 
their own pictures somewhere.
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(Clockwise from top) Sadhus of the Juna 
Akhara pay respects to their Acharya Ma­
hamandaleshwar, Swami Avdheshananda 
(shaved head, center); an ash-smeared 
renunciate meditates in the sun; a lively chat 
among sadhus; debating high philosophy; a 
horn announces the peshwai parade

A Unique Conclave
By Choodie Shivaram, Haridwar

 I 
was overwhelmed by the magnitude 
and diversity of the Kumbha Mela. In a 
whirlwind of events that defy descrip-
tion, everything seems to happen at once, 

everywhere, both inside and outside of you. 
We, pilgrims, feel like we are an integral part 
of it. The power of the event certainly comes 
from the presence of the holy Ganga, ever-
flowing and ever-giving; from the many 
pujas that never seem to stop; and also the 
date’s special astrology. But, more than any-
thing else, the mela’s spiritual might is due 
to the presence of sadhus, swamis, glorious 
akharas and anonymous saints, fruit of their 
worship and tapas.

Not all the monks of the mela are naked 
sadhus. The religious orders present include 
thousands of robed swamis, brahmacharis, 
guru and sages. Pandits of all kinds gather at 
the banks of the Ganga, mixing freely in the 
most orderly chaos there can be. Pervading it 
all is a profound sense of tolerance. 

But the most fascinating are the monks 
who amble, covered in ash, through the 
ghats of Haridwar. My first encounter with 
the naga sadhus happened at Maya Puri, an 
area housing hundreds of naga camps. 

Maya Puri is named after a temple dedi-
cated to Shakti, which is metaphysically 
said to contain Her heart and navel. Sadhus 
and saints visiting Haridwar invariably stop 
at the temple and pay obeisance; She is the 
city’s protector, and it is at Her feet that most 

sadhus take shelter. 
Walking through the naga camp is an in-

describable experience. The interiors are 
well kept and orderly. The one I visited had 
carpets, a shrine for pujas and a havana kun­
da where the holy fire is perennially lit, per-
haps helping keep the place warm.

Sitting in small circles, renunciates gath-
er to discuss matters of the soul. Perfectly 
dressed scholars and unabashedly bare sad-
hus dismiss all external appearances and 
engage in lively exchanges for hours, into the 
night and until daybreak. This is not a place 
ruled by the tick of the clock or the ding of 
coins. Religion and spirituality are all that 
matters here. 

In the minds of most of us, Indian urban 
dwellers or Westerners, the Kumbha Mela 
is misconstrued as nothing but a religious 
event that brings together a plethora of na-
ked, ash-smeared naga sadhus known for 
their extraordinary feats. The sensationaliz-
ing visual media makes an issue out of their 
nakedness. These naga sadhus are portrayed 
as unkempt, ash-smeared, bare-bodied, 
herb-smoking, aggressive men. What a dif-
ferent feeling I had when I finally met them 
in person. 

The nagas are lost in their own world, 
oblivious to attention and publicity. Where 
do they come from, where do they go? The 
answers they give are vague. I spoke to 
many naga sannyasins. Some superior force 
blinded me to their nakedness. Maybe still 
hesitant about their fearsome appearance, I 
asked, “Why are people scared of you? Are 
you as dangerous as people believe?” The 
answer was calm and composed: “This is a 
wrong opinion. We consider ourselves a part 

of Siva, Lord Shankara. We take cudgels only 
when there is a need to protect dharma. We 
are harmless warriors.” 

Seeming at once benign and menacing, 
naga sadhus are a mystery even to faithful 
Hindus. People believe that having their dar-
shan brings good luck and alleviates prob-
lems. My friend Geetha Limbavalli, who had 
accompanied me from Bengaluru, firmly 
believed that her business woes would be 
solved by seeking blessings from one of the 
ash-smeared saints. 

These mendicants follow strange and se-
vere austerities. We came across two nagas 
referred to as khade babas, who have been 
standing for decades and rest their bodies by 
shifting their weight to ropes hanging from 
the ceiling, even for sleeping. Another sadhu 
has kept his right hand held straight up for 
27 years, his nails now long and intertwined, 
grotesque and exotic. “We do it for God,” they 
all say in one way or another, exuding an in-
ner contentment beyond our understanding.

All naga sadhus I spoke to were calm and 
perfectly mannered. One of them assured 
me, in a long colloquy, that he has abstained 
from solid food for decades. He explained, “I 
do not do this for anyone or for any gain. I 
do it for myself, for the God within me. Lord 
Shankara is within us, why do you seek Him 
outside? Look within!” In the neat but simple 
camp, devoid of the luxuries of modern life, 
his statement rang wise and true. 

As I took my leave, the naga asked me to 
garland him by placing a rudraksha mala 
around his neck. With an unanticipated 
feeling of devotion, chanting “Om Namah 
Shivaya,” I garlanded him, and I felt blessed.

	         Nowhere else is it so evident that “Truth is one, and sages 		   refer to it by various names” (Rig Veda)
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nitaries and even mahamandaleshwars of 
other akharas joined us, in accordance with 
established practice, a custom that strength-
ens the amicable ties between the akharas. 

The coronation is a dignified and essential 
ceremony in the mechanism of the akharas, 
but the celebration differs. Ordination into 
certain orders is austere and unpretentious, 
while others glare with pomp and ceremony. 

“It also depends on who is getting initiated 
and how he intends to mark his ascension,” 
says Mehanth Ravinder Puri of the Maha
nirvani Akhara. The sannyasin aspiring to 
be a mahamandaleshwar will also have to 
spend a considerable amount of money to-
wards the ceremony. He must bear the ex-
penses towards the arrangements, feeding 
of sadhus and nagas, travel arrangements of 
guests and sadhus.

The event began with an introduction of 
Jayendra Puri Swami and what made him 
eligible. The coronation ritual is, surprisingly, 
a simple process. Swamiji sat on the dais fac-
ing the mahamandaleshwars. Punyanandgi-
ri Swamiji, Acharya Mahamandaleshwar of 
the Niranjani Akhara, sprinkled water and 
milk on him while mantras were chanted. 

“In earlier days it was a complete abhishekam 
performed with milk, curd, honey, etc, just as 
it is done in the temples to the Deities. Now 
the process is simplified,” later explained 
Mahant Triyambak Bharati. 

By the conclusion of this modest ab­
hishekam, Sri Jayendra Puri Swami had been 
formally ordained as a mahamandaleshwar. 
He was led to seat among the other maha­
mandaleshwars. Immediately the other ma­

 A
n akhara (literally “wrestling arena”) is 
an organization of renunciate sadhus. 
The seven original akharas, Mahanir-

vani, Niranjani, Juna, Atal, Avahan, Agni and 
Anand, date back at least to 800 ce and likely 
much earlier. Today there are three major 
akharas (Mahanirvani, Niranjani, Juna) and 
three affiliated akharas (Atal affiliated with 
Mahanirvani, Anand affiliated with Niran-
jani, and Avahan affiliated with Juna). There 
also numerous minor akharas that are either 
branches of the main ones or not traditional. 
The Juna Akhara has the largest number of 
sadhus, while the Niranjani is known for its 
vast inherited property holdings. “Almost 
half of Haridwar is owned by Niranjani,” say 
local journalists.

Akharas are divided into different types 
according to their main Deity—Saiva akharas 
for followers of Lord Siva, Vairagi akharas for 
followers of Lord Vishnu and Kalpwasis, who 
follow Lord Brahma.

The seniormost person in an akhara is the 

Acharya Mahamandaleshwar. He alone ini-
tiates new sannyasins and sadhus and speaks 
on behalf of the order. He is followed in the 
hierarchy by other mahamandaleshwaras, 
mandaleshwaras and mahants. All of these 
are considered rightful gurus. A council of 

five, called the Sri Pancha, is the governing 
body of the akhara. Representing Brahma, 
Vishnu, Shiva, Shakti and Ganesha, they are 
elected on every Kumbha Mela, to serve for 
four years.

The naga sadhus are expected to be adept 

at both sastras (scriptures) and shastras 
(weaponry). Many go about unclothed, 
covered with vibhuti, the holy ash. When 
Adi Shankara set out to counter the domi-
nance of Buddhism, he took the help of 
these sadhus, who to this day undergo 
strict physical, mental and spiritual train-
ing. The nagas embody strong will, sin-
gle-minded devotion and sacrifice. The 
Kumbha Mela is the sacred religious gath-
ering of the akharas, the only occasion 
when all of its members meet. 

	 The akharas’ venerable leaders
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The Making of a New Mahamandaleshwar
By Choodie Shivaram, Haridwar

 N
evermind that i was floored by 
the kaleidoscopic experiences at the 
Kumbha Mela: the main reason for 
my travel was to witness the coro-

nation of Jayendra Puri Swamiji of Kailash 
Ashram, Bengaluru, as a mahamandalesh­
war of the Niranjani Akhara. 

Being part of his entourage, I was invited 
to stay at Jagadguru Ashram, where Swamiji 
studied during his initial years of sannya­
sa. The ashram is near the banks of Ganga 
in Kankhal, not quite two miles south of 
Haridwar. Kankhal houses the famous tem-
ple of Daksheshwar, the place where king 

Daksha, Sati’s father, performed the yagna 
without inviting Lord Shiva and where Sati 
(an incarnation of Parvati) immolated herself 
by entering the holy fire—or so the Puranic 
story goes. Jagadguru Ashram is now headed 
by Swami Raja Rajeshwar Ashram Maharaj, 
a contemporary of Jayendra Puri Swamiji 
and also a disciple of Swami’s Sri Vidya 
teacher, Prakash Anandji Maharaj.

The morning of the coronation of Jayen-
dra Puri Swamiji, February 15, 2010, began 
with a navagraha homa at Jagadguru Ash-
ram. We then walked the streets of the holy 
city in procession, arriving at the Niranjani 
Akhara camp for the coronation. Senior dig-

hamandaleshwars honored the newly or-
dained mahamandaleshwar, welcoming him 
into their fold. Tada astu—so be it!

It is only during Kumbha Mela that maha­
mandaleshwars are installed by the akharas. 
It is the highest traditional honor conferred 
on a sannyasin by an akhara, for his contri-
bution to dharma and spiritual attainment. 
Literally, “mahamandaleshwar” means “su-
perior of great (or numerous) monasteries.” 
When and how the title was first created 
and evolved is not known. “It is a develop-
ment of recent times,” says Girshanand 
Swamiji of Mahanirvani Akhara. But some 
swamis disagree with this view, saying it be-
gan in some form with Adi Shankara. 

During this year’s 42-day Kumbha Mela, 
akharas conferred mahamandaleshwar 
titles on many sadhus: the Juna Akhara to 
over 30, Niranjani to 17 and Maha Nirvani 
to 35. Though most of them are North In-
dian, in recent decades South Indian swamis 
have also been ordained, a process that uni-
fies Hinduism across India. Women are also 
eligible. Famous saint Swami Nrishingh Givji 
gave sannyas diksha to Santoshi Mataji at 
the Kumbha in 1974, and that opened doors 
for women to join the ranks of the akharas 
all the way to the top. 

Being a mahamandaleshwar is a lifetime 
commitment. They are expected to strictly 
abide by the disciplines laid down by their 
akhara. “A mahamandaleshwar’s life, karma 
and character should be in consonance with 
his elevation,” says septuagenarian Mahant 
Triyambak Bharati, of the Niranjani Akhara. 

“His duty is to propagate and protect Sanatana 

Dharma and spiritually elevate people. We 
confer this honor only after thoroughly veri-
fying the complete background of the san-
nyasin.” Harigiriji Maharaj, secretary of Juna 
Akhara, adds, “If a sannyasin elevated to ma­
hamandaleshwar falls from grace or engages 
in adharma, an independent inquiry is held 
among the akhara’s chiefs, and the title may 
be withdrawn.”

Even so, there seems to be a wide swath 
of styles among the mahamandaleshwars. 
Some parade around Haridwar 
in gold-plated chariots, or sit 
on gold and silver thrones 
balanced majestically atop el-
ephants, attracting criticism 
from the locals. Soham Baba, 
a mahamandaleshwar of the 
Juna Akhara, recently made 
the cover of local newspapers 
after commissioning jewelry 
worth millions of US dollars, 
and even my rickshaw driver 
had something negative to say 
about that. When I asked one 
of Soham Baba’s fellow akhara 
members about it, he pointed 
to his own tattered slippers. 

“I’m one of the akhara chiefs 
too, you know, his equal in rank. 
There is no need for such show, 
they don’t last long.”

Indeed, the extravagant and 
the mundane did find their 
place in the Kumbha Mela, 
sometimes in the person of 
those who have newfound 

fame hanging heavy on their shoulders. Such 
flashiness neither befits a renunciate, nor 
is it encouraged by the akharas. Yet, there 
seems to be no conflict or reprehension: the 
true sadhus just wait, knowing that the rot-
ten branches soon fall from the tree.

My own faith in the system grew stron-
ger as I interacted with senior sadhus and 
akhara leaders. Certainly, conferring the title 
of mahamandaleshwar to ascetics like Jay-
endra Puri Swami brings a positive addition.

(Clockwise from top right) Sri 
Jayendra Puri Swamigal, maha-
mandaleshwar of the Niranjani 

Akhara; Sri Swami Avdheshanan­
da, Acharya Mahamandaleshwar 

of the Juna Akhara; a female 
mahamandaleshwar of the 

Niranjani Akhara is paraded; a 
conclave of the mahamandalesh-

wars of the Avahan Akhara; 
the Avahan Akhara carrying 

their Deity during the julus
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From the Source
By Dev Raj Agarwal, Gangotri

 T
o close this report on the kumbha 
Mela, Hinduism Today went where 
there are no crowds and the pristine 
river is still called Bhagirathi, renamed 

as Ganga only further downstream. The 
river is the ruling Goddess of a large and 
picturesque mountain terrain in the Hima-
layas, where it originates in the lap of snow-
capped summits. The terminus of the long 
glacier that gives birth to the river is called 
Gomukh, literally meaning cow’s mouth, 
situated at the base of the three Bhagirathi 
peaks of the Uttarkashi district in Uttara-
khand. It was there, a story from time im-
memorial tells, that sage Bhagirath medi-
tated for years to beg Lord Siva for a river to 
flow from the heavens and cleanse the ashes 
of King Sagar’s 60,000 sons, who had been 
killed by a wrathful siddhar. Bound to their 
mortal remains, Sagar’s sons had wandered 
ever since as ghosts, waiting for a proper 
disposal ceremony. Pleased with Bhagirath’s 
selfless and dedicated effort, Lord Siva made 
the mighty waters of the river gradually 
trickle down through His coiled hair, clean-
ing the ashes, fertilizing the soil and bringing 
untold blessings to humankind.

Gomukh is a highly revered place to this 
day, often recommended by gurus for medi-
tation because of its strong vibration and 
wild, pure atmosphere. It is situated 12,770 

feet above sea level, and its temperatures 
are low. Devoid of trees, its wide open val-
ley is mostly hidden behind the vertical wall 
of the glacier. To the east is the magnificent 
meadow of Tapovan, from which rises a glo-
rious Sivalinga parvat (mountain). The water 
melting from the glacier results in no more 
than a small stream that meanders silently 
through the rocks.

About half a mile downstream is a village 
called Bhagirathi, the river’s namesake. There 
one finds a few residential facilities and the 
Lal Baba Ashram. This is the place to see the 
charm of a river that becomes the lifeline of 
many millions during its journey to the sea, 
2,510 km away. There are innumerable snowy 
peaks all around, extending as far as the eye 
can see. The fauna and the flora here are 
largely untouched. This is a protected area, 
the 924-square-mile Gangotri National Park.

Many smaller streams of melted ice join 
the Bhagirathi as it runs down to the next 
inhabited enclave, Gangotri, altitude 10,000 
feet, the abode of Goddess Ganga and a 
center of pilgrimage. During the warmer 
months, pilgrims by the thousands come to 
Gangotri to take a holy dip in pure Ganga jal 
and have a glimpse of the Goddess Ganga in 
the imposing local temple. 

As we descend from the altitudes of the 
river’s cradle, the topography changes. The 
icy peaks are replaced by large trees, mostly 
cedars. Further down is a town called Mukh-
wa, reminder of a bygone era, where rustic 
wooden houses overlook the wide valley. 

This is said to be Goddess Ganga’s 
winter abode: soon after Diwali, 
as snowy winters approach, a rit-
ual is performed to bring Her to 
the beautiful local temple. Chant-
ing mantras and singing folklore 
songs, local women lead the pro-

cession from Gangotri to Mukhwa. Atop 
a silver palanquin sits the Goddess, along 
with her consorts, Annapurna and Sarasvati. 
Bagpipers from the army are a peculiar addi-
tion to the caravan, but no one here seems to 
mind the cultural mismatch. 

The journey takes a few days. One night 
the caravan halts at a small place called Di-
yan. The local temple comes to life the next 
morning as people from a nearby village 
rush to the tiny courtyard, carrying the pa-
lanquins of their village Deities which will 
be recharged by the presence of the God-
dess. Similar celebrations and adorations 
accompany the caravan on its journey. A 
short stop is made at another temple, where 
Goddess Annapurna will stay. A large crowd 
is already waiting for her. The other two 
Goddesses, Ganga and Sarasvati, will finally 
reach Mukhwa, where a jubilant celebration 
awaits. There they remain until summer. 

The unsurpassed beauty of the valley 
of the Bhagirathi reaches its peak around 
Mukhwa. Studded with thick forests of ce-
dars and firs, the valley widens up to a flat, 
level ground, humbling the river to a wide 
and silent stream. After that, the Bhagirathi 
once again enters a narrow valley, so far 
avoiding the perils of several hydroelectric 
dam projects in the area, and reaches Deo-
prayag. There, empowered by its affluent Al-
aknanda, the Bhagirathi becomes the Ganga, 
India’s immortal river. 

The next major spot along its banks is 
Rishikesh, an old seat of learning in a warm 
deep valley. Rishikesh relieves Mother Gan-
ga of all the hardships of hilly terrain; there, 
the river becomes calm. Finally, after cutting 
through dense subtropical forests known for 
a rich variety of wildlife, the Ganga enters 
the plains of North India at Haridwar, home 
to the 2010 Kumbha Mela.

         Ganga’s life-giving journey mirrors man’s path 
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(Background) These waters have come 
down from the mighty Himalayas since 
before recorded history, bringing abundance 
and blessings; (clockwise from top right) 
water springs forth to begin the river; the 
Bhagirathi appears blue for a short while, 
soon collecting the silt that will give its 
characteristic gray color; locals parade a 
murti of Goddess Ganga from Gangotri to 
Mukhwa; a devotee pays his respects and 
asks for blessings; Bhagirathi and the local 
ashram; a lonely sage meditates, imbibing 
the sacredness of the timeless surroundings
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ist (Hots, Fluff), an award-winning short 
film-maker (Storks), a professor at Par-
sons School of Design and a 2006 Gug-
genheim Fellow. Ask her about her witty, 
slightly irreverent retelling of the Rama-
yana and she mulls aloud, “Well, I think 
really good stories are living things. The 
Ramayana has been alive for 2,000-3,000 
years, maybe even longer. It is a living story, 
and that’s the trait of really good stories—
they live in all these different versions.” 

So what was the route which brought 
Paley to the Ramayana? She grew up many 
light years away from this text, in Urbana, Il-
linois. The daughter of a math professor, she 
lived on the campus of the University of Il-
linois. She recalls, “Even though it’s in the 
middle of corn country, it was in some ways 
a cosmopolitan, academic town with profes-
sors from all over the world, including Asian 
and South Asian professors.” She even had 
Indian friends as roommates in college.

The daughter of atheist parents of Jew-
ish heritage, she didn’t develop an interest 
in religion till her late teens. She took some 

religious study classes in college, but religion 
frightened her initially. 

“Why would you believe in some power 
that could be capricious and malicious? I 
have enough trouble pleasing my parents 
and my teachers, why would I want to add 
to that and need to please God all the time?” 
she asks about that early questioning. “But 
growing older, I became interested in my 
judgments, and my fascination increased.” 

Paley explored the literature of different 
religions—“That’s another way of saying 
myths. That’s not saying they are not true, 
but they are stories with a spiritual compo-
nent. I feel the stories really talk about be-
ing human. I don’t identify with any religion, 
but I do have spiritual experiences and I find 
myself relating to all kinds of religious sto-
ries—not just the Ramayana but also Biblical 
stories. There’s a lot to relate to.”

Curious and open to all the religions, she 
still doesn’t want to identify with any one 
to the exclusion of the others: “I’m not into 
the dogma part of religion or being in an 
adversarial relation with others. I’d rather 

have none and explore all, rather than be 
attached to one, to the exclusion of the oth-
ers,” she says. Of religious mythologies, she 
says: “I’m moved by them. I think what the 
stories are talking about is another layer of 
reality—I don’t take them literally—I think 
all religious stories are talking about deeper 
aspects of humanity.”

A Woman Scorned
So how did this American version of the 
Ramayana come about? Paley first encoun-
tered the epic in 2002 when she followed her 
husband, an animator, who had been trans-
ferred to Trivandrum, India. While visiting 
New York for work, she had a cryptic e-mail 
from him telling her not to come back. It 
was abandonment by e-mail. Devastated, 
she started seeing parallels between her own 
life and that of Sita, who was basically aban-
doned by Rama after she had been abducted 
by Ravana, the King of Lanka, and her “pu-
rity” was in question.

This was a sad, dispirited time for Paley. 
She could not return to their apartment in 

Nina Paley is half revelation, half revolu-
tion. A Western woman who took an Eastern 
story and with a personal computer single-
handedly animated a full-length film that 
received accolades from Roger Ebert and at-
tacks from conservative Hindus, a story that 
morphed into a protracted fight with Sony 
and others about copyrights, catapulting the 
artist into an Internet hero and her struggle 
into a cause célèbre for Creative Commons, 
a flexible rights model being evolved to meet 
the needs of a digital era. Come as we share 
the tale, the adventure, the trials of Nina 
Paley’s Ramayana.

By Lavina Melwani, New York

 W
hen you see sita rising from the 
ocean on a lotus, you are struck by 
her beauty and the sheer limpid 
depths of her eyes. A whimsi-

cal, record-playing peacock is nearby, the 
bird’s neck the tone arm and beak the sty-
lus, scratching out the liltingly lyrical music 
to which Sita gently gyrates. The song, sung 
in the honey-rich, plaintive voice of Annette 

Hanshaw, the popular blues singer from the 
1920s, is Mean to Me: “Moanin’ Low, my 
sweet man I love him so/though he’s mean 
as can be/He’s the kind of man needs a kind 
of woman like me/a woman like me....”

Welcome to Nina Paley’s animated film, 
Sita Sings the Blues—yet another retelling 
of India’s great epic, Ramayana, narrated as 

“the greatest breakup story ever told.” Per-
haps it would be more accurate to call it, as 
some have done, Sitayana—for it tells the 
tale from the perspective of Sita, not unlike 
the oral retellings through the ages by village 
women that made Sita the focus of the story. 
Only, here, the story is told through the jazz 
tradition of “torch songs,” of a lovely, smoky-
voiced lament at home in a dark New York 
lounge or bar, not the rural outposts of India.

This low budget movie (see it for free at 
sitasingstheblues.com), conjured up on the 
computer by a single animator/artist over 
the course of five tedious years, has made big 
waves. It’s probably one of the most awarded 
and lavishly reviewed little films of the year. 
It has won fans and great praise—along with 

ample scorn and hate mail.
Roger Ebert, the famed Chicago critic, 

blogged his reaction: “I am enchanted. I am 
swept away. I am smiling from one end of 
the film to the other. It is astonishingly origi-
nal.” He named it as one of the ten best ani-
mated films for 2009. 

Watching the film, you are amazed at the 
lush details, the rich landscapes, the bloody 
battles, the burning city of Lanka and the 
cast of thousands, including strange demons 
and the mighty monkey army. All this was 
pulled off by a petite woman named Nina 
Paley, who became producer, director, cre-
ator, editor, songwriter and marketer for this 
whimsical little animated meteor. 

The film is like a child’s kaleidoscope—
twirl it around and those unmatched, mul-
ticolored pieces of glass mutate and form the 
most amazing, unexpected patterns. Many 
different influences, emotions and memo-
ries—past and present—have gone into this 
unorthodox retelling of the Ramayana, de-
pending a lot on intuition and serendipity. 

Paley is a syndicated comic strip art-
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A modern Valmiki? (left to right) The assembled Gods 
vouch for Sita’s purity after her imprisonment in Lanka; 
Nina Paley with Bruno the cat, who has a part in the movie; 
poster showing Sita returning to her mother, the Earth
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Sita Sings the Blues” to Rave Reviews
Nina Paley’s solo production of Sita’s story from the Ramayana is an 
enchanting, irreverent animated movie that Hindus either love or hate

“
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San Francisco, since it had been sublet, so 
she slept on the sofas of friends in New 
York. In one such home, she encountered the 
vocals of Annette Hanshaw and identified 
with them completely. Hanshaw was one 
of the first popular jazz singers, well liked 
in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Like the 
pieces of a puzzle, Hanshaw’s sad, lamenting 
lyrics fit in totally with Paley’s story—and 
with that of Sita. “I thought it was so obvious, 
I was surprised that no one had combined 
them together before,” she says. She found 
it cathartic to work at the computer on her 
own personal Ramayana, and bit by bit it 
came into being. 

Ramayana tells the story of Prince Rama, 
who has been banished to the forests for 14 
years due to a boon given to his stepmother 
by his father, King Dasharatha. Ever the good 
son, Rama heads to exile with his loving 
wife Sita, who insists on accompanying him. 
When Sita is abducted by the ten-headed 
Ravana, King of Lanka, Rama battles the evil 
forces and gets her back. But the relation-
ship is never the same, for doubt about his 
wife’s fidelity has set in, and Rama, ever the 
king and Ideal Man, feels he must uphold 
the moral dharma.

Paley’s rendition is not so much feminist 
as personal. She sees herself in Sita; and in 
Rama, she sees all callous, spouse-abandon-

ing men—including her ex-husband (who 
actually signed off on the film). Paley’s focus 
is on Sita and her inner struggles revealed 
through song. As she writes, “Sita’s story 
moves from total enmeshment and roman-
tic joy (Here We Are, What Wouldn’t I Do 
for That Man) to hopeful longing separation 
(Daddy Won’t You Please Come Home) to 
reunion (Who’s That Knockin’ At My Door) 
to romantic rejection (Mean to Me) to rec-
onciliation (If You Want the Rainbow) to fur-
ther rejection (Moanin’ Low, Am I Blue) to 
hopeless longing (Lover Come Back to Me) 
back to love—this time self-love (I’ve Got a 
Feelin’ I’m Fallin’).

The film came into being as Paley listened 
to these songs in her friend’s apartment. She 
feels there could be no film without them, 
because they capture the emotions so well. 
One wonders what Annette Hanshaw’s re-
action would have been to the movie. Paley 
says, “Hanshaw didn’t have any children, but 
her nephew told me that Annette would 
have liked it. I was very pleased with that.”

What gives the movie its bite is that Rama 
is portrayed with little sympathy, though his 
reasons for abandoning Sita are voiced by the 
puppets. They offer the traditional view: as 
the king, Rama had to remove any source of 
criticism in his personal life, even if that re-
quired abandoning his pregnant wife.

A Medley of Animation Styles
Paley’s film juxtaposes several different ani-
mation styles, ranging from ancient Mughal 
renderings to a hasty, hand-drawn, squiggly 
animation used to tell the subplot of her own 
love, marriage and abandonment. “I wanted 
to give a little taste of the different styles of 
Ramayana that exist—different times, re-
gions and traditions,” she says, mentioning 
the different Ramayana art she had seen 
during her research. “I also wanted to keep 
myself from being bored!”

While most of the animation is computer 
generated, the Mughal miniature figures 
were hand-drawn on parchment paper us-
ing antique water colors and were quite time 
consuming. 

Indeed, the different styles actually reflect 
Paley’s experience of the Ramayana. “It’s 
not as if I grew up with the Ramayana,” she 
explains. “I came to the story when I was 34. 
The first one I read was a comic book; and 
since then, I have read different Ramayanas 
and talked to different people about the Ra-
mayana—and no two stories were the same, 
and that just gets reflected in the film.” 

As times change, perhaps there will be 
more and more ways of telling ancient stories. 
Nabaneeta Dev Sen gives an analysis of the 
many interpretations women have made of 
the Ramayana in her Manushi magazine es-
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Rama rescues the rishis: (clockwise from above) At the beginning of the story, several rishis living in the forest call upon 
Rama to rescue them from demons; Rama and Sita enjoy a happy stroll through the forest; (inset) 1930s cartoon charac-
ter Betty Boop; Ravana carries off Sita as she drops her jewels along the way; Ravana tries to convince Sita to give up Rama

T he movie is set in several  
different styles of art. The most 
prominent is the modern com-

puter-illustrated style at top. Here Sita 
is based upon an old cartoon character 
Betty Boop (inset), who first appeared 
in 1930 and was, like Hanshaw, a jazz 
singer. A second style (middle) comes 
from the Amar Chitra Katha comic 
books. It is complete with the half-
tone screen (dot pattern) of the inex-
pensively produced series. Paley uses 
the style in a kind of collage. 

The third technique follows the 
Indo-Islamic art style developed under 
the patronage of the Mughal emperors 
of the 16th to 18th centuries. Paley 
painstakingly created the art herself 
and worked it into her animations. A 
fourth influence, seen on page 35, is the 
Indonesian shadow puppet, wayang 
kulit. These puppets are commonly 
used in retellings of the Ramayana. 

The resulting movie is a bit of a 
mash-up from an artistic point of view. 
It works in large part because of the 
deft use of Hanshaw’s singing and the 
shadow puppet commentators.

Art Styles
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“Nina truly enjoys controversy, and noth-
ing scares her,” says Chhabra. “She has gone 
through so much financial hell making this 
film. But it is wonderful to see her get rec-
ognition and love from the audience and the 
critics. She is a rare filmmaker, who always 
wants to share the accolades with her cast 
and crew.”

That a single animator/artist could create 
an entire 80-minute film is only possible in 
the age of high-powered personal comput-
ers. Paley started with a Macintosh Power-
Book G4 laptop in 2002 and completed the 
1920 x 1080 rendering in 2007 on a 3 GHz 
Intel-powered Mac Pro tower. She worked 
mostly in Flash (creating over 500 individ-
ual files) from original watercolor paintings 
she rendered by hand and scanned in, using 
After Affects for the animations. People ac-
customed to hundreds of names on a film’s 
credits marvel at her achievement, but she 
notes that great novels have historically been 
done by dedicated individuals, and comput-
ers make moviemaking on a par with com-
plex novel writing.

A Hindu Backlash
One Hindu group called it “derogatory and 
extremely insulting to Hindu culture.” The 
movie has been shown in some private set-
tings in India but has not been distributed 
there yet in any centralized way. It has gen-
erated a lot of comments on the Internet, in-
cluding personally abusive comments. “You 
should see the ones I haven’t published,” she 
laments. “They are grotesque!”

Positive comments have outweighed the 
negative ones. “The Ramayana is complex, 
dynamic, and relevant to life today, and the 
film exemplifies this,” one viewer wrote af-
ter watching a segment on YouTube. “All 
Hindus should be happy that it still reso-
nates around the world.” 

“Grow up! The world is changing all around 
you! Your old voice will not be able to con-
tinue unless you adapt to new ways of telling 
old stories!” wrote another.

“In India a holy book, even Ramayana, was 
never considered to be unchangeable.... in 
fact, almost 200 versions of Ramayana exist 
all over India, each having a different depic-
tion and even a different character assuming 
the central role.... so no need to be so touchy,” 
wrote yet another viewer. 

To those who criticize Paley for show-

ing Sita as curvaceous and scantily clad, 
she points out that she uses three different 
forms of animation to depict Sita—including 
a well-covered Indian Mughal miniature-
style. She uses the more buxom version dur-
ing the jazz musical numbers to highlight 
the heroine’s physical beauty. “It makes overt 
what Sita’s burden was. She is so pure and 
devoted to Rama, and she’s so attractive. It 
was her beauty which caused Ravana to ob-
jectify her and steal her—she was really a 
pure soul.” 

Paley points out that many ancient texts, 
including the Sanskrit Valmiki version, of 
which there is an elaborate English transla-
tion online, depict Sita’s physical endow-
ments in great detail. She reasons, “We con-
sider that depiction of the woman degrading 
to women somehow—showing these as-
pects of women is considered bad—yet why 
should a womanly depiction be anything to 
do with her character?”

Paley says the film has no agenda, let alone 
a feminist agenda. She does put harsh words 
into the mouths of Luv and Kush, about 
how their father treated their mother. “The 
Ramayana devotes pages and pages to how 
righteous he was, that he was a perfect man, 
and the fact that he abandons his wife seems 
to be no big deal. No matter what Rama does, 
he is praised.” 

One could say it’s a Ramayana for our 
times. We’ve all seen the image of the mighty 
Lord Vishnu reclining on the Sesh Naga with 
Lakshmi massaging His feet. In Nina Paley’s 
ending, you have Lakshmi reclining on the 
Sesh Naga with Lord Vishnu massaging Her 
feet! There is a delicious irony in this, and 
somehow Nina Paley gets the last laugh. 	 ∏π

Lavina Melwani is a New York-based 
journalist who writes for several interna-
tional publications and blogs at www.lassi 
withlavina.com

say, Lady Sings the Blues: When Women Re-
tell the Ramayana (www.ninapaley.com/Si-
tayana/Manushi_LadySingstheBlues.html). 

“There are always alternative ways of using 
a myth. If patriarchy has used the Sita myth 
to silence women, the village women have 
picked up the Sita myth to give themselves 
a voice. They have found a suitable mask in 
the myth of Sita, a persona through which 
they can express themselves, speak of their 
day-to-day problems, and critique patriar-
chy in their own fashion.” Nabaneeta never 
thought an American would do just that.

The Songs Copyright Fight
Annette Hanshaw’s stirring songs, so tightly 
woven into the movie, proved to be a another 
trial by fire for Paley. Only after pouring all 
her resources into Sita Sings the Blues did 
she learn that releasing it was illegal: though 
the recordings of the songs were in the pub-
lic domain, the lyrics were not. 

Unable to pay the huge amount demanded 
to license the lyrics, Paley decided to resolve 
the copyright impasse by donating her film 
to the public. It can be seen and downloaded 
freely on the Internet, and it has been shown 
at countless film festivals, winning many 
awards. The law prohibits its entry into the 
Academy Awards.

Paley’s offering of her work to all is in the 
tradition of the Ramayana itself—a story 
freely shared by all through the centuries. 

“Imagine if the Ramayana was copyrighted, 
nobody would be able to share it—there 

wouldn’t be all those diverse retellings,” she 
elucidates. “I think the Ramayana aspect of 
the movie did make me open up more to the 
idea of freeing up my movie.”

Paley finally went into debt to completely 
“decriminalize” her film, paying a negotiated 
fee of $50,000 and almost $20,000 in legal 
fees for the right to use the songs in the 
film and market it freely. She says, “Having 
paid off the licensors, I could have chosen 
conventional distribution. But I chose a Cre-
ative Commons license to allow the film to 
reach a much wider audience; to prohibit the 
copyrighting—‘locking up’—of my art; to 
give back to the greater culture which gave 
to me; to exploit the power of the audience 
to promote and distribute more efficiently 
than a conventional distributor; and to edu-
cate about the dangers of copy restrictions, 
and the beauty and benefits of sharing.” 

As the poster child for shared culture, art-
ist/activist Paley has gained fans and fame. 
Word of mouth has built up the buzz, and 
speaking engagements as well as revenue 
sharing, artwork and product sales are in the 
works. She is proving that society rewards 
artists who refuse to sell their soul.

How She Made the Film
Paley’s film came about very much by ser-
endipity as she encountered second-gener-
ation South Asian actors and dancers in New 
York City, and found the voices in them for 
her Gods, kings and demons. While Valmi-
ki’s Ram and Sita are consistently good (and 

hence a trifle boring), Paley’s Ram and Sita 
are more human and show the mixed emo-
tions, angst and egos of real humans.

Paley enlisted three New Yorkers, Manish 
Acharya, Bhavna and Aseem Chhabra, to im-
provise and offer their thoughts on the Ra-
mayana, its characters, their halos and their 
warts. These became the voices of three 
Indonesian shadow puppets in the film, ir-
reverent and outspoken commentators on 
the Ramayana, bringing it right into today’s 
contemporary world. Amazingly, these criti-
cal scenes were not scripted, but recorded 
spontaneously.

“We sat in a recording studio and she threw 
questions at us in chronological order—who 
was Dasharatha? How many wives? How 
many sons?” recalls Chhabra. “Our re-
sponses, which became a part of the narra-
tive of the film, were completely improvised, 
unprepared and organic. At some stage we 
started giving a human face to the charac-
ters from the religious text. Then it was Nina 
who decided how to use our conversations -- 
as a narrative to bind together the three dif-
ferent strains of animation.” 

Chhabra, an entertainment writer, believes 
the film is unique—funny, creative and, over-
all, respectful of the Ramayana story while 
viewing the narrative from Sita’s perspec-
tive. While Sita Sings the Blues has received 
many awards, it has been through a ton of 
trouble and also been vilified in some circles. 
Yet its very existence tells us something 
about Paley’s tenacity and sheer chutzpah.
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Rescue and banishment: (left) 
Hanuman consoles Sita while she is 
imprisioned in Lanka; (top right) a shadow 
puppet commentator explains Rama’s 
dilemma in taking Sita back following 
her abduction by Ravana; (bottom right) 
in a scene protested by some Hindus, 
Rama walks over the pregnant Sita 
before sending her off to the forest 

http://www.lassi
http://www.ninapaley.com/Si-tayana/Manushi_LadySingstheBlues.html
http://www.ninapaley.com/Si-tayana/Manushi_LadySingstheBlues.html
http://www.ninapaley.com/Si-tayana/Manushi_LadySingstheBlues.html
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remember reading a cartoon a number of years 
ago in which two parents were telling their 
daughter, “You can marry anyone you want as 
long as he’s a brahmin.” The family, of course, 

was of the brahmin caste. Certainly the tradition of 
marrying within one’s caste, or jati (occupation), 
and community (language group), is still the 
strongest one in our global Hindu community. New 
trends, however, are also manifesting, as our article 
points out. For example, it is common these days to 
marry someone of your own profession, often 
having met each other in graduate school. MBA’s 
marry MBA’s; MD’s marry MD’s. The jati of birth 
might be quite different for each and also the 
language group in India—however what the couple 
has in common is working in the same profession, 
a new form of caste system so to speak. On the 
other hand, a religious community that marries 
into itself, such as devotees of the same guru 
parampara, can provide a continuity of religion 
and culture over a period of many lives for the 
reincarnating souls enabling these souls to 
maximize their spiritual progress. ¶Our general 
advice: the greater the difference in cultural and 
religious backgrounds, the more important it is that 
the couple take time to get to know one another 
before marriage takes place.

satguru bodhinatha veylanswami

Modern 
Matchmaking
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from satguru sivaya subramuniyaswami’s living with siva, with excerpts 
from kavita ramdya’s bollywood weddings; rajini vaidynathan’s we just 
clicked; and the eight steps of the traditional matchmaking process

art & photo captions by  
sheela venkatakrishnan of chennai



Marriage in the  
Hindu Tradition

 M
arriage is a union not only of a boy and girl, but of 
their families as well. Not leaving such crucial matters 
to chance, all family members participate in finding the 
most suitable spouse for the son or daughter and there-

after commit hearts and minds to assist in times of need. Marriage 
is a sacred covenant which all relatives take up the responsibil-
ity to care for and protect. It is one of the most sacred events of life. 
Through the homa rite at the marriage ceremony, the priest invokes 
the Gods. The elders, the priests, the Gods, the devas, the planets and 
even cows witness the couple vow them-
selves to holy, harmonious matrimony 
for the rest of their lives. Thus, divorce 
or annulment are considered out of the 
question. The Rig Veda intones: “United 
your resolve, united your hearts, may your 
spirits be one, that you may long together 
dwell in unity and concord” (10.191.4).

While not all marriages must be ar-
ranged, there is wisdom in arranged mar-
riages, which have always been an impor-
tant part of Hindu culture. Their success 
lies in the families’ judgment to base the union on pragmatic mat-
ters which will outlast the sweetest infatuation and endure through 
the years. Compatibility of culture and education is also taken into 
consideration. A spouse is generally sought from within the same 
religious community. The man and woman should at least be of the 
same religious sect for long life and a happy marriage. This may not 
seem important if both are not religiously active, but conditions will 
tend to change in future years, especially after children are born, and 
the disparity can lead to separation and divorce. Most families begin 
early in finding the proper mate for their children among families 
they know and esteem for the kinship bonds the marriage would 
bring. Those involved ponder whether the two families can blend 
into a one family harmoniously with benefits to both. Stability is en-
hanced if the groom has completed his education, established earn-
ings in a profession and is at least three years older than the bride.

Seeking the Best Match
In arranging a marriage, the families consult astrologers regularly 
until a match is found. Sometimes the boy and girl are allowed to 
get to know each other long before they are aware that a marriage 
is being arranged for them. Of course, if they do not get along well, 
the matter is dropped and the search is on again. If one match is 
not agreeable, another is sought. The inner-world devas also help to 

arrange the best matches. Most traditional astrologers have one or 
more devas assisting them to provide knowledge from the akashic 
records and insight into the planetary powers that impel karmas.

Astrological compatibility is also sought for and acquired between 
the girl and her prospective mother-in-law. The results are taken es-
pecially seriously if they will be living in the same home, because in 
this case the bride will be under the guidance of the mother-in-law 
and may spend more time with her than with her own husband. In 
marrying the son, she becomes the daughter of his mother.

Once a potential spouse is selected, 
discreet, informal inquiries are made 
by a relative or friend. If the response 
is encouraging, the girl’s father meets 
with and presents a proposal to the 
boy’s father. In some communities it is 
the boy’s father who presents the pro-
posal. In these modern times, with the 
worldwide diaspora of Hindus from 
India and other countries, the fathers 
must take an aggressive role in helping 
their sons and daughters become well 

settled in life. If fathers do not fulfill this obligation, it becomes the 
duty of the mothers. This pattern differs from the tradition of well-
settled village communities where only the father of the girl makes 
the overtures. In today’s widely dispersed global Hindu village, it be-
comes everyone’s duty to help in the task of matchmaking for the 
next generation.

Once the union has been tentatively agreed upon, the families 
gather at the girl’s home to get further acquainted and allow them 
to meet and discuss their potential life together. Of course, mutual 
attraction and full consent of the couple are crucial. After all the in-
put from the community is in place, it is the couple themselves who 
must make the final decision whether to spend their life together, 
based on their own personal sensibilities and judgments. They do 
have the right to say no. In recent years, we have found that an ex-
cellent way for a young prospective couple to gradually get to know 
each other before committing to marriage is through correspon-
dence by e-mail over a period of several months. The first and the 
last important factor for a good match is that the boy and girl must 
be happy and comfortable in each other’s company.

Pledges and Blessings
Love marriages that are not arranged by the parents are also fully ac-
ceptable if the astrology is excellent, the parents on both sides agree 

and the young lady and the young man are of the same religious de-
nomination. Of course, these ideals cannot always be met, and if not, 
more support will be needed from family and friends to make the 
marriage a success.

Before the wedding, the bride and groom each writes out a cov-
enant by hand, pledging loyalty to one another and formalizing their 
promises, ideals, expectations and love. The couple share and discuss 
these documents together, read them carefully and make neces-
sary revisions until 100 percent agreement is achieved. Like a ship’s 
chart, these detailed vows can be referred to if the relationship gets 
off course. Each of the two families makes a written pledge as well, 
signed by the mother and father of the groom and the mother and 
father of the bride, stating what they promise to do and give toward 
supporting this marriage in the areas of artha, kama, dharma and 
moksha. Also most welcome are written testimonies in support of 
the marriage from grandfathers, grandmothers, uncles and aunts, 
sisters and brothers, as well as from other members of the religious 
community. This is also a time when anyone among family and 
friends may, in deepest confidence, even anonymously, share with 
the family preceptor any obstacles to this marriage that should be 
known and understood. A full, honest disclosure of the boy’s life and 
the girl’s life, including sexual experiences, should be made to both 
families and to the kulaguru.

From the time of inquiry into a match, several months should be 
allowed for the jyotisha acharyas and shastris to assess compatibility. 
The whole process of arranging a proper match for a son or daugh-
ter often takes two or more years. There should never be a sense of 
urgency for this or any other lifetime commitment. As Jnanaguru 
Siva Yogaswami so wisely said, “No hurry. No worry. No sorry.” Nor 

should the arrangements ever be forced on the boy or girl. They 
remain free to cancel the process at any time if the match does not 
seem suitable to them.

When all agreements have been reached, the boy’s mother adorns 
her new daughter with a gold necklace. Generous gifts are exchanged 
between the members of both families to bind the two families 
together in love and loyalty. Rejoicing begins with the formal en-
gagement party, when the boy and girl exchange gifts, such as en-
gagement rings. Later, they read their pledges to each other in the 
presence of elders. All arrangements and ceremonies culminate on 
the wedding day, when members of both families join to wish the 
couple a righteous, prosperous, happy life leading to the ultimate 
goal of enlightenment. During weddings or related ceremonies, the 
vegetarian diet should in no way be compromised. Meat and other 
nonvegetarian foods should not be served, even to please guests of 
other religions or communities. All Hindus attending should be re-
quested to dress in formal Hindu attire.

Supporting the Marriage
Once a marriage has occurred, both families are relied upon to hold 
it together through the years. It is the duty especially of the hus-
band’s parents to support and make the marriage work and to offer a 
home to their new daughter. But it is unacceptable in modern Hindu 
society, and especially in our fellowship, to follow the oppressive tra-
dition in which the girl becomes the total charge of the boy’s family 

From Satguru Sivaya Subramuniyaswami’s Living with Siva

Siva’s followers arrange the marriages 
of their children, seeking sameness 
of lineage, astrological compatibility, 
harmony of the two families, total 
consent of both boy and girl and, 
foremost, their satguru’s blessings. 

No offering is complete without the wife’s consent. The bride gently 
touches the arm of her groom as he offers ghee into the homa fire.
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and is seldom allowed to see her family of birth. It is the duty of the 
bride’s parents to monitor her protection and observe the couple’s 
abilities to dwell in unity and concord, while allowing them freedom 
to work things out together in their new home.

If she is abused physically, they must open their doors to receive 
her back, to be sheltered, comforted and consoled. It then becomes 
their duty and that of all shishyas in the community to try to patch 
things up, restore harmony and obtain trustworthy promises from 
the husband that this will never happen again. The bride should re-
ceive no blame for her husband’s violence, for it is he who has broken 
his promise to adore her and protect her from harm.

The blending of the two families as a one family gives both the son 
and daughter two families to support them in good times and bad. 
It is the responsibility of both families to work toward assuring an 
endearingly enduring marriage, as well as to guide the raising of the 
progeny, so that they may become good, productive, dharma-aware 
citizens, contributing to society at large. If the two families fail in 
this mutual effort, society fails.

To build solid marriages, some Hindu institutions provide a fam-
ily evening for fellowship and discussion with a trained counselor. 
Once a year during the holy time of Pancha Ganapati, the couple take 
out their marriage agreement and together study where they have 
been lax or derelict. They trace back in their minds to incidents that 
are still vibrating as negative samskaras, and apologize humbly and 
seek forgiveness and total resolution. They renew their commit-
ment to each other. This is a wonderful key for setting the tone for 
the coming year—of harmony and peace, which leads to abundance 
and happiness. We call this anahata yoga, cleansing the heart chakra, 

bringing up that true love for one another. It is the process of bring-
ing up all those things that were not settled before going to sleep, to 
retrieve those seeds before they get ploughed under and produce 
another crop of sorrow in the coming years. It is bringing up little 
things that each one said or did that hurt the other and were not 
resolved. It is bringing up incidents of anger, any physical violence, 
which should never be but may have been. It is time to extend apolo-
gies, talk with your kulaguru, and make promises and New Year’s 
resolutions to set the course of the future on the path of dharma, 
which is based on ahimsa.

Cross-National Marriages
Many are the cross-national marriages happening today, marriages 
between members of different nations, religions, cultures or races. 
Times have changed. It is communication that has done it. With no 
communication, there is no change. When information flows freely, 
independent thinking is the result, and change is inevitable. Yes, in-
evitable, and that is what we are seeing today. The younger genera-
tion are thinking for themselves, no longer relying on elders to ad-
vise. This is unfortunate, for now they will have to learn from their 
own mistakes. What a way to learn! But this is what is happening, 
and it is happening faster than we would like to see. Much faster.

Any kind of marriage can survive if true love is there as its glue. 
True love is the kind of love that gives the couple the ability to give 
and take from each other without serious conflict, to go through 
the ups and downs together in trust, to support each other without 
fail and to reign as benign king and queen strong enough to bind all 
members of the family together. Even the rishis said that when true 
love is there, any kind of astrology is good and the marriage will be 
lasting. Love overrides all bad influences and softens incompatibili-
ties. Love is the sum of the law. But how would a young couple know 
if theirs is true love or magnetic love? By giving the love a test. That 

is how. Test it with time. Magnetic love 
weakens and all but disappears over 
time. True love grows stronger, much 
stronger, with time. True love mellows 
through the years.

Cross-national marriages are essen-
tial to the Hindu thought that avant-
garde thinkers are sharing today, “All 
the world is one family,” Vasudhaiva 
kutumbakam. Citizens of the world 
bound in love can survive the torrents 
of the upheavals that naturally come as 
lives are lived through together and in-
dividuals grow ever closer and closer in 
body, mind and spirit.

Every marriage needs a support of 
some kind or another built into it. True 
love is the best support of all, but sup-
port from the parents on both sides 
is a necessary help, too, especially for 
couples who were drawn together only 
by magnetism. It is when the magnetic 
love fades away, and all that’s left are 
the children, that support from parents 
and friends is essential for the marriage to last without violent out-
bursts of released stress which was once undying passion.

Shall we have a look into the future? Since cross-national marriag-
es have happened, are happening, and will continue to happen, there 
must be some sensible way for them to happen without undue strain 
on the families of the couple. Wisdom is supposed to fix things, heal 
conditions and settle problems. But first we have to admit that there 
is a problem. And, yes, cross-national marriages are a problem to 
many people of the old school. The old school only became old just 
ten years ago. Before then it was a school sharing standards of how 
things should be to maintain a growing and stable society.

When It’s Too Late to Say No
When an Asian girl marries a black boy, should she be banished 
from the kingdom? Yes, according to the old school, the old stan-
dard. No, according to the new school, the new standard. The banish-
ment method of parental punishment is outdated and bizarre today. 

Today’s girls think. They understand. 
They do not intend to be the ill-treat-
ed servants of the mother-in-law. The 
days of Cinderella have long since 
passed when the mean old stepmoth-
er made her cringe beneath her wrath. 
Boys, too, think for themselves. They 
read, they listen and evaluate. Theirs 
is an ever-changing world ahead. They 
are busy preparing for it. But then 
along comes love, of one kind or an-
other, to complicate their lives.

When Karen falls in love with 
Shan and elopes to his country, go 
visit them and bring her home in 
your heart. “I love you, therefore, I 
love whom you love.” That should be 
the attitude. When Kumar announces 
his undying love for Carmen, his lover 

from Mexico, and informs you that her father has a place for him 
as senior partner in his business, accept it. Enjoy Mexico City. It is a 
great place, because Kumar and Carmen are there.

Yes, hands across the ocean are loving hands. Hands across the 
ocean are binding continents to continents, businesses to businesses. 
This and more is what all Hindu elders are seeing happening around 
them today. Today’s world is a happening world. Cross-national mar-
riages are inevitable as the peoples of the world become more and 
more a global village. This is the real, earthy expression of our be-
lief in one God and one world. The soul has nothing to do with na-
tionalism, social restrictions, ethnic taboos or restrictive, prejudicial 
upbringing. Two souls joining in dharmic matrimony transcend all 
such boundaries.

My advice has always been that families should arrange marriages 
for their children. That’s part of their purusha and stri dharma. This 
is a process they should begin early on. But if they don’t do that, ob-
viously their young people will start arranging their own marriages. 
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 W
e briefly explore the venerable hindu system by 
which parents find a suitable partner for their eligible boy 
or girl, taking into account family backgrounds, personal 

characteristics, astrological compatibility and mutual consent of the 
couple-to-be. Until the last few centuries, marriages in all human 
cultures were arranged. Kindred were closer, and in very real ways a 
new bride or groom became daughter and son, joining the extended 
family. Such arrangement provide community stability and strength, 
and a wisdom derived from making this crucial decision based on 
life-long knowledge of the couple.

According to the 2,400-year-old Hindu law book, Artha Shastra, 
“Any kind of marriage is approvable, provided it pleases all those 
that are concerned in it.” Of the eight forms described in this and 
the other ancient law books, the first four—brahma, daiva, arsha 
and prajapatya—involve some form of arrangement, without dow-
ry, between the parents of the boy and girl. These four are termed 

prashasta or “commendable.” The brahma form is the free giving of 
a girl “well adorned” with jewelry and clothes to a boy of good char-
acter. The daiva form is the bestowal of a girl to the officiating priest 
at a sacred ceremony; the arsha form is bequeathing of the girl signi-
fied by the auspicious gifting of two cows to her family. In the pra-
japatya form the bride is given with the condition that the couple 
perform their religious duties together. The remaining, aprassasta or 

“not praised,” forms are: asura, the giving of a maiden in return for 
payment from the suitor; gandharva, the voluntary union of a couple 
arising from passion; rakshasha, the forcible abduction of a maiden; 
and paichacha, the stealing of a girl when she is drugged or asleep. 

Hindu law accepts the gandharva marriage, condemns the asura 
and paichacha forms and limits the rakshasha to the warrior caste, 
Lord Krishna’s abduction of Rukmini being a famous example. How-
ever, any marriage can be legitimized upon the consent of the girl 
and her parents.

Eight Points of Traditional Matchmaking

Catch them young, they say! When 
they marry young and grow together, 
they stay good friends forever.

Of the many gifts she receives from her husband, two are most 
significant for the bride: the ring and the chain. Both are symbols 
of commitment made for a lifetime together, even seven. 
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2. Family Background

And very often when they do arrange a marriage for themselves, the 
family objects. They have no right to object, because they didn’t per-
form their duty in the first place.

The dilemma is that matches are not being arranged, and yet par-
ents also want strict control over their youth, and youths are go-
ing to find partners, one way or another. Girls especially should be 
chaperoned. It’s very easy in today’s world to meet the wrong kind of 
people. As one solution, though not the ideal, I recommend in such 
cases that mature young ladies double-date and chaperone each oth-
er. Then they can talk together about the young men they are dating, 
and bypass the families who’ve neglected their duties, and arrange a 
good marriage for themselves that will be lasting, and in the future 
raise the next generation by doing their duty by arranging a marriage 
according to tradition for their own children early on.

We cannot stand in front of progress, lest we get run over by it. 
But we can sit by the side of progress and guide it so it doesn’t run 
off the track. This cannot be done when we break off communica-
tions and refuse to talk to the youth when they don’t obey the old 
standard. It is communication that is catalyzing the changes in the 

first place, so we all must guide the young by keeping the channels 
of communication open. Don’t let them go. Go with them. Love them 
and gently guide them.

Interfaith Marriages
I tell young ladies, if you are planning on getting married, do not do 
what the average mother might tell you, “Get the husband under 
your thumb right at the beginning. Otherwise you might have a ter-
rible time, because it’s harder to do it later on.” Don’t do that. Go into 
your marriage for better or for worse and live up to your vow. Be to 
your husband like melted butter is on toast; it is absorbed. Be one. 
You will have a very happy old age.

It might be rough at the start, but don’t hold divorce over his head 
to force him into various preconceived ideas that your girlfriend 
has put into your mind, as so many do, or that you’ve seen on tele-
vision or in the movies. You have seen the results that Hollywood 
marriages have played upon the lives of those who have had them as 
they have gotten older through the years. They are not happy people, 
though they are advertised as glamorously as they make their living. 

That is not the way. The way is, when you 
take your vow, think about it first, and then 
stick to it for better or for worse.

I tell young men, “Gentlemen, if you are 
thinking about getting married, do not mar-
ry a young lady who won’t be one with you 
in your religion, who will not be willing to 
stay at home and take care of and raise your 
family, one who doesn’t respect you as a man 
and starts, right off the bat, by telling you 
what to do. Don’t do that, because if you do 
you will be miserable and you will lose your 
manhood and be nothing but a puppet on 
the strings of your wife. And you will both 
be unhappy, but she especially, in older age. 
Rather, choose a girl who will blend with 
you for better or for worse. And whether 
you are successful or not, she will be happy 
to eat what you eat and go where you go. A 
Roman ideal pronounced by the bride at 
weddings was ‘Where you are, there I will 
be.’ It might be difficult in the beginning 
years, but it will be much better later.”

A seeker wrote to me saying, “I’m in love 
with a Christian girl but she wants me to give up my religion and ac-
cept Jesus Christ. How can I explain to her that Hinduism is my path 
and I want to stay with it, but I love her very much? What should I 
do, Gurudeva?” I responded that you have to think of the children 
and how you want to raise them. Obviously you want to raise them 
to be good Hindu children. Since there is very little connection be-
tween Hinduism and Christianity—because Christianity does not 
accept karma or reincarnation, the existence of an all-pervasive God 

or our temples and ceremonies—there 
will be serious problems. If she remains 
a Christian and you remain a Hindu, the 
children are going to be very confused. 
If your beloved doesn’t want to go along 
with you intellectually and spiritually, 
maybe your love is only physical; that is 
called carnal love—love of the flesh. That 
is a very limited type of love, and it is not 
long lasting. Don’t be guided by your car-
nal, instinctive emotions. Be guided by your 
spiritual intellect, or by my good advice. 
Go shopping. Find a good Hindu girl, or let 
your parents find one for you, so you can 
raise a good new generation of high souls.

I’ve seen many cases of Hindus marry-
ing outside of their own religion, and I’ve 
seen the young couple be very happy for a 

while. But after the children come and the sensuality of the marriage 
has cooled off, then there arises a tension between the husband and 
wife. Generally one becomes more religious than the other. The non-
Hindu spouse argues, “You should be religious in my religion,” and 
the Hindu insists, “You should be religious in my religion.” The vic-
tims of this conflict, which generally goes on throughout life, are the 
children. It is a couple’s shared allegiance to a religious tradition that 
is the most important common ground.

Warmth and security are two gifts the 
young couple offer to each other, each in 
their own way. He is strong and paves the 
way, while she gently supports and suggests.
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 A
Hindu marriage joins not only two individuals, but two 
entire extended families, numbering dozens, even hun-
dreds, of people. The reputation, learning, religious life and 

allegiance, health, personal traits, refinement and customs of those 
families contribute to the potential success of 
a marriage as much or more so than the indi-
vidual qualities of the boy and girl. What is 
sought for is sameness of family background 
and economic and social status so that when 
the girl joins the boy’s family, she does not 
enter a home greatly different from her own. 
Non-smoking, non-drinking and vegetarian-
ism may be essential, required conditions. The 
matchmaking investigation is done openly by 
talking with friends, relatives and fellow em-
ployees of the concerned families, all of whom 
readily share information. In the present day, 
sameness of family often still means marry-
ing within one’s caste. But the mixed nature of 
modern society have the effect that caste does 
not insure the similarity of background it once 

did, particularly if the boy is raised in one country and the girl in 
another. A mandatory check of family lineage guarantees observance 
of the often complex local customs regarding degrees of permissible 
blood relationship.

The father brings to the table all that 
he has gleaned about the boy’s family 
from his friends. The mother adds what 
she has learned from her circle and 
voices her concerns on a point or two.

 U
pon the boy’s completion of education and beginning 
of gainful employment his parents proceed in earnest to 
find him a bride. As with most of the customs regarding 

arranged marriage, this practice remains virtually unchanged from 
Vedic times, when the boy was married at age 24 upon conclusion of 
the brahmacharya ashrama, or period of studentship. The girl is ex-
pected to be three or four years younger than the boy, due to the girl’s 
faster maturity. Ideally girls are married between 17 and 21, boys 
from 21 to 28—older being less of a problem for a boy than a girl. 
The “word” is put out through friends, relatives and most recently 

matrimonial ads. Also the children may be asked if they already have 
someone in mind. Sometimes a match is found very quickly, in just 
a week or two. In other cases it may take six months to a year to lo-
cate a suitable prospect. A go-between (termed aryaman in ancient 
times) is essential to the process. He may be an uncle, other close 
male relative or, in some areas, the village barber. The men make the 
contacts, but they do nothing without full consultation and agree-
ment from the women of the family. Once the go-between has de-
termined both families are favorably disposed to a match, a formal 
preliminary proposal is made by the girl’s father to the boy’s father.

1. How It Begins At a common function, elders in the family discuss and de-
bate possibilities for their children. A young girl and a slightly 

older boy stand aside, conscious they are being talked about.
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3. The Boy’s Character

 S
ixty percent of asian indian adults in the united 
States are married. The specific phenomenon I am inter-
ested in examining is how middle to upper class Indian-
American Hindu men and women negotiate the Hindu 

wedding ritual, including the marriage decision process. This book 
begins with the second generation’s process of finding a spouse. It 
moves through the engagement process, and concludes on the wed-
ding day. Although the focus here is negotiating engagement and 
marriage, I am interested more broadly in the negotiation of culture. 
Whereas originally I situated second-generation Indian-American 

Hindus between two antithetical philosophies—that of prototypi-
cal mainstream middle-class America and traditional India—my re-
search repeatedly frustrated this worthy assumption, prompting me 
to extend and complicate my thesis to include modern-day Bolly-
wood as a prominent mediating source of culture informing second-
generation Indian-American Hindus on their wedding day. 

Not two but three cultures are operating in the lives of second-
generation Indian-American Hindus when they are planning their 
weddings: 1) a traditional India which in some respects no longer 
exists in the most pluralistic country in the world but which has a 

presence in the immigrant and second generation’s memories and 
sense of history, 2) mainstream middle-to-upper class America as 
described in wedding planning magazines such as Modern Bride and 
websites such as theknot.com, 3) and Bollywood India as instantiated 
by wedding-planning magazines such as Bibi and websites such as 
benzerworld.com.

Weddings are a window into seeing how second-generation In-
dian-American Hindus construct India and America. Weddings re-
veal conflicts and choices. Finally, weddings matter, not only for the 
bride and groom. Weddings are rites of passage where intergenera-
tional and cross-cultural tensions play out and, in the case of Indian-
American Hindus, convey a sense of compromise between multiple 
cultures.

A Match that Was Not to Be: Rati and Paul
For Rati, a defining moment in her search for an Indian-American 
Hindu husband was when her white boyfriend accused her of “be-
ing racist.” Rati had just returned from her first trip to India since 
she was a child. She stayed in the houses of various relatives, family 
with whom she “picked up from when we last met without skipping 
a beat.” Often she was meeting extended family for the first time 
and was impressed by the open-armed welcomes. Upon returning 
from her trip to her home in New York, Rati’s interests in Indian cul-
ture reignited. She revived her love for vegetarian dishes and began 
taking yoga. Along with continuing her bharatanatyam (classical In-
dian dance) classes and watching Bollywood films, she began attend-
ing the local temple with some international Indian students she 
met at the local art theater’s showing of Lagan, a popular Bollywood 
film. Paul, Rati’s boyfriend at the time, quietly grew more and more 
impatient with Rati’s love for anything Indian and finally burst out 
in frustration when he saw her zealotry showed no signs of subsid-
ing. Boarding a local train a few moments before the departure time, 

Rati made a motion to sit next to an Indian male passenger before 
Paul intercepted and took the last empty seat himself. Rati was left to 
stand, but she caught Paul’s look of self-satisfied smugness at having 
successfully kept Rati from making another Indian acquaintance, a 
man who might serve as a further threat to their relationship. 

Later, when Rati confronted Paul about his sneakiness as well as 
his lack of confidence in their relationship, Paul admitted that after 
dating her he “could never date another Asian again” for fear that he 
would not be taken seriously since he was not Asian. When pressed 
further, Paul accused Rati of preferring Indians to whites and of “be-
ing a racist.” Rati’s anecdote about dating Paul, a white man, is in-
teresting because it highlights the second generation’s enthusiasm 
for and the significance they place on “being Indian” and relying on 
activities like practicing yoga to express Indianness. Watching Bol-
lywood movies, eating vegetarian, practicing yoga, learning Indian 
classical dance and other activities are significant in describing the 
second generation’s understanding of India, their own ethnic-Amer-
ican identity and the characteristics they seek in a marriage partner. 
After the incident described above, Rati dumped Paul and relin-
quished the American notion of falling in love and pursuing a “love 
marriage.” Shortly thereafter, she posted an online matrimonial ad in 
shaadi.com. Therein began her adventures and misadventures that 
would eventually lead her to meet and marry her Indian-American 
husband, Shiv.

Arranged Meetings: a Third Paradigm
For second-generation Indian-American Hindus, there are two 
models for marriage: the arranged marriage and the love marriage. 
These models are diametrically opposed. The love marriage usually 
involves a whimsical and incidental meeting followed by months 
and often years of dating. The arranged marriage excludes dating al-
together and in fact rarely allows for more than one meeting before 
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 T
he girl’s parents regard the boy’s education and earning 
ability to be of vital importance, for these make likely 
his long-term financial stability. It is also highly desir-

able that he already be employed. Once satisfied with the boy’s 
ability to adequately provide for a family, his personal charac-
ter reputation among friends, relatives and teachers is carefully 
looked into. Male relatives of the girl will talk with this group 
of people, inquiring in some detail about the boy, his personal 
habits, religiousness, reliability and how he behaves with re-
gard to girls. If the boy lives in a Western country, this latter 
issue would be investigated quite carefully. Health is very im-
portant. There should be no indication of mental retardation, 
schizophrenia, or disease such as TB. Drinking or smoking can 
be a very negative attribute. Physique is only critically impor-
tant in that the boy must be taller than the girl; otherwise it 
is a useful but not determining factor. Parents will also look 
closely at the boy’s father and grandfather, on the assumption 
that the boy will develop the same good (or bad) qualities. Sim-
ilarity of boy and girl is the goal. For example, parents would 
not marry a refined girl to a boy who is crude or uneducated, 
even if well-employed.

Music and dance, art and handicraft are indicative of 
a girl’s training and skills, molding, rearranging and 

working with herself, abilities she will use as she moves 
in with a new family and makes it her very own.

While his family structure may be readily apparent, 
the boy’s individual achievements and qualities come 
under the microscope. His current career position 
offers a glimpse into his capabilities and potential.

 A
ppearance, personal character and homemaking abil-
ity are generally foremost in the consideration of the 
girl. She should be shorter than the boy, have a pleasant 

walk, a feminine voice, modesty and good health. Her potential 
as a future wife is judged by observing her mother, grandmother 
and sisters. And, like the boy, inquiry regarding her character and 
temperament is made among her relatives, friends, teachers and 
fellow students. Her religious inclinations (even more so than 
the boy’s) and education are important. Some skill in music or 
dance is a plus, but extensive stage performance or involvement 
in sports is traditionally frowned upon. Since having children is 
a primary purpose of Hindu married life, the desirable girl comes 
from a large family—an indication that she herself will have 
many children. A girl from a small family—especially an only 
child, or one without a brother, is at a disadvantage. In recent de-
cades the girl’s ability to hold a job and earn money have became 
a paramount consideration for some, even above religious, cul-
tural and child-rearing considerations. The trend may be related 
to the demands for dowry in which the boy’s family approaches 
the marriage with financial gain in mind, as well as to pressing 
economic conditions.

4. The Girl’s Qualities
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5. Verifying Compatibility

 I
deally the complete charts of the boy and girl will be calculated 
and analyzed by a competent astrologer. There is also a simpli-
fied system of ten tests based on a comparison of the boy’s and 

girl’s nakshatras (birth stars) and rasis (moon signs) used in the ab-
sence of a complete comparison to diagnose the physical, mental and 
emotional compatibility of the couple, plus future health, number of 
children, financial success and longevity. Customarily the astrology 
is examined early on in the evaluation of a match. The preliminary 
tests of rajju, vedhai and what is known as “Mars affliction” iden-
tify a few (about 20%) very inauspicious combinations which predict 
great misfortune in marriage, or divorce. The second eight tests are 
allotted one to eight points each, for a total of 36. A happy and lasting 
marriage usually requires a score of more than 18 points. For example, 
the test of nadi, given 8 points, predicts emotional intimacy or lack 
thereof; that of yoni, given 4 points, indicates physical compatibility, 
marital harmony, faithfulness and children. Astrology is a good but 
not perfect predictor of marital success. The great Hindu astrologer 
Rishi Kalidasa advised, “Even if by these matchings the girl gets more 
than 20 marks, if the boy does not really love the girl, a marriage will 
be futile.” 

Astrologers match and calculate based on ten points. Modern 
couples may choose to use websites that offer the same service, some 
for free! Having a skilled, experienced and patient astrologer is key.
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the wedding day. 
So, how do second-generation Indian-American Hindus negotiate 

these two opposed models of marriage? How do they reconcile love 
marriage with arranged marriage? “Arranged meetings” is an already 
negotiated and well-established third model for marrying among 
second-generation Indian-American Hindus. The second genera-
tion uses this method to filter out prospective marital candidates 
who do not have the “right” ethnic, religious, linguistic and regional 
traits desired by their parents. For example, a family active in the 
Gujurati Hindu community can seek only fellow Gujurati Hindus to 
introduce to the eligible son or daughter. Any marital candidate left 
standing is fair game for something akin to dating. The second gen-
eration feels free to determine whether the meaningful candidates 
have sexual chemistry and compatible personalities, characteristi-
cally American criteria contemplated in making a “love marriage” 
decision. 

In this way, neither arranged nor love marriage are excluded, and 
the needs and desires of both generations are respected. The first 
generation is still involved in finding a suitable partner for their child, 
whether through introductions by family and friends, or placing an 

ad online or in a newspaper. Additionally, candidates who do not 
come from the same religious sect, speak the desired dialect, or origi-
nate from the same region of India (and thus possibly eat dissimilar 
food), are cast away before a set of eligible prospects are considered. 
Then second-generation Americans embark in all the activities as-
sociated with pursuing an American “love marriage.” They date for 
months and sometimes even years, determining whether she and 
her partner share common likes and dislikes. They also determine, 
and not just by holding hands, whether there is enough sexual at-
traction to keep their mutual attentions “’til death do we part.” 

Along with their immigrant parents, most of the second-genera-
tion Indian-American Hindus I met prefer to marry a partner of In-
dian heritage and Hindu faith because marriage is seen as a defini-
tive way for the second generation to express its identity as ethnic 
and religious Americans. They are American, yes. But they are also 
Indian and Hindu. Additionally, pleasing the first generation’s wish 
to see their children marry a Hindu Indian is itself an expression of 
ethnicity, of one’s Indianness, in this case with respect for the tradi-
tional value of deference to one’s elders. 

Ethnic Capital
This idea provides additional ammunition against the “melting pot” 
metaphor. Within the second-generation Indian-American Hindu 
ethnic minority, men and women of marriageable age who have high 
economic and social standing prefer to marry within their com-
munity rather than engage in an exogenous marriage. Rather than 
participate in a “melting pot” as early ethnic scholars described the 
trajectory of ethnic Americans, participants chose to marry people 
from within their community despite the New York area’s diverse 
population. 

Rather than debating values and characteristics second-genera-
tion Indian-American Hindus should seek in a partner, the first and 

second generations have already negotiated a compromise whereby 
the second generation engages in various methods for meeting a 
partner that meet all or most of the immigrant generation’s religious, 
ethnic, regional, and linguistic cultural criteria. At the same time, the 
prospects who make it through this sieve of criteria are then free to 
engage in dating relationships that look typically American. For in-
stance, Shiv and Rati were attracted to each other’s profiles because 
they shared the same regional and religious Indian identity; however, 
they dated for two years before marrying. Their mutual love for In-
dian performance was what bonded them together in terms of shar-
ing common interests. 

The Indian-Hindu community has evolved enough in the last forty 
years that mechanisms are already in place for the second genera-
tion to search for potential marriage partners. These mechanisms re-
spect both traditional Indian as well as modern American criteria. 

“Arranged meetings” provide a group of candidates acceptable for a 
member of the second generation to fall in love with after having 
satisfied the first generation’s ethnic and religious requirements. 

Second-generation Indian-American Hindus seek marriage 

partners who have what I describe as “symbolic ethnic capital.” This 
finding sheds light on how the second generation envisions and un-
derstands Hindu India. The men and women in my study scrutinize 
characteristics in the opposite sex in order to confirm if that mari-
tal prospect is “Indian” enough for marriage. Like Rati obsessed over 
getting better-acquainted with her Indian heritage through practic-
ing yoga, learning Indian classical dance, and watching Bollywood 
movies, other participants used similar activities as markers for In-
dian ethnicity among marriage prospects. Being ethnically Indian 
and from a Hindu family was often not enough. Especially “expres-
sive” Indian-American Hindus desired a marriage partner who could 
further confirm their identity as Indian-American Hindus. 

A number of factors are important in the Indian-Hindu American 
community when it comes to finding a mate in a limited and dis-
persed pool of partners. Processes such as placing matrimonial ads 
in ethnic newspapers and online allow second-generation Indian-
American Hindus to meet fellow Americans as well as Indian Hin-
dus in England, Canada, India and Singapore. These mechanisms are 
important because they allow second-generation Indian-American 
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 T
he couple meets only when there is a favorable outcome to the 
investigation of each family, the astrological compatibility, the 
characteristics of the boy and girl and the preliminary meet-

ings of the parents. In previous times, and still in some areas, the girl 
would be secretly pointed out to the boy and his family at a public 
event such as a temple puja. Today a preliminary exchange of pho-
tographs largely replaces this custom, which prevented a girl from 
being faced with a number of outright rejections. Usually the boy 
and his family will go to the girl’s home for their first meeting. The 
parents will sit and talk, and the girl—who may be aware but is not 

told of the purpose—will be asked to come in and serve tea to the 
“guests.” How she reacts to requests, her dress, appearance, speech, 
behavior toward her parents, brothers and sister and rapport with 
young children are all noted by the boy and his family. After she 
leaves the room, the boy states if he has a favorable impression. If so, 
the girl is asked privately about the boy. If both are agreeable, they 
talk privately together, perhaps walking in the garden for an hour 
with young children as escorts. Sometimes more meetings are held. 
A final decision is then made requiring agreement of six people—the 
four parents, the boy and the girl.

6. Introducing the Couple A potential match? Content with all requirements, the parents 
arrange a venue for the boy and girl to meet and talk.
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8. What About Dowry?

Hindus to meet partners that satisfy the first generation’s religious 
and ethnic criteria as well as the community’s desire to find a part-
ner with symbolic ethnic Indian and America capital. 

Finding a potential partner through newspaper and on-line mat-
rimonial ads was followed by typically American patterns of dat-
ing which included a long courtship designed to ferret out similar 
hobbies and the quality of sexual chemistry. By meeting a potential 
spouse through a family network or other family sanctioned modes 
of pursuing marriage, such as online matrimonials, second-gen-
eration Indian-American Hindus accrued symbolic ethnic Indian 
capital they later spent when in long-term relationships and pre-
marital sex. Mainstream American dating was encouraged by my 
participants’ immigrant parents to ensure that romance and love, 
two values that express Americanness, were as much a part of their 
children’s decision to marry as religious compatibility and regional 
identity.

Rati and Shiv Meet through Shaadi.com
Rati, whose mother is a white Lutheran woman from Canada and 
whose father is a Hindu raised in Uttra Pradesh, India, literally 
chose to “be Indian.” The story of how Rati decided to utilize shaa-
di.com—an on-line Internet matrimonial website popular among 

South-Asian Hindus—supports my notion that, for second-genera-
tion Indian-American Hindus interested in expressing their ethnic-
American identity, marrying a fellow Indian-ethnic Hindu is the 
most effective way. Coming from a bi-cultural family, Rati was not 
exposed to Indian-Hindu culture until her twenties, when she made 
conscious efforts to adopt Indian-Hindu religion and customs. Rati 
is both a career-minded professional dancer and an Indian-Amer-
ican woman seeking to establish a family to uphold the Indian and 
American sides of her identity. Rati reports that her parents’ atti-
tude was: “When you want [religion] in your life, you’ll go find what 
works for you.” 

As if applying for a job, Shiv, Rati’s future husband, sent a competi-
tive biodata, or resume, to Rati in response to her picture and profile 
on shaadi.com. After first talking on the phone for three and a half 
hours, Rati and Shiv began having regular phone conversations be-
fore she visited him in New York. After her first visit, they began 
seeing each other every other weekend for three months before get-
ting engaged. 

Rati describes meeting Shiv on the matrimonial website as making 
their relationship more honest and open than if they had they met 
in a bar or through a friend. She tells me how “all the questions you 
want to ask on the first date” about marriage, family, education, and 

salaries “you can’t ask” when meeting through conventional meth-
ods but that by the time six months roll by and “you’ve figured out 
what a guy is all about, that’s six months of your life wasted.” As she 
puts it, “On shaadi.com no one is there for a booty call. No one wants 
to date for fun or pass time.” Plus, all the uncomfortable questions 
regarding money and salaries are already answered in the bio-data, 
leaving the boy and girl more time and energy to focus on discov-
ering whether the two have chemistry and are compatible for mar-
riage. Rati and Shiv’s families were from the same region in India and 
belonged to the same caste, two criteria that led Shiv to Rati’s ad-
vertisement through the click of a few scroll-down menus. Having 

pre-determined that they were compatible in terms of region and 
caste, the two were free to pursue an American-style romance. But, 
as Rati describes it, “The elders could not have done a better job put-
ting the two of us together.” Rati engaged in two models of marriage, 
the arranged one as well as the love one, in her arranged meeting. 
Rather than reject either the traditional Indian or modern American 
models for marriage, she embraced elements from both traditions in 
choosing a spouse. It took her parents’ divorce and her trip to India 
to move Rati to express her Indianness and thereby her American-
ness. Rati claimed her Indian heritage upon returning from India and 
married Shiv to reinforce her ethnic-American identity.

Hamsa and Nalin
Whereas Shiv and Rati’s courtship began with Shiv’s response to 
Rati’s online matrimonial advertisement, Hamsa and Nalin met 
through friends while students at the University of Wisconsin. 
Nonetheless, Hamsa and Nalin’s story (like Shiv and Rati’s) empha-
sizes the significance among second-generation Indian-American 
Hindus of finding not only a co-ethnic marriage partner but also 
a spouse who carries a certain level of knowledge of Indian culture 
and Hinduism. 

In one photograph, Hamsa sits with her chin in one palm while 

Whether their meeting is arranged or by choice, a couple needs 
time to spend time together to understand each other well. While 
traditionally such meetings are chaperoned by an elder, and touch-
ing is taboo, a couple deciding on their own are more liberal.
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 T
here is no Hindu scriptural or legal basis for the payment of 
dowry—that is, giving money to the boy’s family to secure a 
marriage. It was unknown in early India and arose only in re-

cent times. In the last few decades abuse has reached such propor-
tions that newly married girls are even murdered in disputes over 
dowry! Marriage arranging has become for some a process of extor-
tion from the girl’s family. 

The proper Hindu custom is stridhana, “women’s wealth,” by 
which an abundance of jewelry and gold is given to the girl at the 
time of her marriage. This is her personal wealth, intended to pro-
vide security in case her husband dies or abandons her, especially af-
ter her own father’s death. Legally, it remains her personal property 
during the marriage and must be returned upon a divorce. A wealthy 
Hindu bride might possess a pound or more of gold. Also, she would 
bring to her new home everything needed for housekeeping. A re-
lated money issue is the expense of wedding festivities, which in 
India can run up to several years’ salary of the bride’s father. Lavish 
weddings are a worldwide custom, cutting across all religions and 
cultures, but reason should prevail in deciding how much to spend.

 T
he betrothal is called vagdana, “word giving,” a practice de-
scribed in the Vedas. The boy’s family is invited to the girl’s 
house where the girl’s father formally promises that his 

daughter will marry the boy. This promise is binding and very un-
likely to be broken before the wedding. The oral promise is essential 
and standard throughout India, though specific betrothal customs 
vary considerably. Most, if not all, communities practice exchange of 
visits and gifts between the families as part of sealing the agreement. 
The gifts from the groom’s family include clothing and cosmetics for 
the girl, while her family give clothing for the boy. 

Other home observances include applying tilak to the boy, the 

giving of a gold necklace to the girl by the boy’s mother—often the 
necklace she received at her own betrothal—and/or the more mod-
ern exchange of rings. In some areas the womenfolk sing humorous 
songs. A formal religious ceremony (kanyavarana) may be conduct-
ed by priests, but often the whole matter is handled in an informal 
manner. In Sri Lanka, for example, frequently a civil wedding is held 
immediately upon the decision to marry, with the formal religious 
marriage taking place later. Commonly it is just a matter of weeks 
between the betrothal and the marriage, which is held at an astro-
logically auspicious day and time.

Jewelry and other gifts are exchanged and exhibited in an attempt 
to assure each other of their sound financial and social standing.

7. The Betrothal Ceremony The betrothal is a mini-marriage. With most of the 
family and friends in attendance, rings are exchanged 

and the wedding date is set. A grand feast follows.
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Nalin stands behind her hugging his hands 
around her neck. In another the two play-
fully hold hands and stand across from 
one another as if they are about to whirl in 
circles. Rather than look demure, as Indian 
tradition would dictate, Hamsa smiles like 
a love struck Bollywood actress and Nalin 
looks like a young Amitabh Bachan (one of 
Bollywood’s most famous actors).

Hamsa is embarrassed when I comment 
on how much I enjoy looking at her wed-
ding portraits. “Yes, well we did whatever 
our Indian wedding photographer told us,” 
she says. “Those poses aren’t natural to us, 
but they’re typical Indian wedding poses.” 
What intrigues me in my conversations 
with Hamsa and Nalin is their inability to 
distinguish modernized India from the In-
dia they have configured for themselves in 
their imaginations. To them, India is one 
homogenous country with one homog-
enous tradition. This confession is even 
more striking for me because Hamsa and 
Nalin are a regionally mixed couple. Nalin’s 
family is from Gujarat in Western India, 
and Hamsa from Andhra Pradesh in South 
India, yet they consistently ignore the di-
versity of cultures within the country and 
remain ignorant that their own “traditional 
South Indian” wedding was a hybrid one. 

Ironically, Hamsa and Nalin’s “pure In-
dian-Hindu” wedding reveals how there is 
no pure “India.” As the couple’s wedding 
attests, India is made up of many different 
regional cultures and a myriad of religious 
faiths and languages. 

Nalin was not the first Gujarati North 
Indian man Hamsa dated either. She tells 
me that although she had many friends in her ethnically diverse 
high school, she did not date until she arrived at college. “I had one 
two-month long relationship with a Gujarati Indian guy before I met 
Nalin,” she tells me. But apparently he wasn’t Indian enough: “He 
was very different from Nalin. My ex-boyfriend wasn’t very knowl-
edgeable of his background, and he didn’t have an Indian community 
growing up in West Virginia; he wasn’t familiar with the religion 
and didn’t know the language. He’d never been to India. That’s why 
I didn’t connect with that guy. He was very apathetic about being 
Indian.”

Knowing about India was something Hamsa actively looked for in 
a partner. Like Nalin, she wanted to find a partner she could love but 
who could also assert his “Indianness,” thereby reinforcing her own 
symbolic ethnic Indian capital, and in the process her own Ameri-
canness. She wanted to marry a man knowledgeable of his Indian-
Hindu background to reflect her own cultural and religious ties with 
India. While outsiders might posit that Hamsa’s wish to exclusively 
date Indians depletes her American symbolic ethnic capital, I argue 
that it instead makes her more American. 

Nalin reports he was very intentional about exclusively dating and 
marrying Indian women: 

“From the very beginning I always knew I would meet all types of 
people, but in terms of marriage I wanted to marry someone with 
the same cultural values. It would be easier and we would get along 
better. Around high school I made that choice when I started seri-
ously thinking about dating and figuring out what I was looking for.” 

When asked what values are specific to Indian Hindus, he 

recognizes that values are found across cultures and re-formulates 
his thoughts. “It was more cultural, going to temple. Growing up, I 
think Indian culture brought about family closeness; family came 
first. In college I never thought about dating a non-Indian.” When 
asked whether his parents were upset that he married a non-Gujara-
ti girl, he responds, “In a perfect world I would have married a Guja-
rati girl, but they are educated enough to know that compatibility is 
more important.” 

During their two-year courtship at the University of Wisconsin, 
Hamsa and Nalin moved to San Diego for a summer where they in-
terned and took classes. In San Diego, they tell me, they fell in love. 

“I didn’t think I couldn’t live without him,” Hamsa tells me, “but I 
thought I would be sad if he ever left.” Hamsa presses her two in-
dex fingers into her fluffy comforter and they travel, making an 
upside down V, until they meet at the same point. “That’s how we 
were; we started off in different places and spent enough time to-
gether dating that we pulled each other in the same direction,” she 
explains. For her, love for her husband was not love at first sight, but 
still conformed in a way to the traditional Indian view of love where 
one marries first and later grows to love one’s spouse. For Hamsa, a 
couple dates and then grows to love one another.
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 I
t all seems so easy in the bollywood films. the charac-
ters fall in love at first sight, and despite some initial resistance 
from their family, it all ends happily ever after. The reality, of 
course, is very different.  Sitting in a crowded cafe packed with 

young Mumbaiites, is Nik Talreja. He is, in many ways, the arche-
typal Bollywood hero: good looking and charming, but missing one 
thing—a woman by his side. Nik is just one of 15 million people in 
the country using the web to meet a life partner. Internet matrimo-
nial sites are big business in India. The world’s largest, shaadi.com, 
was created 13 years ago, and now boasts an extra 10,000 new users 
every day. In fact, a key distinction between Indian matrimonial sites 
and those in the West is that, in India, it is often the parents who are 
going online to find a match for their child. 

“We give freedom to our own children, they are well educated, they 
are brought up in a good culture,” says Arun Joshi, who is search-
ing for a son-in-law. “The only thing we desire would be that they 
get married within a restricted caste and community,” he adds. His 
29-year-old daughter is too busy climbing up the career ladder to 
find herself a husband, so Mr. Joshi has decided to help things along 
by submitting a profile for her online. 

In the tradition of arranged marriage, it is standard for parents 
and relatives to search for a match that meets a certain set of cri-
teria. Those specifications can vary from family to family, but often 
include looking for someone from a similar caste, community, salary 
bracket and even skin color. 

Off-Line Centers 
Targeting parents appears to be a key strategy for the companies be-
hind these sites. In recent years, there has a been a rise in so-called 

“off-line centers” designed to bring Internet marriage to those who 
are rarely online. Resembling Internet cafes, with banks of comput-
ers lining the room, there are advisers on hand to help guide people 
through the process of creating a profile and selecting matches. For 
the young couples who place themselves on these sites, Internet 
matrimonials offer a choice which simply didn’t exist before. 

While there are many other happy stories of matches made in 
cyberspace, there are some people who question how progressive 
it is. “I don’t think it’s breaking down barriers, to tell you the truth,” 
says Bandhana Tewari, the fashion feature editor of Vogue, India. For 

Bandhana, new technology is not changing the old values, where 
meeting a partner by caste and background is so important. Mean-
while, she predicts that it will be a long time before people use the 
Internet simply for dating, rather than searching for a specific type of 
marriage partner. “I don’t think India has reached that level,” she says. 

“They still will not give up their moral stand.” 

The Traditional Way 
But Gaurav Rakshit from shaadi.com argues that these sites are 
breaking down social barriers. One example he cites is that more 
than half of the people using the site do not search for a match by 
caste—a sign, he argues, that things are changing. “If we found those 
numbers were trending the other way round, we would probably 
have to take a very hard call, saying that we’re exacerbating such 
things. But right now we see them trending very nicely for us in the 
same way that India is evolving.” 

There are, of course, large parts of rural India where there is no 
Internet. But Mr Rakshit hopes to reach these parts as a long-term 
strategy. He claims one in ten of all registered marriages in India can 
be attributed to the Internet, but in five years’ time he believes this 
number could rise to as many as one in two. But he might have a job 
on his hands. 

In the village of Wana, a three-hour drive from Mumbai, where 
there is no Internet connection, Rathina Surjivadhi is celebrating the 
marriage of his daughter Anita. He found her husband Jagdish with 
the help of local matchmakers. He is yet to be convinced that the In-
ternet way is better. “You need to make sure you don’t ruin the girl’s 
life,” he says. “If they drink or have had affairs, the Internet can’t tell 
you that kind of thing.” 

Source: BBC News, Mumbai: http://bit.ly/bPYku4 
Published: 2010/03/10 © BBC

We Just Clicked…

“Indian Love: We Just Clicked” by Rajini Vaidyanathan, Mumbai
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Indian Hindu youth may today balk at having their marriage 
arranged by their parents, but they do understand the need for “due 

diligence” in selecting a life-long partner and are not falling into 
the dubious Western pattern of marrying out of “love at first sight”

Today’s Hindu youth are seeking a perfect blend of the 
traditional and the modern. Culture is special to this 
young lady: she has adapted to technology and uses 

it wisely to pursue her dreams of a charmed life.
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its center everywhere and its circumference 
nowhere, in the sense that the doctrine of 
the ishtadevata (or the chosen Deity) within 
it allows each Hindu to be a center of his or 
her own universe or to be single-minded in 
his or her devotion without being judgmen-
tal about others. Alternatively, Hinduism 
can be said to have its circumference every-
where and its center nowhere. However, we 
might wish to split the metaphor. By discon-
necting the center from the circumference, 
it has ensured that being single-minded 
does not lead to narrow-mindedness in rela-
tion to another. This is true not just for Hin-
duism’s individual members but also of the 
yogas within it. For example, one can single-
mindedly follow a particular yoga, such as 
jnana, without narrow-mindedly insisting 
that it is the only yoga which will lead to 
liberation. True, some texts will say precisely 
this, but other texts will say precisely the 
same about other yogas. And Hindu sages 
periodically remind the flock that the four 
margas, karma, bhakti, yoga and jnana, are 
not exclusive of one another.

4. A fourth distinction implicit within 
Hinduism is that between sole and unique. 
When we use the word unique, we tend to 
assimilate the sense of sole into it, for unique 
means that which stands by itself. But the 
two should not be confused, according to 
Hinduism. Some Western religious tradi-
tions tend to confuse them, and because they 
are unique, tend to look upon themselves as 
the sole avenue to the divine. But each tradi-
tion is unique. In fact, each human being is 
unique. Does that entitle him or her to look 
upon oneself as the sole human being? 

5. Another distinction implicit within 
Hinduism is between one and only. Often 
in introducing an outstanding person, such 
as the actor Amitabh Bachchan, we might 
employ the phrase “the one and only” so-
and-so. But there is a difference between 
one God, and only God. When we say there 
is only one God we mean to say that there 
is no other God, but when we say there is 
only God we mean that there is nothing 
else in reality apart from God. In technical 
terms, these interpretations can be called 
monotheistic and pantheistic. But whereas 
the relationship between one and only is 
used in Abrahamic religions to uphold their 
own monotheism and dismiss that of others, 
the same relationship is used in Hinduism 
to embrace all other Gods, as there is only 
God, who can be grasped and represented 
variously. Hinduism also adds that God is not 
just contained by the world but rather con-
tains it, and also transcends it, thereby leav-
ing room for what is called panentheism. 

6.  Another distinction implicit in 
Hinduism is the distinction between com-
mon and identical. Many of us here in the 

audience are married. Marriage is thus a 
common phenomenon. But are all marriages 
identical? It is important to make this point 
because Hinduism is accused of saying that 
all religions are the same, as if their distinc-
tive features did not matter. This is a misrep-
resentation. All the religions are the com-
mon property of humanity, but this is not to 
say that they are identical.

7. Another distinction implicit in Hindu
ism is between origin and cause. Hinduism 
is said to be reckless in borrowing from 
others on the one hand, and shameless in 
suppressing this fact on the other. But note 
that those who are exercised by the question 

“Who borrowed from whom?” are concerned 
with origins. But once you are concerned 
with cause rather than origin, you are not 
so much concerned with where something 
comes from as with how well it explains 
something, irrespective of where it comes 
from. If I catch the flu, its origin may lie in 
the person I caught it from, but its cause is 
viral infection. Note that causes are uni-
versal in comparison to origins, which are 
particular. 

What makes it particularly exciting to be 
a Hindu in our times is the fact that these 
implicit assumptions of Hinduism are be-
ing forced out as explicit propositions as 
Hinduism confronts other religions. As this 
happens, our Hindu principles shed a flood 
of light on the religious predicament of the 
contemporary world. Here is an aphoristic 
list of some of these Hindu insights found 
scattered in its modern discourse:

A.		 Something can be wholly true and yet 
not true of the whole.

B.		  Everything goes, but not everything 
arrives. 

C.		 All religions are valid, but they may not 
be valid for all. 

D.		  To speak of religion that shall not be 
a particular religion is to try to speak 
language without speaking any par-
ticular language. 

E.		  All paths may lead to the goal, but not 
all paths may lead all the way to the 
goal. 

F.		  One begins by saying that all religions 
are true and ends by saying that there 
is truth in all religions. 
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This fascinating book, Why I am a Believer, 
Personal Reflections on Nine World 
Religions, contains nine essays by articulate 
believers in the Buddhist, Jaina, Sikh, Dao, 
Jewish, Christian, Confucian, Muslim and 
Hindu faiths. The Hindu essay, by Dr. Arvind 
Sharma, who is also the book’s editor, is 
remarkable for its concise intellectual 
formulation of Hinduism’s ageless spiritual 
wisdom. He shows how Hinduism’s implicit 
understandings about religion are becoming 
key propositions on the world stage as 
humanity searches for a way beyond 
fundamentalism to a new world of multi-
faith, religious pluralism.

By Arvind Sharma, Montreal, Canada

 H
induism has three alluring di- 
mensions that make me want to be a 
Hindu: subtlety, charity and civiliza-
tional creativity. 

Subtlety 
By subtlety, I mean Hinduism’s capacity to 
draw and to hold on to subtle distinctions. 
Here are seven such distinctions for your 
consideration.

1. One such distinction is the distinction 
between emptiness and openness. We might 
indifferently describe a field as a vast open 
field or a vast empty field. But there is a dif-
ference. In fact, one could say that the goal of 
Hinduism is to convert an empty mind into 
an open mind. This is a delicate endeavor; 
how delicate may be seen in the West’s at-
tempt to do this in the form of the New Age 
movement. The mind tends to become so 
open, according to observers, that the brain 
almost falls out. 

2. Another such distinction is between the 
absolute and the universal. I think Hinduism 
searches for the ultimate in metaphysics and 
for the universal in morality, in comparison 
to the West, which concludes only too often 
that it has found the ultimate in metaphysics, 
even as it formulates the absolute in morality. 

I know these remarks are somewhat 
opaque. They could perhaps be elucidated by 
drawing a related distinction between ulti-
mate and final. Something is ultimate when 
nothing lies beyond it, in the sense that 
nothing could possibly lie beyond it. Some-
thing is final, however, in the sense that it 
marks the final point within a given frame-

work, whereas the ultimate could transcend 
such frameworks. According to Hinduism, 
no religion can have the final say about the 
ultimate, precisely because each such claim 
to finality is made from viewing the real-
ity from within a certain framework, when 
the reality itself might be beyond all frame-
works. The philosopher Shankara is said to 
have begged God’s pardon for three sins he 
committed: that although God is everywhere, 
he went on a pilgrimage; that although God 
is beyond thoughts, he tried to think of God; 
and that although God is beyond words, he 
tried to praise God in words. I value this 
Hindu self-relativization in its quest for the 
ultimate, the awareness of the risk that epis-
temology may forever fall short of ontology. I 
think it salutary to be cautious in this way in 
terms of metaphysics. 

The West displays a tendency in the moral 
realm to speak in absolutes. An absolute is 
fixed; it allows of no exceptions. Stated in a 
positive way, one could say that an absolute 
is certain and firm; stated in a negative way, 
one could say that it is static and rigid. On 
the other hand, a universal is consensual and 
fluid. Stated in a positive way, one could say 
that it is broad-based and dynamic; stated 
in a negative way, one could say that it is 
wishy-washy and unsteady. The differences 
between the two lie in their orientation—

one works from top down, the other 
from bottom up. 

I think Hinduism is better off for 
implicitly distinguishing between 
final and ultimate, and between ab-
solute and universal, and in further 
distinguishing between the goals of 
metaphysics and morality. 

3. A third distinction implicit in 
Hinduism is one between single-
mindedness and narrow-minded-
ness. Sometimes other religions, in 
trying to become single-minded, 
become narrow-minded, as in cer-
tain understandings of jihad in the 
context of terrorism, and of the 
Christian mission in the context of 

proselytization. I think the Hindu world has 
largely escaped this predicament, at least so 
far, because Hinduism is a religion which has 
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Why I Am a Believer: a Hindu’s Answer
Dr. Arvind Sharma chooses to be, and remain, a Hindu because of three 
profound features of Hinduism—its subtlety, charity and civilizational creativity
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A Penguin Book: Published in India in 2009

Arvind Sharma: Birks Professor 
of Comparative Religion, McGill 
University, at the Parliament of the 
World’s Religions, 2009

Subtlety: Hinduism’s capacity to hold onto  
distinctions such as between emptiness and  
openness, between the absolute and the universal.
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G.		  Each religion is superior to the other. 
These are to be distinguished from cer-

tain aphorisms about Hinduism itself which 
have become prevalent: 

A.		 A Hindu is like everyone else,  
only more so. 

B.		  Hinduism is not a belief, it is an activity. 
C.		 Hinduism is not a religion but  

religion itself. 
D.		  A Hindu is most a Hindu when  

least a Hindu. 
E.		  Hinduism is encyclopedic,  

not textbookish. 
Some scholars in the academia maintain 

that there is no such thing as Hinduism. A 
Hindu attempt to tackle this view reveals 
another subtle aspect of Hinduism. The 
phenomenon of deep sleep provides a good 
example here. One is said to be unconscious 
in sleep, but it has been argued by Sankara 
that sleep is really a state which represents 
the absence of anything experienced sepa-
rate from consciousness, rather than the 
absence of consciousness itself. Similarly, 
when a Hindu says that all religions are the 
same as Hinduism, it indicates the absence 
of any of them being experienced as separate 
from Hinduism, rather than the absence of 
Hinduism itself. This is Hinduism’s answer 
to the fashionably current view that there is 
no such thing as Hinduism.

Charity 
I am going to introduce this second element 
of my answer in a somewhat unorthodox 

way, for at this point I can hear you silently 
complain that you have taken us to the top 
of the mountain, but if you go on talking 
in this vein that mountain will dissolve in 
verbal mist. No matter how profound our 
admiration of Hinduism and no matter how 
subtle our appropriation of it—our admi-
ration or appropriation of it cannot be un-
qualified. How about the caste system? How 
about sati? What about the dowry deaths? 
What about untouchability? What about 
the condition of widows in Brindavan? You 
have every right to ask, “Don’t these shake 
our faith in Hinduism, and incline us to 
question it? “How can you even think of re-
maining a Hindu,” you could ask me, “in the 
face of these stark realities? Is not Hinduism 
a black hole from which light is trying to es-
cape unsuccessfully?” 

And, one cannot escape the enormity of 
the issues we are facing by claiming that: 

1.		  If we review the long history of inter-
nal critique within Hinduism, Hin-
duism’s critics cannot improve upon 
Hinduism’s self-capacity for criticism. 

2.		 A massive reweaving of Hinduism’s 
social fabric is in progress in India, 
even as I write, undermining if not 
eliminating this criticism.

3.		  The charge-sheet of other religions is 
more extensive and gruesome com-
pared to that of Hinduism. 

These are replies worth noting, but not 
responses worth entertaining for our pur-
poses, because they do not go to the heart of 

the matter. A salient feature of nearly all of 
the issues mentioned is that no one is quite 
certain when they actually started. The ori-
gins of the caste system, of untouchability, of 
sati, of dowry, and so on, are shrouded in the 
mists of history. The starkness of the practice 
often goes hand in hand with an opaqueness 
of the origins in the case of many of them. It 
would be too glib to put this down to a lack 
of a sense of history among the Hindus, if 
what I am going to propose bears scrutiny. 

To understand how these practices arose 
and spread, note this feature of the tradition 
itself: that in the spirit of charity the tradi-
tion is plural and that, in the same spirit, it 
possesses no centralized authority. In such 
a tradition, practices are rarely formally 
introduced. They arise informally. It is vi-
tal to keep the fact in mind that Hinduism 
is a culture, and culture ultimately means 
how things are done. If some group, in this 
vast network of ramifying traditions which 
constitute “Hinduism,” begins to do some-
thing, for whatever reason, then the rest of 
the tradition becomes open to its influence 
through osmosis and example. 

It could well be this factor which makes 
the origins of a practice so elusive, because 
by the time it is practiced on a scale to be-
come visible, it has probably already under-
gone migration, expansion and even trans-
formation. And as this process continues, it 
becomes even more complex and compli-
cated. The way abortion of female fetuses is 
now spreading in India is a good example of 
how things might have gone wrong. A tech-
nological innovation is introduced. It gains a 
foothold in a part of the country, in this case, 
say, particularly in Punjab, which has a his-
tory of gender discrimination, despite the 
emphasis on gender equality in the teach-
ings of Sikhism. 

The same practice, however, has had no 
impact in Kerala, which enjoys virtually 
universal literacy. However, observers are 
surprised that states with high literacy are 
also adopting the practice, although legally 
banned. This is reminiscent of sati, which 
is not mentioned in the Manusmrti (a well-
known Hindu law book), but which was 
spreading during the centuries in which the 
Manusmrti was thought to be composed.

It is not only social pathology but also so-
cial reform which follows the same route. 
Thus some group must have felt upset by le-
virate (niyoga), although permitted in Vedic 
times. The Manusmrti is of two minds about 
it. A few centuries later, it became Kalivar-
jya, or a practice forbidden in the Kali Yuga, 
which is the Hindu way of abolishing it “le-
gally.” The way the abolition of untouchabil-
ity in our own times has proceeded provides 
another example. Mahatma Gandhi created a 
group which frowns upon the practice, and 
gradually others followed suit for a host of 

reasons—moral, social, political, historical 
and so on. It could well have originated in 
a similar manner, with its adoption by one 
group from another and subsequent spread 
to other areas or communities, for a host of 
reasons, although it never made it to Bali in 
Indonesia. 

I have chosen the word charity to describe 
the mechanism by which social deteriora-
tion or amelioration has come about in this 
culture for reasons I shall explain in a minute. 
It is noteworthy that, in this sense, Hinduism 
has so far functioned more as a “society” 
than a “polity,” an instinct shared by Ma-
hatma Gandhi but not by Pandit Nehru, who 
preferred speedier methods of state inter-
vention. What has all this to do with being 
a Hindu? Just this—that Hinduism is a free 
association of various constituent units, and 
both its good and bad choices are two sides 
of the same freedom. I would, however, like 
to substitute the word charity for freedom 
here, because charity implies our acceptance 
of someone else’s freedom to do what they 
want to do and to be what they want to be. 

Creativity 
The third feature of Hinduism which binds 
me to it is its creativity. By creativity, I mean 
that sometimes when Hinduism faces a 
new challenge, it comes up with a solution 
which is 1) both superior to all the existing 
responses and 2) simultaneously more uni-
versal. Three examples come to mind, one 
from ancient, one from medieval, and one 
from modern times. 

Ancient Hindu culture was primarily an 
oral culture for centuries, until sometime 
around sixth century BCE. Not possessing 
a script, the Hindu tradition responded to 
this challenge by devising a script—Brah-
mi—which was superior in terms of its 
phonetic fidelity to any other script of those 
times, and at the same time was also a script 
in which the languages using those other 
scripts could also be faithfully represented, 
perhaps even more faithfully than in their 
own scripts.

The example from medieval times is pro-
vided by the doctrine of ubhaya-vedanta 
developed by Ramanuja. What does one do 
when one comes up with another piece of 
religiously inspired literature, while one is in 
possession of it oneself? Does one subsume 
it within one’s scripture, the way the Jew-
ish Tanakh became the Old Testament of the 
Christian Bible, and is sometimes referred 
to as the Jewish Bible? Or does one view it 
as previous editions of one’s own revelation, 
which are now deemed antiquated—the way 
Islamic thought came to view the preceding 
Jewish and Christian revelations? When Ra-
manuja, schooled in the Vedanta, came face 
to face with the devotional outpourings of 
the Alvars in the Nalayira Divyapraband-

ham, he did not amalgamate the Nalayira 
Divyaprabandham into the Vedanta, nor 
did he subordinate it to Vedanta—he gave 
it a status equal to that of Vedanta. As T.M.P. 
Mahadevan explains: “Ramanuja followed a 
long line of Vaishnava thinkers. A number 
of poet-saints poured out their devotion in 
the form of songs in Tamil. These were col-
lected later in what is called the Nalayira 
Divyaprabandham. Since these songs con-
stitute the basis of Visishadvaita, equally 
with the Upanishads, Ramanuja’s system is 
known as ubhaya-vedanta.” Not only was 
thus the problem creatively solved, the so-
lution contains within it a template worthy 
of universal extension in our age of religious 
pluralism.

The modern example is provided by Ma-
hatma Gandhi’s innovative use of non-vi-
olent protest on a massive scale, which not 
only proved ideal for resisting the British Raj 
in India for Indians but is now the method of 
choice in mounting protests to governmental 
authority all over the world. 

Hindu culture now faces the challenge of 
learning to function as a polity rather than 
as a society (as mentioned earlier). At the 

same time, one sees all around the problem 
of good governance, for which the world as 
yet has no answer. And the central conun-
drum of good governance is the following: 
that the expenditure of time, resources and 
energy required to get elected in a democ-
racy and to represent the people is so great 
that one has little time, resources and energy 
left to do anything, with the political power 
at one’s disposal, for the people who elected 
you to represent them. Whether Hinduism 
rises to the challenge of becoming a polity 
successfully, and, in doing so, offers a solu-
tion worthy of global application is now up 
to you and me. 

In concluding this essay, I see that I have 
perhaps unconsciously applied the three epi-
thets applied to Brahman within Hinduism—
sat, cit and ananda—to the Hindu tradition 
itself. Sat stands for truth, cit for awareness 
and ananda for bliss. It is perhaps not too 
much to suggest that subtlety corresponds 
to the sat aspect of it; charity to the chit; 
and creativity to the ananda aspect. So, my 
concise answer to the question “Why be a 
Hindu?” is: Satchitananda.  ∏π
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Charity: Hinduism’s acceptance of someone  
else’s freedom to do what they want to do  
and to be what they want to be.

Creativity: When Hinduism faces a new chal-
lenge, it comes up with a solution which is  
	 1) both superior to all the existing responses and  
	 2) simultaneously more universal.
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By Dr. Edwin C. Krupp, Director
Griffith Observatory, Los Angeles

 T
he $200-million disaster movie 
2012 opened November 13, 2009. 
Earning $750 million, it seemed de-
signed to break all records for disas-

ter spectacles—with cracking continents, 
plunging asteroids, burning cities and a tsu-
nami throwing an aircraft carrier through 
the White House. The movie’s ominous slo-
gan: “Find out the truth.” Two more major 
movies about the 2012 doomsday are report-
edly in the works.

Anyone who cruises the Internet or all-
night talk radio knows why. The ancient 
Maya of Mexico and Guatemala kept a cal-
endar that is about to roll up the red carpet 
of time, swing the solar system into tran-
scendental alignment with the heart of the 
Milky Way and turn Earth into a bowling 
pin for a rogue planet heading down our al-
ley for a strike.

None of it is true. People you know, how-
ever, are likely becoming a bit afraid that 
modern astronomy and Maya secrets are 
indeed conspiring to bring our doom. I’m an 

astronomer and a specialist in the astronomy 
of ancient people, so people are asking me 
about this. Here’s what I tell them.

Birth of a Notion
We’ve had similar scares in the recent past, 
but none quite like this. The last time the 
world got all worked up over the mystical 
turning of a calendar was the false millen-
nium of January 1, 2000. Never mind the 
actual y2k computer-date bug. True-believer 
authors (and their imitators) published scary 
and/or hopeful books about the moment’s 
prophetic potential to catch an immense 
cosmic wave and change everything for ei-
ther good or ill. Borrowing a forecast from 
Nostradamus, the 16th-century French rid-
dler, author Charles Berlitz predicted ca-
tastrophe in his 1981 book Doomsday 1999. 
Berlitz (fresh off books on Atlantis and the 
Bermuda Triangle), warned that 1999 could 
inflict flood, famine, pollution and a shift of 
Earth’s magnetic poles. 

In the 1990s an entire “Earth Changes” 
movement swelled into being as the end of 
the century neared, with all sorts of millen-

nial expectations—earthquakes, plagues, po-
lar axis shifts, continents sliding into the sea, 
Atlantis rising and more. 

When January 1, 2000, came and went 
with nothing worse than ski-lift passes 
printing the date as 1900, the focus shifted 
to “5/5/2000” several months later. Most be-
lievers in the power of planetary alignments 
forgot the failure of earlier lineups to induce 
disaster. The “Jupiter Effect” cataclysm pre-
dicted for March 10, 1982, (named for the 
1974 book about it by John Gribbin and Ste-
phen Plagemann) commanded headlines but 
never materialized.

Throughout history, end-of-the-world 
movements missing their mark number in 
the “hundreds of thousands at the very least,” 
says Richard Landes, historian at Boston Uni-
versity and director of its Center for Millen-
nial Studies. But people eager for the world 
to end are not to be denied and this time, of 
course, all will be different.

The Rollover
What exactly is the Maya calendar about to 
do? On December 21, 2012, it will display 

predictions         

2012: Is the Fear Justified?
There appears to be little reason from the point of view of science, astrology or 
Mayan prophecy to be concerned that the world will end two years hence 

the equivalent of a string of zeros, like the 
odometer turning over on your car, with 
the close of something like a millennium. In 
Maya calendrics, however, it’s not the end of 
a thousand years. It’s the end of Baktun 13. 
The Maya calendar was based on multiple 
cycles of time, and the baktun was one of 
them. A baktun is 144,000 days: a little more 
than 394 years. 

Scholars have deciphered how the Maya 
calendar worked from historical texts and 
ancient inscriptions, and they have ac-
curately correlated so-called Maya Long 
Count dates with the equivalent dates in 
our calendar. Just as we number our years 
counting from a historically and culturally 
significant event (the presumed birth year 
of Christ), Maya times were numbered from 
a date endowed with religious and cosmic 
significance: the creation date of the present 
world order. A Long Count date is the tally of 
days from that mythic startup. Most experts 
think the start point corresponds to August 
11, 3114 bce [interestingly close to one Hindu 
calendar’s beginning at 3102 bce]. 

Most of the Maya calendar intervals ac-
cumulate as multiples of 20. An interval of 
7,200 days (360 x 20) was known as a ka-
tun. It takes 20 katuns to complete a baktun 
(20 x 7,200=144,000 days). Although some 
ancient inscriptions turn 13 baktuns into an 
important reset milestone, others imply that 
the calendar simply keeps running. For in-
stance, it takes 20 baktuns to make a pictun.

No one paid much attention to the end 
of Baktun 13 until fairly recently. In 1975 
Frank Waters, a romantic and speculative 
author, devoted a brief section to the subject 
in his book Mexico Mystique. He identified 
the 13-baktun interval as a “Mayan Great 
Cycle,” overestimated its duration as 5,200 
years, and equated five such cycles with 
five legendary eras, each of which ends in 
the world’s destruction and rebirth. There 
is no genuine Maya tradition behind any of 
this. [When asked, one Mayan shaman said, 

“Only the cycle will end. Time will continue, 
and we will learn to live in peace and har-
mony, for we are all a part of a plan to help 
the Gods complete the creation and perfec-
tion of the world.”]

Waters also miscalculated the date when 
the calendar would supposedly pull down 
the shades. “The end of the Great Cycle . . . 
will occur December 24, 2011 a.d.,” he an-
nounced, when the world “will be destroyed 
by catastrophic earthquakes.” Exact date 
aside, the doomsday ball was now rolling.

“We’re all going to die?” The popu-
lar movie, 2012, is filled with scenes of 
epic disaster, such as an aircraft carrier 
washing into the White House and this 
spectacle of Los Angeles falling into the 
ocean as the Earth’s crust splits apart.

 Hindus came a bit late to the 2012 
end-of-the-world hysteria. But 
then during his March, 2010, visit 

to Mauritius, Hinduism Today’s pub-
lisher, Satguru Bodhinatha Veylanswami, 
was told some youth were seriously 
worried that their lives were soon to be 
cut short. Despite the sophistication of 
Hindu astrology and the propensity of 
our astrologers toward voluminous pre-
dictions, none, to our knowledge, attached 
any significance to December 21, 2012, 
until recently. Most still don’t. David 
Frawley (Pundit Vamadeva Shastri), for 
example, states, “Nothing major is likely 
to happen on Dec. 21, 2012, from the 
standpoint of Vedic astrology, as far as I 
can see.” “There’s nothing to it,” concurs 
Acharya Bharat, a Vedic astrologer living 
in Oregon. Even Western astrologers see 
no significance to the date. 

One book from a Hindu does speak 
of 2012 as a time of catastrophe: Sri 
Sathya Sai Baba & The Golden Age. 
The author, Amala Chaudhuri, quotes 
extensively from New Age writers 
Gregg Braden and Elia Wise about 
earth changes. But the only quote 
from Sai Baba simply states, “There 
will be physical repercussions be-
cause of growing selfishness, minor 
adjustments to the planet and a certain 
clear out.” The author then concludes, “It 
has been estimated that the world popu-
lation will be reduced to one and a half 
billion after the reversal of the Earth’s 
magnetic poles [probably in 2012, she 
states elsewhere] leading to the Golden 
Age. . . .  These findings seem to fulfil the 
predictions of Sai Baba.” Unfortunately, 
many readers interpret the book to be a 
reflection of Sai Baba’s views.

The Yugas
Hindu scripture does indeed describe 
great cycles of time and the destruction 
and creation of the entire universe. The 
Puranas describe a kalpa or “day” in the 
life of Lord Brahma of 4.32 billion years. 
A kalpa comprises 994 cycles of yugas. 
The Sat Yuga is 1,728,000 years (corre-
sponding to morning in an Earth day, and 
reaching its fullness at noon); the Treta 
Yuga is 1,296,000 years (afternoon); the 
Dvapara Yuga is 864,000 years (evening) 
and the Kali Yuga is 432,000 years (night). 
A kalpa of yugas is followed by an equal 
period of sleep. A year of Brahma’s life is 

360 such days and nights, and He lives 
for 100 such years—a total of 309 trillion 
human years. At the end of the life of 
Brahma, all of creation is reabsorbed into 
Siva at Mahapralaya. After a period of 
time, creation is again issued forth. How 
often this cycle is repeated is symbolized 
by Siva’s necklace—made of dozens of 
skulls of past Brahmas.

According to the common traditional 
calendar, we are presently in the 51st year 
of the life of Brahma, and entered a Kali 
Yuga in 3102 bce (coinciding with the 
death of Lord Krishna). We therefore have 
some 426,000 more years of Kali Yuga to 
go until we enter the Sat Yuga, when, ac-
cording to the Vaishnavite belief, Vishnu’s 
Kalki Avatar will appear.

More than a few Hindu saints of re-
cent times, including Sri Yukteswar (the 
guru of Paramahamsa Yogananda), Sri 
Aurobindo and Maharishi Mahesh Yogi 

(founder of Transcendental Meditation), 
spoke of a transition from the Kali Yuga 
to the Sat Yuga—or from a period of lower 
consciousness to one of higher con-
sciousness—in our current time period. 
None, however, predicted a catastrophic 
changeover. 

Sri Swami Mayatitananda Saraswati 
does foresee a time of great upheaval 
beginning soon. She predicts natural 
disasters causing 50 million deaths, 
submergence of lands in Europe, rising 
of lands in the oceans, rampant disease, 
and “chaos within formalized religious 
structures, specifically Hinduism, Chris-
tianity, Islam and Judaism.” According 
to her augury, 2025 begins a 10,000-year 

“Golden Age” when mankind will live in 
higher consciousness. 

Even if the Kali Yuga lasts another 
426,000 years and Kalki is born to end it, 
He will, according to the Vishnu Purana, 

“reestablish righteousness upon Earth. The 
minds of those who live at the end of the 
Kali age should be awakened and shall be 
as clear as crystal.”

What is the Hindu View of 2012?

“Nothing major is likely to happen 
on Dec. 21, 2012, from the 
standpoint of Vedic astrology.” 
— Vamadeva Shastri, Astrologer
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Another book in 1975 spotlighted the 
Maya calendric roundup. Dennis and Ter-
ence McKenna discussed it in The Invisible 
Landscape: Mind, Hallucinogens, and the I 
Ching. That book at least got the Baktun-13 
end date right: December 21, 2012. It also 
noted that the date is the winter solstice, 
when the Sun will be “in the constellation 
Sagittarius, only about 3 degrees from the 
Galactic Center, which, also coincidentally, 
is within 2 degrees of the ecliptic.” The Mc
Kennas continued, “Because the winter sol-
stice node is precessing, it is moving closer 
and closer to the point on the ecliptic where 
it will eclipse the galactic center.” In reality 
this event will never happen, but it hardly 
matters. The McKennas linked the whole ar-
rangement with the concept of renewal and 
called 2012 a moment of “potential transfor-
mative opportunity.”

Broader interest in 2012 caught on begin-
ning in 1987. In The Mayan Factor: Path Be-
yond Technology, José Argüelles (an “artist, 
poet and visionary historian” according to 
the dust jacket) linked the 13-baktun period 
with an impalpable “beam” from the center 
of the Milky Way Galaxy. According to Ar-
güelles, the Maya knew when we entered 

this beam and when we would leave it, and 
set their 13-baktun cycle to mark our pas-
sage through it accordingly. The beam, he 
asserted, operates as “invisible galactic life 
threads” that link people, the planet, the Sun 
and the center of our galaxy. Neither Maya 
tradition nor modern astronomy supports a 
belief in any such beam. It stemmed instead 
from Argüelles’ personal philosophy, which 
emphasizes “the principle of harmonic reso-
nance.” Argüelles also concluded that the 
planets are “orbiting harmonic gyroscopes” 
that “play a role in the coordination of the 
beam,” which advances the development of 
anything with DNA. The year 2012, therefore, 
will bring a rosy version of the apocalypse.

If this sounds a bit familiar, you’re right. In 
1987 Argüelles and his followers predicted, 
with worldwide fanfare, that August 16-17 
of that year would bring a Maya-Galactic 

“Harmonic Convergence.” That event turned 
into a global phenomenon, with thousands 
gathering at Earth’s “acupuncture points” to 
create a “synchronized and unified bio-elec-
tromagnetic collective battery.” Unfortunate-
ly, the date passed with nothing more than 
colorful newspaper stories.

Galactic Guessing Games
Fast-forward to 1995. That year John Major 
Jenkins packaged several of these themes 
into Maya Cosmogenesis 2012. According 
to Jenkins, the winter-solstice point and the 
center line of our galaxy will line up exactly 
on December 21st. Arguing that this moti-

vated the Maya to contrive the calendar to 
end on that date, Jenkins concludes that it 
will be “a tremendous transformation and 
opportunity for spiritual growth, a transi-
tion from one world age to another.” In fact, 
astronomy cannot pinpoint such a “galactic 
alignment” to within a year, much less a day. 

Jenkins did acknowledge that the winter-
solstice Sun actually crosses the center of the 
Milky Way anytime between 1980 and 2016. 
Elsewhere, he expands this approach zone to 
a 900-year period, and settles for an impre-
cise alignment to which December 21, 2012, 
is arbitrarily and circularly assigned. Real 
astronomy does not support any match be-
tween the Baktun-13 end date and a galactic 
alignment. The advocates both admit and ig-
nore this discrepancy.

What did the Maya themselves think 
about End Times? There is no evidence that 
they saw the calendar and a world age end-
ing in either transcendence or catastrophe 
on December 21, 2012. Some Maya Long 
Count texts refer to dates many baktuns past 
13 and even into the next pictun and beyond. 
For instance, an inscription commissioned 
in the 7th century by King Pacal of Palenque 
predicts that an anniversary of his accession 
would be commemorated on October 15, 4772. 

In all of the Long Count texts discovered, 
transcribed and translated, only one men-
tions the key date in 2012: Monument Six at 
Tortuguero, a Maya site in the Mexican state 
of Tabasco. The text is damaged, but what re-
mains does not imply the end of time.

The Secret NASA Conspiracy
Some advocates for the 2012 catastrophe say 
that what will actually cause the devastation 
is an alignment of planets. There is no planet 
alignment on the winter solstice in 2012. 
Nonetheless, advocates of doom connect the 
fictional alignment to astrological predic-
tions or groundless claims about a reversal 
of Earth’s magnetic field and unprecedented 
solar storms. Many Internet postings and 
guests on all-night apocalyptic radio have 
elaborated on these themes.

In particular, several threads of irrational 
thought have created an Internet phantom: 
the secret planet Nibiru. It’s the bowling ball, 
and Earth is the pin. There is no such planet, 
though it is often equated with Eris, a plu-
toid orbiting safely and permanently beyond 
Pluto. Some insist, however, that a NASA 
conspiracy is in play and that Nibiru, loom-
ing in on the approach, can already be seen 
in broad daylight from the Southern Hemi-
sphere. It was supposed to become visible 
from the Northern Hemisphere, too, by last 
May, but like a fickle blind date, it stood up 
those awaiting it.

Others on the Web, confused about the 
supposed alignment of the winter-solstice 
Sun with the Milky Way’s center, have de-
clared that the Sun is now plummeting to 
the Milky Way’s center and dragging Earth 
with it. The predicted result? Earth’s polar 
axis will shift.

Most of what’s claimed for 2012 relies on 
wishful thinking, wild pseudoscientific folly, 
ignorance of astronomy and a level of para-
noia worthy of Night of the Living Dead. 	 ∏π

Reprinted with permission from Sky and 
Telescope magazine, November, 2009

Edwin C. Krupp has been 
the director of the Griffith 
Observatory in Los Angeles 
since 1974. He is known for 
his extensive publications 
on astronomical and 
science education topics. 
In particular, Krupp 

is an expert in archaeoastronomy—
the study of the astronomical 
knowledge of ancient civilizations.

The ancient Mayans: The Pyramid 
of the Sun (above) sits at back center 
in the Teotihuacan pyramid complex 
in Mexico; (right) A date on a Ma-
yan carving corresponding to 156 ce
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Galactic Center Portrait: (Right) This 
radio telescope portrait of the Galactic 
Center—made by the Very Large Array 
of the USA National Radio Astronomy 
Observatory observatory in New Mexico— 
spans an area some 1,600 lights years 
across. At the Galactic Center, located near 

“Sgr A,” is a black hole 44 million kilometers 
across with four million times the mass of 
our Sun.
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And if nothing else gets us... the planet 
Niburu will—according to Nancy Lieder, 
a Wisconsin woman who claims she was 
contacted by aliens and told Niburu will 
hit or pass by the Earth soon, possibly 
in 2012. Astronomers assure us there 
is no such object in our solar system. 
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Aseem Shukla (right), an Associate Profes-
sor in urologic surgery at the University of 
Minnesota medical school, co-founder and 
board member of Hindu American Foun-
dation, is a regular panelist of Washinton 
Post’s On Faith blog. So is Deepak Chopra 
(above). On April 18, 2010, Shukla wrote an 
essay entitled “The Theft of Yoga,” and five 
days later Chopra responded. The impromp-
tu exchange, soon dubbed the “Great Yoga 
Debate,” has drawn hundreds of comments 
from readers and generated a firestorm of 
discussions in the wider Hindu commu-
nity. Here are the highlights. Read it fully at 
http://bit.ly/yogadebate

Aseem Shukla: “The Theft of Yoga”
Nearly 20 million people in the United States 
gather together routinely, fold their hands 
and utter the Hindu greeting namaste—the 
Divine in me bows to the same Divine in 
you. Then they close their eyes and focus 
their minds with chants of “Om,” the Hindu 
representation of the first and eternal vibra-
tion of creation. Arrayed in linear patterns, 
they stretch, bend, contort and control their 
respirations as a mentor calls out names of 
Hindu Divinities linked to various postures.

Christians, Jews, Muslims, Pagans, agnos-
tics and atheists they may be, but they par-
take in the spiritual heritage of a faith tra-
dition with a vigor often unmatched by the 
two-and-a half-million Hindu Americans 
here. The Yoga Journal found that the indus-
try generates more than $6 billion each year 
and continues on an incredible trajectory of 
popularity.

It would seem that yoga’s mother tradition, 
Hinduism, would be shining in the brilliant 
glow of dedicated disciples seeking more 
from the font of their passion. Yet Hinduism 
in common parlance is identified more as a 

tradition of colorful and harrowing wander-
ing ascetics than the spiritual inspiration of 
Patanjali, the second century bce commen-
tator and composer of the Yoga Sutras that 
form the philosophical basis of Yoga prac-
tice today.

Yoga is severed in America’s collective 
consciousness from Hinduism. Yoga, medi-
tation, ayurvedic natural healing, self-real-
ization—they are today’s syntax for New Age, 
Eastern, mystical, even Buddhist, but nary 
an appreciation of their Hindu origins. The 
severance of yoga from Hinduism disenfran-
chises millions of Hindu Americans from 
their spiritual heritage and a legacy in which 
they can take pride.

Hinduism, as a faith tradition, stands at 
this pass a victim of overt intellectual prop-
erty theft, absence of trademark protections 
and the facile complicity of generations of 
Hindu yogis, gurus, swamis and others that 
offered up a religion’s spiritual wealth at the 
altar of crass commercialism. Once yoga 
was no longer intertwined with its Hindu 
roots, it became up for grabs and easy to sell. 
The American Yoga Association, states that 

“The common belief that Yoga derives from 
Hinduism is a misconception. The techniques 
of Yoga have been adopted by Hinduism as 
well as by other world religions.”

Yoga is identified today only with Hatha 
Yoga, the aspect of yoga focused on postures 
and breathing techniques. But this is only 
one part of the practice of Raja Yoga that is 
actually an eightfold path designed to lead 
the practitioner to moksha, or salvation. 

All of this is not to contend, of course, that 
yoga is only for Hindus. Yoga is Hinduism’s 
gift to humanity to follow, practice and ex-
perience. But be forewarned. Yogis say that 
the dedicated practice of yoga will put one 
on the path of self-realization. Expect con-

flicts if you are sold on the exclusivist claims 
of Abrahamic faiths—that God awaits the 
arrival of His chosen few at heaven’s gate.

Hindus must take back yoga and reclaim 
the intellectual property of their spiritual 
heritage.

Deepak Chopra: “Sorry, Your 
Patent on Yoga Has Run Out”
Aseem Shukla laments the disconnect be-
tween yoga and its origins in Hinduism. He’s 
certainly right that the practice of yoga has 
become a “spiritual discipline” that is open 
to anyone of any faith. But it’s strange to find 
him disapproving of this fact.

First, yoga is a spiritual discipline in India, 
and always has been. The aim of the prac-
tice is liberation. When liberation occurs, 
the yogi is freed from incidental religious 
trappings that enclose yoga. Secondly, yoga 
did not originate in Hinduism as Dr. Shukla 
claims. Perhaps he has a fundamentalist 
agenda in mind, but he must know very well 
that the rise of Hinduism as a religion came 
centuries after the foundation of yoga in 
consciousness and consciousness alone. 

Beneath Shukla’s complaints one detects 
the resentment of an inventor who discov-
ered Coca-Cola or Teflon but neglected to 
patent it. Isn’t that a rather petty basis for 
drawing such a negative picture? Most In-
dians, when they contemplate the immense 
popularity of yoga in the US, feel that some-
thing good is happening. Shukla regards the 
same scene with a withering frown.

c l ash 

Who’s Stealing Yoga?
Dr. Aseem Shukla 

denounces the “Theft 
of Yoga,” saying yoga 
is undeniably Hindu; 

self-help guru Deepak 
Chopra retorts, “No, it’s 
not!” Welcome to the 

Great Yoga Debate. 

Aseem Shukla: “Dr. Chopra, 
Honor Thy Heritage”
Deepak Chopra’s rejoinder presents a verita-
ble feast of delicious irony. Indeed, Chopra is 
a principal purveyor of the very usurpation 
I sought to expose. And we cannot discount 
his self-interest in this issue, considering 
the empire of wellness he has built on the 
foundations of essential knowledge passed 
on by generations of Hindu masters—yoga, 
ayurveda and Vedanta. 

Chopra is perhaps the most prominent 
exponent of the art of “How to Deconstruct, 
Repackage and Sell Hindu Philosophy With-
out Calling it Hindu!” To Larry King, he has 
described himself as an “Advaita Vedan-
tin”—one of the major philosophical schools 
of Hinduism. Yet none of the plethora of 
his book titles, that include several devoted 
to Jesus and one entire book devoted to the 
Buddha, even skirt the word “Hindu.” 

The rishis did not call themselves Hindu. 
The moniker “Hinduism” is of relatively 
recent origin, but it is accepted today as a 
handy substitute for the perhaps more accu-
rate but difficult to pronounce name, Sana-
tana Dharma, the eternal religion. 

I do not begrudge Chopra his runaway 
success, but an occasional nod to his spiri-
tual heritage would be much appreciated.

Deepak Chopra: “Yoga 
Belongs to All of Us”
Although Prof. Aseem Shukla has got the bit 
between his teeth, I doubt that there’s much 
enthusiasm for his ideas. Nobody is stopping 
Hindus from claiming yoga as their own... 
[but the claim is] false.

Shukla didn’t refute my basic argument, 
which is that yoga is a practice rooted in 
consciousness, not proprietary religion. The 
great seers of India didn’t simply precede the 
term Hindu, [but] dogmatic religion itself. 
The true success of Hinduism is measured 
by how many members transcend it, not by 
how many slavishly follow it.

Of course, being an organization of sorts, 
and a highly fallible one, Hinduism falls 
short of its ideal of Sanatana Dharma. It be-

comes tribal, self-enclosed and one-eyed 
about being the only way to God. Shukla is 
proud of promoting those parochial ends 
when he shouldn’t be. The fact that yoga be-
longs to the whole world represents a great 
gift from Hinduism, not a loss.

I’m happy that Prof. Shukla isn’t the most 
strident of fundamentalists. He seems rather 
bemused where most of his kind are zealous. 
I forgive the potshots taken at me. He seems 
unaware of my deep involvement in reawak-
ening of Vedanta, ayurveda and many other 
aspects of India’s spiritual tradition.

In the spirit of friendliness, I would like 
to find common ground with Prof. Shukla 
in the term Sanatana Dharma—the eter-
nal wisdom of life. Whether he calls it 
Hinduism or I call it Vedic knowledge, I 
believe we are both referencing the same 
body of universal knowledge that has always 
stood for benefiting the whole human family. 

Aseem Shukla: “Hinduism and 
Sanatana Dharma, One and the Same”
I will take Dr. Deepak Chopra at his word 
where he seeks to find common ground in 
our virtual debate as to the origins of yoga. 
Not willing to identify himself as a Hindu, 
Chopra is content to accept the term Sana-
tana Dharma as the source of yoga and the 
Vedantic wisdom he propagates. 

Chopra is hardly the first to find it hard 
to openly identify himself a Hindu, just as 
Eckhart Tolle eschews the term Hindu while 
he admittedly parlays the copious works of 
the towering contemporary Advaita Vedanta 
Hindu master, Sri Ramana Maharshi. 

Today, Sanatana Dharma and Hinduism 
are synonymous. Chopra incomprehensibly 
condemns Hinduism as “tribal” and “one-
eyed about being the only way to God,” while 
I celebrate Hinduism as the original paragon 
of pluralism whose Vedas recognized that 

“Ekam Sat Viprah Bahudha Vadanti,” or Truth 
is One, the wise call it by many names. 

Chopra conflates Hinduism with “ortho-
dox trappings” when I see a tradition of infi-
nite possibilities, indeed yogas, suited to the 
inclinations of the seeker: bhakti yoga, or de-

votion, for those passionate in their love for 
God; jnana yoga, or the path of knowledge, 
for the contemplative; and karma yoga for 
the active and industrious.

Born and raised in the United States, I 
faced the innocently cruel queries of class-
mates that my children still answer today:“I 
saw on Indiana Jones and the Temple of 
Doom that you Hindus eat monkey brains;” 

“My father told me you’re going to hell be-
cause you believe in millions of gods.” My 
work at the Hindu American Foundation is 
to answer such questions on a national stage.

There are no Sanatana Dharmists or Ve-
dantins in today’s world, but only a billion 
people around the globe and two million in 
the US who call themselves Hindu. So the 
movement to claim yoga’s Hindus roots does 
not merely speak in a whisper—it is a silent 
majority finally beginning to find its voice. If 
Hinduism is better understood and appre-
ciated along the way, children facing those 
questions I faced may just answer a bit more 
clearly and, yes, proudly, adding another im-
portant layer to America’s pluralism.

The aftermath of this debate saw wide 
repercussions. Newsweek columnist Lisa 
Miller wrote about it, concluding that you 
can’t stop people from using and transform-
ing yoga, but you should “know where yoga 
came from and respect those origins.” Spiri-
tual counselor Philip Goldberg, writing for 
the Huffington Post, conjured an intriguing 
analysis that affirmed that the whitewhash-
ing of yoga allowed Hindu beliefs to be in-
corporated in mainstream America, much 
like a cultural trojan horse, and now people 
have no choice but to acknowledge the roots 
of karma, reincanation and other Hindu 
beliefs.

As for the readers of the debate on Wash-
ington Post’s website, the verdict is almost 
unanimous. Of the first 150 comments, only 
one is favorable to Chopra—the others ei-
ther support Shukla, are neutral, or off-topic. 
Shukla scored the dialectic equivalent of a 
knock-out.  ∏π

 In 2009, the hindu american founda-
tion called the Yoga Journal magazine 
to question why it rarely publishes the 

term “Hinduism” when drawing from the 
Bhagavad Gita or the Vedas. “Honestly, 
Hinduism just has too much baggage,” of-
fered the person who answered the phone, 
confirming the suspicion of bias. 

Startled, the Foundation formulated its 
stance on this strategic issue shortly after-

ward, with the release of its paper “Yoga 
Beyond Asana: Hindu Thought in Practice.” 
The paper quotes extensively from both 
the legendary yoga guru B.K.S. Iyengar as 
well as his son, Prashant Iyenagar, high-
lighting not only the delinking of yoga 
from its Hindu roots, but also the errone-
ous idea that yoga is primarily a physical 
practice based on asana, as it is almost 
solely known in the West.

In December 2009, HAF’s Suhag Shukla 
spoke out at the Parliament of World Reli-
gions in Australia against the commercial 
appropriation and misappropriation of 
yoga. The Hindu American Foundation 
launched in May 2010 the “Take Back 
Yoga” campaign, describing it as an “effort 
to bring to light yoga’s Hindu root—a re-
linking.” Read more about it at  
www.hafsite.org/media/pr/takeyogaback

HAF’s National Campaign to Reclaim Yoga

Diverging views: While Shukla (above) 
argues that yoga is designed to lead the 
practitioner to goals that are specifi-
cally Hindu, Chopra (left) says spiritual 
progress is about transcending religion
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indicators of depressive behavior such as 
lethargy, overeating, diminished concentra-
tion and social withdrawal.

How can we make the most of each day 
and move forward in our worship when 
simply coping with the weather demands so 
much of our energy? Let’s look at some com-
monsense tips and insights for managing 
North American winters in a Hindu context. 
Winter offers its own unique benefits: it 
provides opportunities for meditation, dis-
cipline and inner reflection, 
and it allows us to connect 
to nature in a different way 
than we do in warm weather. 

Keep Your Perspective
Swami Brahmarupananda 
of the Vivekananda Vedanta 
Center of Greater Washing-
ton D.C. tells us we should 
strive for equanimity—
calmness and indifference. 
Whether the weather is 
pleasant or brutal, it should 
not disturb our equilib-
rium. Instead of becom-
ing depressed, we should 
recognize and utilize the 
opportunities that inclem-
ent weather may present: 
while warm, sunny days 
allow us to be outside 
continuously and keep a 
frenetic schedule, winter provides 
time for tending to oneself and one’s 
home. 

When I view my household work as 
worship, as a chance to create a calm, 
peaceful environment for myself and 
my family, I can more easily remain se-
rene and undisturbed when I am chas-
ing after my toddler to put his socks 
and boots on, retrieving his hat from 
where he has thrown it behind the sofa, 
cleaning the snow that has been tracked in-
side the house or getting up early to shovel 
the driveway. Instead of seeing such situa-
tions as frustrating tasks and cumbersome 
chores, I can regard them as opportunities 
for worship. By pausing just a few seconds 
to breathe and reflect inward, I find I can 
maintain my awareness of these opportu-
nities and my equanimity. I also find it very 
helpful to recite a mantra while picturing 
the peaceful murti of Lord Rama at our tem-
ple in Chicago. 

Focus on the Positive
I find that the battle is half won when I sim-
ply refuse to complain. Where our words 
go, our mind will follow. The more we com-

plain about something, the more it becomes 
a self-fulfilling prophecy, and the more we 
come to believe it. Swami Brahmarupanan-
da makes note that there is always some 
good aspect to a perceived bad environment. 
He tells us to seize that good and concen-
trate on that. 

I was surprised this past winter when 
speaking to a friend who also lives in Chi-
cago. We were talking on the phone on a 
particularly cold, but sunny, day. I expected 
to engage in the usual repartee of, “Try to 
stay warm!” when saying good-bye. Instead, 
she said, “Enjoy the beautiful sun today—it 

is making the snow 

sparkle like diamonds!” I carried her parting 
words with me throughout the day and re-
lated to the cold much more positively. 

Stay Connected
In our family, we attempt to be outdoors 
every day for fresh air, even if only for a 
few minutes during harsh weather. When 
I watch my children playing outside in the 
winter, I am amazed. When bundled up ap-
propriately, they are comfortable and enjoy 
the respite from the indoors. Some of their 

favorite winter activities are sledding, ex-
perimenting with snow at different temper-
atures, making snow forts or designs in the 
snow, and shoveling. 

I also take inspiration from cold-weather 
countries, such as Canada, Denmark, Swe-
den—and many regions of the United 
States—which culturally embrace the cold 
and snow. People channel the cold weather 
to engage in activities such as ice skating, 
skiing, tubing, ice hockey, curling and sled-
ding. Playing these sports represents a posi-
tive connection to the climate and can be 
rewarding in many ways. 

Although I am not sports-inclined, I do 
continue on my daily walks in 
the winter. The walks are of-
ten shorter than in the summer, 
and frequently I must push my-
self to get my requisite fresh air 
and exercise. However, a brisk 
walk on a cold day can be a true 
pleasure, even exhilarating, es-
pecially after a fresh snowfall—
so long as I am warmly dressed.

Worship
The divinity and life-giving pow-
ers of the sun must be recognized 
always; but during winter, when 
the sun is low-lying and elusive, 
I find myself mentally concen-
trating on it more than in other 
seasons. We must maintain our 
devotion to it. Reciting the Gayatri 
Mantra in the morning is particu-
larly helpful, as it reminds us to 
meditate on the divine light of the 

sun and seek enlightenment. 
Each morning, I do several sequences of 

surya namaskar while reciting the twelve 
mantras praising the sun that accompany 
the movements. This reminds me of my 
connection to the sun. My children are not 
ready to do surya namaskar first thing in 
the morning, but we usually set a goal of 

doing five throughout the day. Perhaps they 
will do one just before breakfast or while 
taking a break from homework.

Dr. Swaminathan cites Hindu philosophy 
and rituals as useful and beneficial in main-
taining a healthy mindset. He says, “Core 
Hinduism, when compared to other reli-
gions, lends itself most to coping and dealing. 
Hinduism cultivates a mentality of thinking, 
learning and understanding—it is not just 
simply faith based. To be engaged with a 
guru, to welcome knowledge from that guru 
and interact and communicate with other 
devotees—all of these cultivate a supportive 
atmosphere for the individual. In practicing 
Hinduism, we listen to discourses that dis-
cuss things other than God’s will. A lot has 
to do with taking control as opposed to be-
ing passive.” 

By Sonia Sweet Kumar, Chicago

 One of chicago’s most famous res-
idents, media mogul Oprah Winfrey, 
recently extolled the city, saying, “If 
it weren’t for the weather, every-

body would live in Chicago!” As a fellow 
resident, I concur with her praise. Chicago 
is a dynamic city, full of educational, enter-
tainment and family resources, with a di-
verse population and many beautiful Hindu 
temples and devotees. But during Chicago’s 
winter season, which extends from the be-
ginning of November to the end of March, I 
constantly struggle against a tendency to re-
sent the weather. 

Why do I live in a climate that can be bit-
terly cold, with minimal sunlight for days 
on end which prevents me from getting an 
abundance of fresh air and exercise? I have 
lived in cold climates in the United States 
my entire life—in Wisconsin (where I was 

born), upstate New York, and now Chicago, 
Illinois. One would think that by now, in my 
upper-thirties and with children of my own, 
I would have overcome wintertime negativ-
ity. However, when I open the newspaper 
to the weather section on a January morn-
ing and read the forecast—a high of nine 
degrees with a wind chill of negative thirty 
degrees—I cannot help but feel envious of 
those in warm-weather areas. 

I sometimes think such people must con-
sider us foolish to live  where the winters are 
so long and harsh. I imagine them enjoying, 
year round, the activities that my children 
and I can only dream of during most of the 
year—going for walks, riding scooters, bicy-
cling, rollerblading, visiting the park, playing 
outdoor games with neighborhood children, 
eating meals on our deck outside, swimming, 
playing in the sprinkler—the list is long. My 
husband, Brendan, is a passionate golfer, a 

pursuit abruptly halted with winter’s onset.
When it’s too cold to be outside and the 

ground has been covered for weeks with 
dirty, grey snow, when I haven’t seen the sun 
for days, when I’m layering on heavy, cum-
bersome clothes just to stay comfortable 
inside our house, and spring is still weeks or 
months away—it is difficult to remain posi-
tive and to make the most of each day. 

My struggle is a common one. Although 
some people find effective methods that 
enable them to remain positive, others 
succumb to the dreary weather and spiral 
downward into negativity and severe de-
pression. This condition is often called win-
ter depression, winter blues or cabin fever. 
At its worst, it is called seasonal affective 
disorder or SAD. Chicago psychiatrist Dr. 
Shastri Swaminathan says SAD is a subset of 
depressive and mood disorders triggered by 
a change in environment. Symptoms include 
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How to Deal with the Winter Blues
Adjusting to short days and cold weather after life in India’s heat requires 
planning, appropriate clothing and a sound body/mind paradigm
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Beautiful but cold: (left) A country 
lane in winter in North America

Braving winter, Chicago style: (below) 
Sonia with her children Avinash, Simran and 
Rajkumar; (above) father Brendan and the 
two older ones clear snow in the driveway
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In the fall of 2009, friends Pooja Pa-
tel (pooja.patel.mp@gmail.com) and 
Mckenna Smith, both 13 and in 8th 
grade at Abell Junior High School in 
Midland, Texas, discussed one eve-
ning by text messaging the merits of 
their respective religions, Hinduism 
and Christianity. 

Pooja: Hey, I had a question: you 
know how we were talking about 
the whole religion thing earlier today 
and about people who don’t believe 
in Christ going to hell?
Mckenna: Yes.
Pooja: That applies to everyone, 
right? No exceptions. Like even if you’re a really good person, but 
you haven’t accepted Christ?
Mckenna: Yes. Everyone. It doesn’t matter how “good” of a person 
we are. No one deserves salvation, but that is why grace is so awe-
some. Grace is literally defi ned as an undeserved gift. We don’t de-
serve God, but He loves us and wants us, regardless.
Pooja: So, do you think Gandhi burned in hell?
Mckenna: I don’t know enough about Gandhi to say.
Pooja: Well, isn’t his not accepting Christ as his savior enough to 
know that he couldn’t have gone to heaven?
Mckenna: Yes.
Pooja: So even though he brought India to independence, inspired 
movements for civil rights and freedom across the world, led nation-
wide campaigns to ease poverty, expand women’s rights, build reli-
gious and ethnic amity, end untouchability, and increase economic 
self reliance, he still burned in hell—but someone who has a child 
out of wedlock can still make it to heaven just by accepting Christ?
Mckenna: Yes. It could have been that easy for him, too. It’s so easy, 
and it’s painless and instantaneous.
Pooja: So today if I go out and rob a bank, but in a few weeks feel 
bad, and repent, and accept Jesus as my savior, I’ll go to heaven, but 
my mother, who is a staunch Hindu, won’t?
Mckenna: Yes. It doesn’t make those things acceptable, but don’t 
you think everyone deserves forgiveness? A second chance? Uncon-
ditional love?
Pooja: Then why can’t God forgive me for not accepting Christ as 
my savior? Why must I still burn in hell when I have not committed 
any atrocities, simply because I have not accepted Christ? If I truly 
am a good person, and if God truly is loving, then if He loves me, 
how can He send me to burn?
Mckenna: Because you aren’t showing love for Him. You haven’t 
accepted the grace. You haven’t proclaimed His worth and beauty. 

You haven’t admitted to sins. You don’t be-
lieve in Him and His Son’s priceless death.
Pooja: When you say I’m not showing 
love for him, do you mean that I don’t love 
God? I do love God, and believe in Him, 
and accept and acknowledge that He is 
all-pervasive, omniscient and omnipres-
ent. When you say I haven’t proclaimed my 
sins, are you saying that I don’t accept that 
I’ve done wrong in my life? When you say 
I don’t believe in Him, do you mean I don’t 
believe in God?
Mckenna: No, you don’t believe in Christ, 
the death, burial and resurrection. You 
don’t believe that His grace exists. A person 

can claim to love God, Christ, Jesus, 
etc., but never truly accept in their 
heart that He is the only way, that 
He is king over all, the only escape, a 
friend, the creator, the righteous one, 
the sacrifi cial lamb and all that jazz. 
You believe that it’s up to you and 
your power to get to heaven. But we 
are NOTHING compared to God. 
Only God can decide on “karma.” 
He is too loving to make us pay the 
price. He already paid it. He sent His 
perfect Son to die as a perfect im-
age of love and grace. But you don’t 
believe this. You think it’s your job 
to make up for sins. You are noth-
ing without Him. But you still go on 
with your belief.

Pooja: We don’t doubt the existence of all that you believe in. But 
we believe that following and accepting Jesus is your way to realizing 
God, not ours. What we do not accept is the thought that your path is 
the only way. Our scriptures always state, “Paths are many, yet Truth 
is One.” There are different paths or religions which help you real-
ize the One Absolute Truth that is God. We do not believe that just 
because you call God by a different name and use different forms of 
worship, prayer or meditation, you will burn in some lower realm. 
We do not believe it is wrong to believe in a different way of real-
izing God. You say, God is too loving to make us pay the price. When 
you say “us,” do you refer to Christians or us as humankind? If God 
is loving towards all humankind, how can He leave the one billion 
Hindus on Earth to burn in hell when many of them have done little 
or nothing to deserve such a seemingly disastrous end? We, too, love 
God, and we, too, believe that He is forgiving and loving; but with-
out reaping the fruits of the actions which we have sowed, going to 
heaven would be utterly pointless. We would not have truly realized 
the mistakes in life we have made.
Mckenna: I am not trying to disrespect your religion. But the Bible 
states, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except through Me.” I think you are just over-analyzing the 
love of God. Jesus paid all the prices. He went through everyone’s 

“karma” in one moment. It all goes back to grace. It doesn’t matter 
what you do. You will never truly deserve salvation. But the gracious 
love of Christ is that we don’t have to deserve it. He gave it to us, free 
of charge, no strings attached. It’s simple and awesome and easy. And 
it sets you free of all sin and grief and shame. It’s a liberation from 
the rocks that life places on our shoulders. It’s love, an unconditional 
love that no one could ever fully comprehend.
Pooja: Ha ha. Well, we’ve come to the point where I can no longer 
fully comprehend what you’re trying to put across, and I think that’s 
a mutual feeling. So anyway, good night. 

YOUTH

Debating the Merits 
of Our Two Religions
A personal text exchange between a 
devout Christian and an ardent Hindu

Pooja Patel Mckenna Smith

Be Aware of Biological Changes
The most severe form of winter blues, SAD, 
is due to actual biological changes in our 
bodies and environmental factors beyond 
our control. SAD or degrees of SAD are real, 
not imagined and not something which we 
can simply “snap out of.” In the winter, the 
ultraviolet (UV) radiation arriving from the 
sun is significantly lower than in the sum-
mer. UV rays stimulate the production of 
endorphins, natural, morphine-like “feel-
good” chemicals that boost mood and re-
duce pain. 

There are several options for 
treating SAD or reducing its symp-
toms. Exercise stimulates the pro-
duction of endorphins, thereby 
raising our spirits, even in the 
winter. Light therapy is a popu-
lar treatment in which a person 
receives daily, timed exposure to 
a very bright light. A specialized 
form of light therapy is “dawn 
simulation,” using softer lights to 
wake up on dark winter morn-
ings. Supplementing the diet 
with vitamin D (ordinarily pro-
duced by the action of UV light 
on the skin) is also helpful.

Dr. Swaminathan notes that 
treatments for aiding our mood 
should augment and assist inter-
nal efforts. He notes humorously, 

“You could sit in your room, in 
front of the computer and shine 
a light therapy bulb on yourself. You could 
also get in your car, drive to the temple and 
partake in the available light there. Going to 
the temple will literally get you out of the 
cabin.” 

The Ayurvedic View
Dr. Virender Sodhi, an ayurvedic and natur
aopathic physician living in Bellevue, Wash-
ington (ayurvedicscience.com), concurs with 
Dr. Swaminathan. He explained, “From the 
ayurvedic point of view, winter increases 
the vata dosha, one of the three fundamen-
tal energies that govern our inner and outer 
environments. Winter is cold and dry and 
both aggravate the vata energy, resulting in 
dry skin, dry hair, an increase of aches and 
pains and sticky joints. Even heart attacks 
are more common in winter because of this 
disturbance in vata. The mental and emo-
tional aspects of the dryness, as well as lack 
of activity, result in emotional irritability. 
One reason mother nature provides us with 
nuts and seeds in the winter is because they 
contain fats and oil. They alleviate the dry-
ness of skin and lubricate the body by pro-
viding oil to balance the fat.”

Dr. Sodhi continues, “When people come 
to me with seasonal affective disorder, I rec-

ommend light therapy and increase in vi-
tamin D intake, which is a good mood lifter. 
Having a suitable light go on in the morning 
when you first awaken creates the ‘dawn 
effect,’ which triggers the pineal gland and 
stimulates the hypothalamus. I think our an-
cient rishis, in worshiping the sun at dawn, 
were aware of this. I recommend keeping 
this light on your desk while you work.”

Seek Alternate Activities
One common theme that arose in discus-
sions about avoiding the winter blues is 

keeping oneself occupied and interacting 
with others. When Swami Brahmarupanan-
da first arrived in the US, he was a student 
in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. His school 
schedule kept him busy and his mind fully 
occupied—he says there was no room for 
thinking about the challenges of winter. 

Ashok Misra, who moved to Anchor-
age, Alaska, from Mumbai in 2007 told me, 

“The best thing to do in Alaska is keep your-
self busy. You have to make your life like a 
schedule.” Ashok does some outdoor activity, 

such as ice skating or skiing, after he is done 
with work. He also plays indoor racquet-
ball and volleyball. He has found the best 
resource for managing in the cold—for all 
community members, including those need-
ing extra support—is spending time together. 

Dr. Swaminathan says he was totally im-
mune to winter blues when he first arrived 
in the US. He and his wife would simply go 
out without thinking about the cold to en-
gage in social, cultural or religious activities. 
He remembers going in November to watch 
Hindi movies at Chicago’s McCormick Place; 
he would be wearing sandals and his wife 

a sari. They were not ap-
propriately dressed for 
the cold, but that was of 
no consequence to them. 
He says, “Cabin fever was 
dealt with in that one did 
not have to have it.”

But now, says Dr. Swam-
inathan, after so many 
years of living in Chicago 
and absorbing the “stay-
in-the-cabin” mental-
ity during the winter, he 
himself succumbs to cabin 
fever. He points out how 
culturally we can cultivate 
the winter blues—it is not 
only a biological phenom-
enon. For example, he says, 
many people in the northern 
US “hibernate” in the winter. 
Rather than going out and 
meeting others, or pursuing 

hobbies or extra activities, they simply 
watch television or become engaged 
with their computers. 

Remember that staying content or 
combating cabin fever in the win-
ter may not be easy. But around the 
globe, people come up against chal-
lenging environments and weather. 

My mother, who grew up in Agra, India, says 
she would be hard-pressed to choose which 
is harsher—Chicago’s January cold or Agra’s 
June heat (113°f). In utilizing these sugges-
tions above, you can help to ensure that a 
challenging winter season is a productive 
and fulfilling time. In the Gita, Lord Krishna 
says to Arjun that he must learn to endure 
transient things, including cold and heat. 
Whoever is content with whatever comes his 
way, such a devotee is dear to Krishna.   	 ∏π

Sonia Sweet Kumar (soniasweetkumar@
gmail.com) resides in Naperville, 
Illinois, a suburb of Chicago, with her 
husband, Brendan Fitzpatrick, and their 
three children, Rajkumar, Simran and 
Avinash. Sonia holds a master’s degree in 
communication from DePaul University.
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Joining the fun: (below) Sonia and 
Simran sledding in the park; (above) a 
blizzard didn’t stop parents, kids or dogs 
from frolicking in New York’s Central Park
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W e s t  T e x a s  H i n d u s  C r e a t e  a n  H H E  E n d o w m e n t

 We asked Nick Nipan 
Shroff, MD, a founding 
member of the Hindu As-
sociation of West Texas, to 
talk about the Hindu com-
munity his temple serves. 
Here are excerpts.

We performed the cer-
emonial groundbreaking 
in 2005 and celebrated the 
formal Prana Pratishtha in 
a traditional Vedic ceremony in July 2007. Our Hindu community uses our mandir as a place of 
worship, and our in-house priest conducts puja at least twice a day. This Radha-Krishna Temple—
a landmark achievement—is the hub of our community. It links the younger generation to their 
Hindu heritage and helps integrate the Hindu community with American society. We invite our 
West Texas friends and students from neighboring schools to visit and become familiar with our 
philosophy and culture. We serve about 250 Hindu families, primarily from Midland (population 
110,000) and Odessa. Other families come to the mandir from other neighboring towns. 

Our families identify with different Deities, so we have several in our mandir: Radha-Krishna, Ra-
ma-Sita, Shiva-Parvati, Ganesh, Venkatesh Balaji, Aiyappa, Durga Mata, Lakshmi and Saraswati. 
However, we revere these Deities as different aspects of the same Divinity. Our mandir has been 
blessed by visits of many spiritual leaders, including HDH Pramukh Swami, Swami Jyotirmayanan-
da, Swami Tejomayananda, Swami Dayananda Saraswati, Swami Purushotthamananda, Acharya 
Nanavaty and others.

Why did you establish a fund at Hindu Heritage Endowment (HHE)? 

We recognized that we must plan for long-term maintenance of the temple and ongoing support of 
its activities. Our council of trustees and board of directors wanted to bring the Hindu community 
in our area together. We want our young people to experience our culture and heritage, not just 
read about it. We also hope to expand the Bal Vihar youth and yoga programs. It is challenging to 
develop such long-term initiatives without an endowment fund.

Why did you select HHE to manage your fund? What are the goals?

It made sense to us to establish an endowment with a respected organization that would provide 
for the temple long term. We felt very comfortable when we spoke to Satguru Bodhinatha Veylan-
swami about this, and he encouraged us to look at the HHE website.

The fund provides for the maintenance, repair and improvement of the temple and its associated 
facilities. Grants may begin when the endowment reaches fifty thousand dollars, or ten years from 
the establishment of the fund, whichever comes first. Until then, all fund earnings will build prin-
cipal. When the fund reaches $100,000, grants may be used to cover any line-item in our budget. 

Several members of HAWT, including me, subscribe to Hinduism Today and through it learned 
about HHE and the importance of an endowment for a religious organization. Two of our mem-
bers, Mrunal and Padmaja Patel, have visited Kauai’s Hindu Monastery several times. Upon their 
invitation, Bodhinatha graciously visited Midland twice, and we learned more about his teachings, 
the monastery and HHE. 

To learn how you can support the temple through a will, life insurance or other planned gifts, con-
tact Sannyasin Shanmuganathaswami at 808-822-3012, extension 244 or e-mail hhe@hindu.org. 
Donate to the HAWT endowment (fund #80) at www.hheonline.org.

Hindu Heritage Endowment
Kauai’s Hindu MONASTERY, 107 Kaholalele Road, Kapaa, Hawaii, 96746-9304 USA
808-822-3012  ext 244 • fax: 808-822-3152 • hhe@hindu.org • www.hheonline.org

Kauai Aadheenam Monastic Endowment
Heather Amison	 700.00
Darlene Bolesny	 20.00
Tina Desai	 300.00
Vasudeva Gokaraju	 1,000.00
Roshan Harilela	 375.00
Mira Das & R. Mahalingam	 250.00
Natraj Narayanswami	 33.67
Niraj Thaker	 76.50
Michael Zimmermann	 22.50
Other Donations	 24,922.23
Total	 27,699.90

Iraivan Temple Endowment
Joel Ader	 50.00
Roger Brown	 40.00
Mohit Dhingra	 101.00
Latha Kannan	 153.00
Nalini Ganapati Kodpadi	 44.00
Shiva Shanker Krishna Murthy	 51.00
Gaurav Malhotra	 50.00
Sankara Skandanatha	 80.00
Pregassen Soobramaney	 30.00
Niraj Thaker	 76.50
Ritesh Varma	 20.00
Raja Vishnu	 110.33
Other Donations	 59,160.66
Total	 59,966.49

Kauai Aadheenam Annual Archana Fund
Arumugam Alagan	 230.03
Hemakheshaa Naatha Batumallah	 14.00
Mekaladeva Batumallah	 14.00
Visen Candasamy	 14.71
Gunavadee Caremben	 2.45
Somasundaram Caremben	 2.45
Sukanta Caremben	 2.45
Rudiren Carpanen Pillay	 204.00
Sharath Chigurupati	 369.00
Victoria Lynne Johnson	 17.00
Nalini Ganapati Kodpadi	 17.00
Saravan Koothan	 9.15
Bala Krishna	 129.50
Fremont Lawrence	 20.00
Selven Maureemootoo	 32.81
Tiviapragassen Maureemootoo	 173.19
Ananda Mootoocurpen	 250.00
Dayavati Murugan	 80.00
Natraj Narayanswami	 12.50
Toshadevi Nataraja	 40.00
Parmeseven Pareatumbee	 46.88
Eesan Pasupathi	 93.02
Subramaniam Pennathur	 49.98
Rudiren Carpanen Pillay	 180.00
Devaladevi Sivaceyon	 6.18
Hemavalli Sivalingam	 2.78
Anonymous	 21.00
Total	 2,034.08

Hinduism Today Lifetime Subscription Fund
Rudiren Carpanen Pillay	 170.00
Achal & Amrith Channarasappa	 499.00
Maria S. Dara	 160.00
M R Ghanta	 499.00
Kamala Guhan	 841.00
Lalita Devi Gurumurthi	 495.00
Sasha & Sudhanva Hegde	 800.00
Vanore Lawrence	 338.00
Ananda Mootoocurpen	 125.00
Dayavati Murugan	 25.00
Kirtideva Peruman	 18.66
Niroshnee Peruman	 23.33
Sudha Prakash	 240.00
Elamurugu Porselvi Ramachandran	 240.00
Raghu S. Rao	 499.00
Jayasutha Samuthiran	 84.22
Anupkumar Shetty	 160.00
Egambrum Sinsamy	 44.12
Nutanaya Sivaceyon	 6.18
Patudeva Sivaceyon	 6.18
Lavanadevi Sivam	 51.00
Potriyan Sivanathan	 12.27
Uma Sivanathan	 156.00
Narendra Utukuri	 499.00
Siven Veerasamy	 47.06
Sharad Wagle	 80.00
Total	 6,119.02

Hindu Businessmen’s Association Trust
Paramaseeven Canagasaby	 6.53
Vel Mahalingum	 11.76
Manogaran Mardemootoo	 29.42
Total	 47.71

Hindu of the Year Fund
Valli Alahan	 14.00

Boys School for Iraivan Priesthood
Bala Sivaceyon	 11.43

Kauai Aadheenam Matavasi Medical Fund
Shyamadeva Dandapani	 84.00
Nalini Ganapati Kodpadi	 50.00
Kulagan Moonesawmy	 22.40
Gowri Nadason	 109.04
Vayudeva Varadan	 72.00
Other Donations	 4,800.00
Total	 5,137.44

Sri Subramuniya Kottam Fund
Anonymous	 50.00
Rishi Thondunathan	 300.00
Total	 350.00

Kumbhalavalai Ganesha Temple Endowment
Anonymous	 50.00
Mano Navaratnarajah	 75.00
Total	 125.00

Hinduism Today Production Fund
Vinay Aggarwal	 150.00
Tina Desai	 300.00
Hiranya Gowda	 93.00
Nalini Ganapati Kodpadi	 25.00
Devdatta & Swati Mhaiskar	 8.00
Subramaniam Pennathur	 50.01
Total	 626.01

Hindu Orphanage Endowment Fund
Roshan Harilela	 375.00
Nalini Ganapati Kodpadi	 17.00
Rupali Mohansingh	 21.00
Natraj Narayanswami	 33.67
Alex Ruberto	 75.00
Sivakumar Saravan	 50.00
Rodney & Ilene Standen	 30.00
Niraj Thaker	 51.00
Raja Vishnu	 110.34
Himanshu Vyas	 108.00
Matthew Wieczork	 210.00
Michael Zimmermann	 7.50
Total	 1,088.51

Hindu Education Endowment
Natraj Narayanswami	 12.50
Hasu N. & Hansa H. Patel	 100.00
Total	 112.50

Suntheram Family Trust Fund
Ramachandran Suntheram	 1,500.00

Hindu Press International Endowment Fund
Hiranya Gowda	 63.00

Loving Ganesha Distribution Fund
Mano Navaratnarajah	 75.00
Gassa Patten	 1,350.00
Anonymous	 55.00
Total	 1,480.00

Saiva Agamas Trust
Ganga Sivanathan	 210.00

Positive Discipline Endowment
Vinaya Alahan	 100.00

Tirumular Sannidhi Preservation Fund
Shyamadeva Dandapani	 84.00

Alaveddy Pasupatheeswarar Temple Fund
Anonymous	 50.00

Hindu Heritage Endowment 
Administrative Fund
Sitara Alahan	 108.00
Vinaya Alahan	 715.00
Arvind Chandrakantan	 501.00
Rama Reddy	 101.00
Total	 1,425.00

Kauai Aadheenam Religious 
Art and Artifacts Fund
Rajadeva Alahan	 153.00

Thank You Bodhinatha Fund
Anonymous 	 3,999.50
Hotranatha Ajaya	 11.00
Tina Desai	 216.00

Amarnath & Latha Devarmanai	 324.00
Lalita Eswaran	 11.00
Nalini Ganapati Kodpadi	 19.00
Rathinappillai Logeswaran	 50.00
Rajkumar Manickam	 30.00
Lisa Marston	 108.00
Natraj Narayanswami	 29.50
Mano Navaratnarajah	 150.00
Shanta Devi Periasamy	 420.00
Alex Ruberto	 45.00
Aran Sambandar	 54.00
Ramesh Sivanathan	 15.32
Kannan Srikanth	 2,230.00
Niraj Thaker	 51.00
Vayudeva Varadan	 84.00
Ritesh Varma	 20.00
Raja Vishnu	 109.33
Total	 7,976.65

Mathavasi Travel Fund
Rajendra Giri	 85.00

Udayan Care Endowment Fund
Rajendra Giri	 10.00
Srikrishnan Venkataraman	 35.00
Total	 45.00

Saivite Hindu Scriptural Fund 
for the Visually Impaired
Rajendra Giri	 85.00
Devdatta & Swati Mhaiskar	 8.00
Alex Ruberto	 60.00
Total	 153.00

Sri Chandra Madhab Debnath Endowment
Shyamal Chandra Debnath	 150.00
Devdatta & Swati Mhaiskar	 8.00
Total	 158.00

Manitha Neyam Trust Fund
Bala Sivaceyon	 12.36

Taos Hanuman Fund
Devdatta & Swati Mhaiskar	 8.00

Kapaleeshwara Temple Orphanage
Rajkumar Alagesan	 120.00
Chiranjevi Raparla	 55.00
Michael Zimmermann	 15.00
Total	 190.00

Manjung Hindu Sabha Orphanage Fund
Isani Alahan	 54.00
Anonymous	 108.00
Devdatta & Swati Mhaiskar	 8.00
Poumagal Pillay Mootoosamy	 100.00
Sivakumar Saravan	 50.00
Thiru Satkunendran	 50.00
Marianne Hvidsten Thompson	 40.00
Total	 410.00

Pazhassi Balamandiram Orphanage Fund
Mohit Dhingra	 108.00
Stacy Herr	 40.00
Devdatta & Swati Mhaiskar	 8.00
Chiranjevi Raparla	 85.00
Total	 241.00

Sri Ganesha Hindu Temple of 
Utah Endowment Fund
Sri Ganesha Hindu Temple of Utah Trustees	

	 2,500.00
Devdatta & Swati Mhaiskar	 8.00
Total	 2,508.00

Swami Vipulananta Children’s 
Home Endowment
Anonymous	 50.00

Hinduism Today Complimentary 
Subscription Fund
Hiranya Gowda	 153.00
Rajagopal Krishnan	 60.00
Devdatta & Swati Mhaiskar	 8.00
Michael Zimmermann	 22.50
Total	 243.50

Himalayan Academy Book Distribution Fund
Arvind Chandrakantan	 1,001.00
Shyamadeva Dandapani	 84.00
Hitesvara Saravan	 51.00
Total	 1,136.00

Kauai Aadheenam Yagam Fund
Victoria Lynne Johnson	 17.00
Natraj Narayanswami	 16.66
Anonymous	 10.50
Total	 44.16

Yogaswami Hindu Girls’ Home 
of Sittandy Endowment
Isani Alahan	 54.00
Vinaya Alahan	 100.00
Jeri Arin	 300.00
Danie Beaulieu	 375.00
Marlene Carter	 162.00
Anonymous	 174.00
Tina Desai	 300.00
Rajendra Giri	 10.00
Marion Karimjooy Borhani	 90.86
Nalini Ganapati Kodpadi	 19.00
Poumagal Pillay Mootoosamy	 100.00
Natraj Narayanswami	 25.00
Subramaniam Pennathur	 50.01
Ananthakumar Renganathan	 100.00
Ganga Sivanathan	 150.00
Thambyrajah Subramaniam	 99.03
Soma Sundaram	 20.00
Niraj Thaker	 51.00
Total	 2,179.90

Siva Poomi School Trust
Devdatta & Swati Mhaiskar	 8.00

Yogaswami Hindu Boys’ Home Fund
Vinaya Alahan	 100.00
Kugendra Canaganayagam	 60.00
Anonymous	 129.00
Nalini Ganapati Kodpadi	 50.00
Poumagal Pillay Mootoosamy	 100.00
Natraj Narayanswami	 12.50
Ananthakumar Renganathan	 100.00
Niraj Thaker	 51.00
Total	 602.50

India Hindu Tribals Endowment
Niraj Thaker	 15.00

Murugan Temple of North 
America Puja Fund
Vayudeva Varadan	 72.00

Ramanathaswamy Temple Cleaning Fund
Vinaya Alahan	 100.00
Danyse Crotti	 150.00
Hiranya Gowda	 99.00
Manogaran Mardemootoo	 117.64
Toshadevi Nataraja	 20.00
Anonymous	 50.00
Ganga Sivanathan	 300.00
Niraj Thaker	 33.00
Total	 869.64

Hindu American Foundation Endowment
Niraj Thaker	 33.00

Cows of Kadavul and Iraivan Temples 
(Kovil Maadu) Endowment
Sitara Alahan	 108.00
Rajendra Giri	 85.00
Nalini Ganapati Kodpadi	 86.00
Niraj Thaker	 51.00
Total	 330.00

Hindu Association of West Texas Endowment
HAWT Trustees	 10,000.00

Pakistan Hindu Empowerment Fund
Arvind Chandrakantan	 2,500.00

Insurance Premiums
Mrunal Patel	 3,003.00

Kauai Aadheenam Renovation Endowment
Other Donations	 600.00

Total Contributions	 $141,870.80

Funds at Market Value, June 30, 2010
Total Endowment Funds	 $8,231,487.84
Total Pooled Income Funds	 $198,556.02

Grand Total	 $8,430,043.86

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 

The Hindu Association of West Texas temple facility in Midland, Texas

mailto:hhe@hindu.org
http://www.hheonline.org
mailto:hhe@hindu.org
http://www.hheonline.org
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CYAN   MAGENTA  YELLOW  BLACK

-AD (7x10-Master) Horiz.

TEMPLATE DATE: 3/3/2008

W
e invite you to bring Sparkling Radiance by artist Sandra 

Bilotto into your home.  This fi ne porcelain doll is so exquisite 

and culturally accurate that she is being given our prestigious Signature 

Edition designation, making her our only Hindu bride doll with this 

distinction.  Because this edition is so special—and requires such 

painstaking hand-craftsmanship to make her a reality—she will be 

issued in a strictly limited edition of just 5,000 dolls worldwide, with 

each doll’s Certificate of Authenticity actually hand-signed by the 

artist Sandra Bilotto herself!

Luminous beauty in hand-painted porcelain
The Sparkling Radiance doll is sculpted in Ms. Bilotto’s signature 

style, with a fresh yet timeless look to her features captured in hand-

painted porcelain.  Shining, silky black hair cascades from beneath 

her wedding lengha, as her dark, inset eyes look into the future. 

An incredible wedding ensemble, true to 
tradition and unequalled in its execution 

Sparkling Radiance’s wedding ensemble is in vibrant red (the 

traditional Hindu wedding color).  Her fi tted bodice, her deftly 

pleated skirt...in fact, her entire ensemble is lavished with 

faux gems and golden highlights and trims.  A multi-hued 

bridal bindi adorns her forehead, matching her exquisite 

jewelry.  Her hands, forearms, feet and ankles bear the 

symbolic mendhi of a bride.

Act Now Without Delay!
This dazzling bride is a masterpiece, bringing together 

sculpture and culturally accurate design.  A limited 

edition of only 5,000 world wide, with hand-signed 

Certifi cates of authenticity, demand is expected to be 

great! Sparkling Radiance is just $199.99*, payable 
in six installments of $33.33 each and backed by our 
365-day guarantee. To order, send no money now; 

just complete and mail the coupon today!

www.ashtondrake.com/hindu
©2010 The Ashton-Drake Galleries

Printed in U.S.A.        03-01532-001-BIR

by Master Doll Artist Sandra Bilotto

Sparkling Radiance

SIGNATURE EDITION

from The Ashton-Drake Galleries

Edition Strictly 

Limited to 5,000 

WORLDWIDE!WWOWOOOWWWOOWOWWW RLRLRLRLRRLLDWDWDWDWDWDWIDIDDDIDIDIDDDEEEEEEE!!EE!!!EEEE!!

Hand-Signed 

Certifi cates of 

Authenticity!

PLEASE RESPOND PROMPTLY 

 *Plus a total of $21.99 shipping and service charges. Please allow 8 to 10 
weeks for shipment after fi rst payment is received. All orders are subject to 
acceptance.   

(            )

Name (please print clearly)      Telephone

Address                                                                                          Apt. No.          

City                      State                 Zip

E-mail Address

The Ashton-Drake Galleries
9200 North Maryland Ave., Niles, Illinois 60714-1397

03-01532-001-D

�YES! Please reserve Sparkling Radiance for me as 

described in this announcement.

Shown smaller than actual size of an impressive 21" tall.  

This doll is not a toy; she is a fi ne collectible to be enjoyed by 

adult collectors.  Fabrics and trims may vary slightly.

03_01532_001_BIR.indd   1 6/21/10   2:58:21 PM
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   Hindi  & Gujarati
             made easy

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.com

 

VEDIKA GLOBAL
Igniting a Community Healing and

Wellness Movement with Classical Ayurveda

Two-month Introductory Course: 
Ayurveda Swasthavritta:  
Theory and Practical

One-year Certificate Course: 
Ayurveda Fundamentals for  
Self Health Care

Three-year Diploma Course: 
Ayurveda Lifestyle & Wellness  
Counselor Course

Six-year Degree Course (upcoming) 
Ayurveda Health/Panchakarma Practitioner

Courses

VEDIKA GURUKULA
A back-to-tradition school of Ayurveda

5950 Doyle St, Studio 2, Emeryville, California 94608
tel. 1-877-708-3342 ext.14 | info@vedikaglobal.org 
Vedika Global Inc. is a 501(c)(3), not-for-profit organization

Join us for “Introduction to Ayurveda” 
Preparatory classes to immerse prospective students 
into the living Gurukula tradition.
September 10th & 17th, October 1st & 15th, 2010
*New Session Begins January 2011

2010 Fall Series with Vedika’s Founder
Shunya Pratichi Mathur

For more information please visit www.vedikaglobal.org

Vedika Global, Inc.  

Discover 
Hinduism's

most powerful         
 energies.

Inner Tantric Yoga—Working with the Universal 
Shakti, by Dr. David Frawley (Pandit Vamadeva 
Shastri); here are 266 pages that brilliantly depict 
Tantra Yoga's mystical dimensions. � ey give rare 
insights into prana, mantra, meditation and the inner 
worship of Shiva-Shakti, Yoga's supreme Deity, by 
which one advances toward the highest Realization. 

Lotus Press • 800-824-6396 • www.lotuspress.com
American Institute of Vedic Studies • www.vedanet.com
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I am a Hindu.
            Y NAME IS DR. CARL VADIVELLA BELLE.
             I am an Australian, and I am a Hindu. My story 
              has proved interesting to many people and I now 
offer it to many more. 
     It all began when I attended the Thaipusam Festival 
at Batu Caves in Malaysia in 1978. The spirituality and 
power of it transformed me and totally reshaped my life.
Following my return to Australia in 1979, a series of cata-
lytic experiences hinted at an emerging spiritual revela-
tion. In late 1979, an Australian peer asked the nature 
of my religious beliefs. Without a second’s hesitation, I 
heard myself saying, “I am a Hindu.”
    The changes that occurred in my life were profound, 

not always understood by my fellow Australians, and 
I went through some extremely trying times. At criti-
cal points, the gracious Gods of Hinduism came to my 
aid and I was blessed with three dramatic and reas-
suring visions, one of each of the Gods, Siva, Muruga 
and Ganesha. These had a profound impact upon me 
and foreshadowed a completely new phase of my life.  
Read Dr. Carl Belle’s story: www.hinduismtoday.com/belle 
Watch Dr. Carl Belle explaining his kavadi experiences in a 
powerful video: www.youtube.com/hinduismtodayvideos 
This advertisement was conceived and sponsored by an 
inspired reader of Hinduism Today.
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A NEW BOOK BY ROY EUGENE DAVIS
Disciple of Paramahansa Yogananda

Self-Knowledge
Adi Shankara’s classic

text on nondualism:
the absolute oneness of

ultimate Reality

Transliteration and
Concise Commentary

Paper  6 x 9 format
64 Pages    $5.00

By mail (below) or at www.csa-davis.org

This web site also has free video and audio
talks by Mr. Davis. Read or download articles
in 7 languages. For a free literature packet,

 click on Free Literature.

Center for Spiritual Awareness
P. O. Box 7   Lakemont, Georgia 30552-0001
Tel: 706-782-4723 weekdays 8 a.m. – 3 p.m.

info@csa-davis.org
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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 fi ne,

hand-carved statues 
are available

in the USA, now,
ready to be shipped 

anywhere.

713-668-2948
concept@wt.net

www.hindugods.net 

We offer group tours to visit temples in INDIA

Sacred Statues & Art
from India & T ibet

 

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

Befriend the Divine.

http://www.hinduismtoday.com/belle
http://www.youtube.com/hinduismtodayvideos
http://www.csa-davis.org
mailto:info@csa-davis.org
mailto:info@vedicastrology.com
http://www.chakrapani.com
mailto:concept@wt.net
http://www.hindugods.net
http://www.swamisamarthofakkalkot.org
mailto:mukund@juno.com


Clbat Yu SiitaitClbat Yu Siitait
Custom 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
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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

Ganapati sitting (or dancing), Ram 
Darbar, Lak shmi, Shiva-Parvati, 
Durga, Shirdi Sai Baba, Hanuman, 
San toshi Ma, Tirupati Balaji, Vishnu, 
Shiva Nataraj, Krishna with Cow. 
3”-5” (7-12 cm) high. US$1995 to 
$3995, $350 shipping. Catalog. 
Discounts for retailers and temples.
Nirvana Collection, 94 Route 416
Campbell Hall, NY 10916 USA 
845-294-1498 • fax 845-294-3870   
kaikac@frontiernet.net

Deities Gilded in 24 K. Gold

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://kalitravelandtours.com
http://www.insuranceplanning.com
mailto:kaikac@frontiernet.net
http://anubazaar.com/rgkrishnan
mailto:jyotish@juno.com
http://www.ganeshmall.com
http://www.ganeshmall.com
http://www.ometc.com
http://www.ometc.com
http://www.atmajyoti.org
http://www.learnomyoga.com


   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 instill 
our children with a
 pride of Hinduism. 

Like you, HAF cares about how 
Hinduism is portrayed in public 
schools. HAF is actively working to 
ensure that Hinduism is accurately and 

fairly represented in public school textbooks because 
schools affect society’s perception of all Hindus.  Like 
you, HAF wants Hindu American children to be proud of 
their faith and heritage.  Enter the world of HAF to fi nd 
inspiration in an organization that advocates for you and 
your children by reaching out to academia, media, public 
policy leaders and 
interfaith groups. Visit our 
website today. 

• Copper cups to energize your drinking water—traditional 
      in Indian households and among yogis.

• Scent of Samadhi. Effective and uplifting herbal, natural 
      fragrance that Indian yogis wear.

• Saffron Dhoti. The ideal, comfortable meditation wear 
      that helps imbibe higher consciousness. 

• Turiya Nada. Music that conveys ancient blessings. 

• Ayurveda formulas, teas, bulk herbs, hair oils etc.  

• Puja Supplies. Specialty items for your daily devotions. 

These and many more products 
for enlightenment and well-being 
are available on Tapasyogi's 
website at an introductory 15% 
discount for readers of Hinduism 
Today—code HT102.

The Enlightening Marketplace
   www.sensitiveplanet.com
        or call 310-451-7377

       For your 
enlightenment 
    & well-being.

    Yogis from India recommend: 
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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”)

Astrology

Ayurveda/Health

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

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

Devotional Supplies

Top Quality Rudraksha beads and malas
Jai Hanuman Ltd.• sales@rudraksha.com
gdg4044@yahoo.com • 800-379-6439, 
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

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

FREE booklet: Vedic Dharma—an overview 
of Hindu basics in 61 pages. Simple English. 
Clear explanations. Ideal for young people 
and anyone keen to pursue his or her journey 
of personal evolution. Request at:
amehta91326@yahoo.com. 

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

For kids—a course in Saivite Hinduism by 
Satgurus Sivaya Subramuniyaswami and Bod-
hinatha Veylanswami. Books 1 through 4, for 
ages 7 to 11. In English with Sanskrit,
Tamil, Malay and French translations. Books 
1, 2 and 3 have line drawings which children 
can color. Book 4 is elegantly illustrated in 
color. (Book 5 coming soon.)
www.minimela.com • books@hindu.org 

v

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

      Where Souls Dream God
A unique glimpse
into the spiritual 
culture of India
as perceived by 
Westerners who 
have adopted that
culture as their own. 
Includes kirtan & 
devotional music 
CD by Swami 
Nirvanananda.
         www.HimalayanHeritage.org

 
Hawaii Inspirational Properties

For sale on the 
beautiful Garden 
Island of Kauai: 
spectacular private 
homes, places of 
healing refuge, 
meditation retreats. 
Om.

Yelena Okhman (RA)  
Remax Kauai • 949-395-1871
Yelena.Okhman@remax.net

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

Heart of Hinduism
Dr. H. Badlani encap-
sulates all aspects of 
Hinduism in this 
authentic and compre-
hensive mini-encyclope-
dia. “A valuable addition 
to the library of Hindus 
everywhere” (Hinduism 
Today). 400 pg, 65 chapters, 4-9 pg. each.

1-562-865-5880
 info@hinduismpath.com
www.hinduismpath.com

  

Sri Nagapooshani Ambika
Sametha Nagalingeswarar

Swamy Temple 

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

1-416-412-1289
info@srinagapooshani.org
www.srinagabooshani.org

               

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

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 9 - 14, 2010
● Yogini Yatra, pilgrimage to Shakti sites in the 
   Himalayas, March 14 - 25, 2010
● 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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SUSTAINING DHARMA THROUGH MANDIRS. 
 

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

 

legacy 
faith 

HMEC-2010 

Web: mandirsangam.vhp-america.org/hmec10/ 

October 22-24, 2010 
Sheraton North Houston Hotel, Houston, Texas 

 Building, preserving and strengthening of Mandirs in America. 
 Engaging youth in temple operations 
 Providing leadership, networking and building a strong community 
 Engaging in inter-faith dialog: Reasons Hindus should be active 
 Social Services: Hallmark of Hindus 

We look forward to welcoming you to the HMEC-2010. 

Program Chair: Dr. Abhaya Asthana. Conveners: Dr. Umesh Shukla, Yogesh Naik 

For inquiries about the conference, please contact Umesh Shukla: convener_hmec@vhp-america.org 

Co-Hosts:  Barsana Dham, Austin, TX 
                   D/FW Hindu Temple, Irving, TX   
                   Hindu Temple of The Woodlands, The Woodlands, TX  
                   Shirdi Sai Jalaram Mandir, Houston, TX 
                   Vallabh Priti Seva Samaj, Houston TX 

        Host:  Sri Meenakshi Temple, Pearland, TX  

network 

5th   A N N U A L   C O N F E R E N C E 

HMEC offers Mandir Executives 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. 
 

 Some of the topics addressed at the HMEC include: 

“That we need networking is not debatable. We  

survive only when we stand together. We need 
to hold on to each other. I advocate very active 
networking”  

- Swami Dayananda Saraswati, HMEC09, MD 

 

E X E C U T I V E S ’  C O N F E R E N C E 
 An initiative of Vishwa Hindu Parishad of America (VHPA) 
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Discover the original Avatars and learn how their ancient 

wisdom can profoundly change the way you view the world.  









AVATAR 

Spiritual Teachings 
of the  







  

 








Is there a divine reason why the 

word "Avatar" has emerged at the 

forefront of popular culture?  

mailto:convener_hmec@vhp-america.org
http://www.mandirsangam.vhp-america.org/hmec10/
http://www.vastu-design.com
http://www.saranam.com
http://www.jeffreyarmstrong.com
mailto:info@aikyawellness.com
http://www.aikyawellness.com
http://www.trihealthayurveda.com
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or contact Panditji: 888-835-7788
vyc@vydicfoundation.org ● cs@vydic.org

Elevate your life
this Navarathri
Reap immense benefi ts by sponsoring any of 
5 daily yagyas that 11 competent pundits will 
perform during Navarathri at our ashram and 
headquarters in Vijayavada, Andra Pradesh. 
Each puja will enhance prosperity and well-
being in your life in a specialized way.

$1 a day keeps blessings fl owing all year
Sponsor a Rudrabhishekam yagya daily, for a 
week, a month, a year or other span of time. 
They are performed in the USA. Sample rates: 
$31.00 for a month or $301 for a year per per-
son. We offer special rates for families. 

Prasadams will be mailed to you.
See our website or contact us for details.

www.vedicyagyacenter.com

mailto:vyc@vydicfoundation.org
mailto:cs@vydic.org
http://www.vedicyagyacenter.com
mailto:hemalatha@smartcreations.in
mailto:info@vishwadharma.com
http://www.ramakrishnananda.com
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Sadhana Support Goes Mobile
By Madhuri Shekar and 
Animesh Pathak, Los Angeles

It’s true that spirituality comes from  
within; but technology could give you a 

little external nudge. With several yoga and 
meditation apps now available for mobile 
devices, instead of turning off these gadgets 
before beginning your sadhana, you can 
use them to aid your daily practice.  

There are several yoga apps for the iPhone, 
iPod Touch and iPad available through the 
iTunes Store. Our personal favorite is Pocket 
Yoga ($2.99 for the iPhone, $3.99 for the iPad), 
which comes closest to replicating the ex-
perience of an actual yoga class. The yoga 
routines include clear audio instructions and 
images, and are customizable according to 
time and difficulty level. The app also tracks 
your practice and progress over time.

Hatha Yog ($4.99) works as a reference 
deck for various asanas, with instructions 
and images. A similar free app is 101 Yoga 
Poses, but Hatha Yog allows you to custom-
ize your yoga routine and add songs from 
your iTunes music library.

The most elegantly designed is  Authentic 
Yoga with Deepak Chopra ($1.99), which 
includes a series of videos by Dr. Chopra 
on the history and philosophy behind yoga. 

However, the app requires additional down-
load of audio files and does not allow much 
customization of your yoga routine. 

Other apps worth looking into include 
Chakra Deck (99¢), Yoga at Home (free), and 
Yoga Trainer Lite (free).

Meditation apps seem to be a more natural 
fit for the design and functionality of the 
iPhone. iSamadhi (99¢) is an unobtrusive 
meditation timer, allowing you to customize 
the length and focus of your meditation. Its 

“journal” feature records the length of your 
session and keeps track of your progress. 
Meditate ($1.99), Meditator ($2.99), Personal 
OM ($1.99) and My Meditation ($2.99) are 
similar apps, with timers, background 
chants, music and options for recording the 
length and frequency of your meditation 
sessions. My Meditation also allows you to 
regulate the timing of your breaths with 
gentle sounds.

Other recommended meditation apps 
include Om Meditation 108, a free app 
with a simple interface focused on the 
chanting of “Om,” Simply Being (99¢), 
an excellent option for guided medita-
tion sessions, and iMantra (99¢). 

The Android market has only a few yoga 
apps, but most of them are free.  Yoga by 

Codepalm displays yoga postures organized 
by category. However, since it pulls its con-
tent on demand from the Internet, it can 
be slow. Yoga Trainer Lite by nexstudios.jp 
stores its data offline, and has advanced 
features such as a search box and a timer. 
Unfortunately the current version may not 
be compatible with larger screens, like the 
Droids and the EVO 4G. Finally, the Yoga 
Exercises app by Vodafone D2 GmbH is full 
of nice, simple descriptions of yoga postures, 
and even lets you add your own! You can also 
share asanas through SMS and e-mail.

In the old days you could only hope to 
remember what your guru taught you. Now 
you can keep a guide in your pocket. It may 
seem odd that the smart phone, the symbol 
of shortening attention spans and constant 
distraction, could help in bringing peace and 
discipline to our lives. Perhaps. Just remem-
ber to switch your phone to airplane mode 
first. You don’t need any texts interrupting 
your meditation.

Four yoga offerings: (left to right) 
Pocket Yoga, Yoga Exercises, Simply 
Being and Om Meditation 108 are just a 
few of a wide array of supports for inner 
life that range from hatha yoga workout 
guides to mind-soothing music, chants 
and options to fine tune your practice
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