‘There is only one God, but endless are his aspects and endless are his names. Call him
by any name and worship hlm in any aspect that pleases you, you are sure to see
him. (Shri Ramakrishna, quoted in Prabhavananda with Manchester, 7%e Spiritual
Hem’mge of India, page 353) |

Maﬁy Rw&@’s o One @@eaﬁ

The esteemed holy man Shri | amakrishna (1836 to 1886) speaks for most of his
fellow Hindus when he emphasizes the harmony and tolerance that are characteris-
tic of his religion. A harmony, of many different beliefs and practices, all aiming
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for the common goal of salvation, like many
rivers converging into one ocean, Hinduism
also tends to be highly tolerant of other reli-
gions. True to the ideals of Hinduism, Shri
Ramakrishna lived what he taught. From ear-
ly boyhood he mastered a variety of Hindu

becomes many as it passes through the human
medium” (The Moral and Political Writings of
Mabatma Gandhi, volume 1, pages 542-543).
Like Ramakrishna, Gandhi revered Christian-
ity; he even placed the Sermon on the Mount
from the Gospel of Matthew alongside Hin-

Mahatma Gandhi,
the great Hindu
political leader, is
revered for his ideas
on social justice.
His practice of
nonviolent disobedi-
ence helped to free
India from British
rule, establishing it
as an independent
nation.
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paths of worship, later he became a Muslim
and then a Christian, and all the while, from
his own perspective, he evolved into a better
Hindu.

Throughout the ages, harmony amid diver-
sity, and tolerance toward other faiths have
characterized Hinduism. The nearly four-
thousand-year-old Rig Veda (rig vay'duh),
Hinduism’s oldest sacred text, declares: “God
is one but men call him by many names”
(1.64.46). The great twentieth-century Hin-
du, Mahatma Gandbhi, echoes the ancient wis-
dom of the Rig Veda: “Even as a tree has a
single trunk, but many branches and leaves, so

is there one true and perfect Religion, but it

“duism’s Bhagavad-Gitaas his favorite religious

texts.

In this chapter we will consider the main
aspects of the vast diversity of beliefs and prac-
tices that together form Hinduism. We will
chart many rivers, but it is important not to
forget that all flow eventually into one ocean.

Human Destiny:
From Worldly Realms
1o the Divine Beyond

Learning about Hinduism depends first on
understanding a perspective of reality—the
universe, human beings, and the divine—that
is fundamentally different from common
Western perspectives. Because Hinduism em-
phasizes above all else the concerns of human
beings, we will chart the Hindu perspective on
reality by first considering human destiny. It is
best to begin this story at its conclusion, for
the final destiny of salvation through libera-
tion returns the individual to the original
source. Spiritual perfection amounts to a re-
turn to the beginning.

Liberation:
Returning to the Sacred Source

Salvation through liberation from the con-
straints of the human condition is the ultimarte
goal of all Hindus, the ocean into which all
the rivers of Hinduism eventually flow. For
most it is a distant goal, not to be attained in
this lifetime. Hindus believe in reincarnation
(rebirch in new life-forms) and thus anticipate
a long series of lifetimes, so they can afford to




be patient regarding the goal of liberation.
Hinduism is not in a hurry.

The Hindu term for “liberation” is moksha
(mohk'shuh), a Sanskrit word that also means
“release.” Moksha is a release from this ordi-
nary, finite, limited realm of existence into the
infinite ocean of the divine. It is an experience
characterized by infinite being, infinite aware-
ness, and infinite bliss. The details of this ex-
perience defy description, for it is completely
beyond the experiences of this world.

Never again to be reincarnated, the Hindu
who has attained moksha is united forever with
the divine, having returned to the sacred
source.

The Divine: _
One Ultimate Reality, Many “Masks”

Hinduism perceives the nature of the divine
very differently than do the Western monothe-
istic religions Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
Rather than believing in one personal God,
who created all things and exists independent-
ly of them, most Hindus believe that all reali-
ty—God, the universe, human beings, and all
else—is essentially one thing. At the same
time, Hindus worship many gods and god-
desses, appropriately thought of as the various
masks of God.

Monism: All Is Brahman

Most (though not all) Hindus believe in
monism (only-one-ism), the doctrine that all
reality is ultimately one. This basic feature of
the doctrinal dimension of Hinduism differs
markedly from the predominant monotheism
(only-one-God-ism) of the Western religions,

in which God is held to be both the creator of .

the world, and above and independent of it.
An analogy can help make sense of the dif-
ficult concept monism. All rivers, all lakes,
even all droplets of rain share a common
essence, originating from the ocean and even-
tually returning to it. Monists believe that sim-
ilarly all forms of reality—gods and goddesses,

plants and animals, the material universe, and
humans—share a common essence. Hindus
call this essence Brahman (brah'muhn).

Infinite and eternal, Brahman is the ground
of existence and the source of the universe. It
is discoverable only through the most pro-
found contemplation, and its true nature is
not revealed on the surface of things. Brahman
is impersonal, without characteristics that can
be seen, heard, or even intelligibly thought
about. The Upanishads (0o-pah'ni-shuhdz),
the ancient philosophical texts that form the
basis of most Hindu doctrines, teach that
Brahman can only be described as ner, neti:
“not this, not that.” Whatever the senses can
perceive, whatever the mind can ponder, these
are not Brahman, for Brahman is beyond the
reach of human perception and thought. Just
as atomic particles are invisible and yet are the
basic building blocks of matter, so does Brah-
man reside beneath all surfaces, forming the
essence of all things. Unlike atomic particles,
however, Brahman is not material at all, but
rather pure spirir.

Ultimate reality, called Brahman when re-
ferring to the essence of all things, can be
described in another way as well. The Upan-
ishads teach that ultimate reality can be un-
derstood through inward contemplation of the
self. The ultimate reality within is named
Atman (aht'muhn), the eternal Self,

The fundamental discovery of the Upa-
nishads is that Brahman, ultimate reality
understood through contemplation of the uni-
verse, and Atman, ultimate reality understood
through contemplation of the inner self, are in
fact one and the same. Brahman is Atman; all
reality is one.

One famous passage in the Upanishads
consists of a dialogue berween a father and a
son. Svetaketu asks his father:

“Please, sir, tell me more abour this Self”
“Be it so. Put this salt in water, and come
to me tomorrow morning.”

Hinduism
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Svetaketu did as he was bidden. The next
morning his father asked him to bring the salt
which he had put in the water. But he could
not, for it had dissolved. Then said Uddalaka;

“Sip the water, and tell me how it tastes.”

“It is salty, sit”

“In the same way,” continued Uddalaka,
“though you do not see Brahman in this
body, he is indeed here. That which is the
subtle essence—in that have all things their
existence. That is the truth. That is the Self.
And that, Svetaketu, THAT ART THOU.”
(Chandogya Upanishad 6.12.3-6.13.3)

“That art thou” (tat tvam asi in Sanskrit) is fre-
quently cited in Hindu literature. Brahman is
Atman. This is monism. All reality—the uni-
verse, oneself, and everyone else—shares one
essence. And that one is Brahman. Or that
one is Atman. In the light of the understand-
ing that all is essentially one, the terms Brah-
man and Atman are interchangeable.

Polytheism: 330 Million Gods and Goddesses

The divine is thought ultimately to be one
essence. And yet Hindus subscribe to polythe-
ism, believing in many gods and goddesses
(traditionally 330 million!). We can best un-
derstand this apparent contradiction by con-
tinuing to think of the ocean. Though we
speak of different oceans that fill separate areas
of the earth’s surface, there is in reality only
one body of water. One person could be surf-
ing in the Pacific while thousands of miles
away her cousin is sailing on the Adantic, each
apparently enjoying a different ocean. But if
you look at a map or a globe, you will see that
the oceans of the world are not divided by any
continuous landmasses; ultimately they form
one body of water.

Hinduism generally regards its 330 million
deities as extensions of one ultimate reality,
many names for one ocean, many “masks” for
one God. Because the divine reality of Brah-
man or Atman is beyond the reach of the sens-
es and of thought, humans need accessible

points of contact with the divine. Ultimate re-
ality needs to be revealed if it is to affect the
individual. Hinduism’s many deities provide
these points of contact, each with its own per-
sonal characteristics. Hindus can freely wor-
ship whichever gods and goddesses they like.
Given the vast number of deities, at least one
will surely provide an effective point of contact
with the divine.

Many Worlds, Many Lifetimes:
Hindu Cosmology

All religious traditions set forth a cosmology—
an explanation regarding the nature of the
universe. Hindu cosmology presents a radical
alternative to the great Western religions and
modern science.

With the Hindu tradition, before examin-
ing what the universe s, it is appropriate to
consider why the universe is. If everything is
ultimately and originally one thing, all unified
in the divine Brahman, why does there appear
to be anything else? What happened in the
first place that caused the human need to seek

The Hindu god
Vishnu and his
consort, Lakshmi,
ride on the bird
Garuda.

A

Imagine that you are
Svetaketu’s father.
Describe another
analogy that might
answer the boy’s
question about the Self.
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B
Many religions and

philosophers, including
Plato, have believed in
reincarnation, consider-
ing it to provide a logical
view of human destiny.
How might reincarnation
help o explain who we

are, what we know,

what we look like, and
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how we act?
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salvation? Such questions are of obvious inter-
est, and yet they have no easy answers. Hin-
duism tends to regard such issues as great
mysteries. Just as Brahman itself is ultimately a
mystery, beyond the reach of logical explana-
tion, so too does its creative energy flow forth
mysteriously. This universe—this ordinary, fi-
nite, limited realm of existence—somehow has
come to be. Humans call it home, at least for
now. The important thing for Hindus is to
deal with the universe as it is, to seek salvation
through liberation from the world’s bonds.

Cycles of Creation

The West has generally stressed the linear
progression of time, from a distant beginning
(such as the six days of Creation recounted in
the Book of Genesis, or the big bang theory of
modern astrophysics) to an eventual end of
creation as we know it. Hinduism, in contrast,
charts time and creation in ongoing cycles.

The cyclical cosmology of Hinduism de-
clares that the universe undergoes long periods
of creation and destruction, a thythmic pattern
that repeats itself endlessly. The end of the
present period is drawing near—although mil-
lions of years remain. As the end of the cycle
approaches, the destructive forces already at
work will gradually gain the upper hand, even-
tually bringing all of creation to a deep stillness
and long pause. Then the entire universe will
be re-created: the galaxies will be remade; souls
will arise again and come to inhabit the various
life-forms; Hinduism will evolve all over again.

Reincarnation

Within the cyclical pattern of the universe,
each individual is also created and re-created
repeatedly, until finally attaining release from
this realm through moksha. In its barest out-
line, this is the Hindu perspective on the hu-
man condition. According to the doctrine of
samsara (sahm-sah'ruh), or “wheel of rebirth,”
the individual is reincarnated from one life-
form to another. Accounts vary as to precisely

what is reincarnated. At the very least, it is the
atman, the individual “self” or “soul,” the di-
vine spark within that is destined eventually to
be reunited with its source. Most aspects of
the personality are generally not thought to be
transmitted into the next life-form. For in-
stance, individuals usually cannot remember
past lives.

Reincarnation occurs on a vast number of
levels of existence, including the various life-
forms (human, animal, according to some
texts even plant) of this earth and other simi-
lar worlds, gods and goddesses in the many
Hindu heavens, and demons in its many hells.
Traditional accounts also specify a realm of
semidivine “titans” just below the heavens, and
a realm of “ghosts” just above the hells. Like all
realms of samsara, even those of the gods do
not last forever—they are not Brahman. An
individual might enjoy heavenly pleasures for
ten thousand years, but then the wheel of re-
birth is destined to continue, and the individ-
ual’s atman will continue being reincarnated
until moksha is achieved.

Reincarnation puts an interesting twist on
the problem of mortality. On one hand, to die
without attaining liberation must be consid-
ered a defeat, because the atman is then des-
tined to remain on the wheel of rebirth. On
the other hand, the prospect of reincarnation
denies death at least some of its sting. Death is .
not so final for Hindus—in fact it is likely to
be experienced again!

In the Bhagavad-Gita (buh'guh-vuhd gee'
tah), Hinduism’s most popular sacred text, the
god Krishna teaches the great warrior Arjuna
about many important religious issues, includ-
ing reincarnation. As Krishna explains to Ar-
juna, the eternal atman (self) puts on new
bodies like we put on new clothes:

Never have I not existed,
nor you, nor these kings;
and never in the future
shall we cease to exist.




Just as the embodied self

enters childhood, youth, and old age,
so does it enter another body;

this does not confound a steadfast man.

As a man discards
worn-out clothes

to put on new

and different ones,

so the embodied self
discards

its worn-out bodies

1o take on other new ones.

(Bhagavad-Gira 2:12-13,22)

Law and Order:
Divine Principles in the World

Two principles, karma and dharma, connect
the divine with this world. Thes€Zprinciples
form the crucial link between the realm of
samsara and the divine source. By providing a
basis for a moral life in this world, £zrma and
dharma permeate the earthly life with spiritu-
al significance.

Karma

Karma functions hand in hand with sam-
sara, in that it determines the nature of each
reincarnation. Karma literally means “action”
or “deeds.” This principle, best understood as
the moral law of cause and effect, states that
every action produces an outcome that is jus-
tified by the action’s moral worthiness. Kzrma
thus determines all the particular circum-
stances and situations of one’s life. Kzrma
functions independently of any deity or of a
procedure of divine judgment. Individuals are
automatically held to be morally responsible
for their actions; as the old saying goes, “As
you sow, so shall you reap.”

Karma permeates the realm of samsara, such
that an individual’s karmic record stays with
the self from reincarnation to reincarnation.
Karma thus determines the life-form into
which the atman is born, whether it be a deity
or other supernatural being, a human, or an
animal. Of the various life-forms, only hu-
mans have the will to affect the status of their
karma. Therefore being human is both a priv-
ilege and a demanding responsibility.

Krishna, right,
counsels Arjuna, in
a stage production
of Mahabharata.
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In the right-hand column
of a sheet of paper, write

the main actions you
have taken during the

last twenty-four hours.

In

the left-hand column,

write what caused you

1o take each action.
Then answer these

questions: Is it possible

for an action to lack a

cause? Why or why not?
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At least in theory, karma secures a high de-
gree of justice. Unlike followers of Western re-
ligions, Hindus have an easy answer to the
question, Why do bad things happen to good
people? Because they have committed evil
deeds in their past lives and therefore deserve
to be punished! The criminal can never escape
justice, and the saint will never be denied a
just reward. Because of this foolproof feature,
the law of karma has been called the most log-
ical system of divine justice the world has ever
known.

Dharma

The law of karma holds people responsible
for their actions. Applying that law requires
some standard for determining the rightness or
wrongness of actions. That standard is dbarma
(dahr'muh), or ethical duty based on the di-
vine order of reality. :

The significance of dharma can hardly be
overstated. The term dharma is Hinduism’s
closest equivalent to our term religion. More
than just a specific list of rights and wrongs,
dharma is the complete rule of life. For every
activity, there is a way of acting that conforms
to dharma. Hindus look to four sources when
seeking guidance about dharma in particular
situations. These sources, in order from high-
est to lowest level of authority, are (1) divine
revelation, as expressed in the sacred scriptures;
(2) sacred tradition, as passed on from genera-
tion to generation; (3) the practices and exam-
ple of those who are considered the wisest
members of society; and (4) conscience.

Whenever Hindus strive to fulfill desires,
dbarma limits their pursuits. Dharma also
shifts the focus from satisfying private cravings
to caring for others. In its ultimate effect of
nourishing unconditional concern for the
world, dharma has much in common with the
primary Christian ethical principle of uncondi-
tional love and with the Buddhist counterpart
of infinite compassion. Dharma is thus a major
feature of the ethical dimension of Hinduism.

Hindu Society:
Mapping the Individual’s ldentity

Despite their sometimes dizzying complexity,
the many aspects of Hinduism are for the
most part in harmony. Basic principles are in-
terconnected. Karma, the moral law of cause
and effect, is based in dharma, ethical duty.
Dharma, in turn, is connected to social order.
A person’s particular dbarma is determined by
gender, caste, and stage of life. Within this so-
cial order, Hindus are free to choose from
among four legitimate goals. Together these
circumstances map an individual’s identity.

The dharma of women, for example, has tra-
ditionally emphasized obedience toward men—
first the father, then the husband, and finally
the sons. The duties of caste and stage of life,
which figure prominently in constituting the
dharma of men, are less relevant for women.
However women's primary role of providing for
the welfare of the family has always been a basic
aspect of Hindu society. By traditionally per-
forming this role with energy and perseverance,
women have tended to earn a reputation for
having more integrity of character than men,
who are sometimes regarded as less dependable
and more prone to frivolity. On the other hand,
women’s domestic responsibilities have limited
their educational and career opportunities com-
pared with those of men.

Doing One’s Job: The Caste System

Hinduism’s caste system incorporates a tradi-
tional division of society into four distinct
classes—brabmin (brah'min), consisting of
priests; kshatriya (kshuht'ree-yuh), including
warriors and administrators; vadshya (vish'yuh),
made up of producers, such as farmers, mer-
chants, and artisans; and shudra (shoo'druh),
composed of servants and laborers. The origi-
nal term used for this division by class, varna,
means “color,” which is apparently related to
the differences in skin tone between the dark-



er original inhabitants of India and the fairer
Aryans who invaded and conquered most of
India during the centuries of Hinduism’s ori-
gins (beginning about 2000 B.C.). The Aryans
considered it important to prevent the two
racial groups from intermingling, so they dis-
tinguished their own classes—the brabmin,
kshatriya, and vaishya—~rom that of the native
peoples, the shudra.,

The original four classes of the caste system
were divided and subdivided until over three
thousand distinct categories emerged. These
categories correspond primarily to different oc-
cupations, especially for men. For women the
primary significance of caste pertains to whom
they can marry; traditional dharma provides
specific rules regarding marriage with respect
to caste. An additional category consists of the
“outcastes,” those who are considered to be
outside of society altogether. This group in-

cludes the Untouchables, who only recently
have begun to enjoy some legal rights, thanks
to the work of Mahatma Gandhi. He renamed
the outcastes Harijan, “God’s children.”

In general the caste system is rigidly based
on heredity. One is simply born to a lifelong
caste identity, as determined by karma, which
directs the soul into whatever situation it de-
serves. The Upanishads explain:

Accordingly, those who are of pleasant con-
duct here—the prospect is, indeed, that they
will enter a pleasant womb, either the womb

of a [brahwmin], or the womb of a [kshatriya],

or the womb of a [vaishya]. But those who are’

of stinking conduct here—the prospect is, in-
deed, that they will enter a stinking womb,
either the womb of a dog, or the womb of
a swine, or the womb of an {outcaste]. (Chan-

dogya Upanishad 5.10.7)

Hinduism's caste
system divides
society into four
major classes.
Ricksha drivers are
generally members
of the shudra, or
laborer, class.
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D

Hindu society is rigidly
separated by caste
identity. Is Western
society separated in any
ways that are similar to
the caste system?
Explain your answer.

Top: These women,
considered
Untouchables,
perform lowly tasks
such as sweeping
and mopping
streets. Gandhi
cailed them
Harijans, or

“God’s children.”
Bottom: This
farmer selling his
vegetables at
market is part of
the vaishya class
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In this way karma can be seen to justify the
caste system itself. People do not just happen
to be born outcastes; they deserve their lowly
status because of their “stinking conduct” in
previous lives. Likewise brahmins deserve their
privileged position because of their meritori-
ous karma in previous lives: they have lived in
conformity to their dbarma, and consequently
are now closer to salvation.

Karma determines caste identity, and caste,
in turn, determines the specific dharma gov-
erning a person’ actions. For example, the eth-
ical duties of a brahmin differ from those of a
kshatriya. The Bhagavad-Gita presents a strik-
ing illustration of how caste identity deter-
mines dharma. Arjuna, a great warrior (thus of
the kshatriya class), is poised to enter a crucial
battle. As he considers the gruesome tasks that
lie before him, including the killing of kins-
men and old friends, he hesitates, wondering
if he should avoid battle. The god Krishna,
disguised as Arjuna’s charioteer, reminds Arju-
na of his dharma:

i

Look to your own duty;

do not tremble before it;
nothing is better for a warrior
than a battle of sacred duty.

The doors of heaven open
for warriors who rejoice
to have a bate like this
thrust on them by chance.

If you fail to wage this war

of sacred duty,

you will abandon your own duty
and fame only to gain evil.

(Bhagavad-Gita 2:31-33)




Acting One’s Age: Four Stages of Life

Hindu society distinguishes four stages of life,
each with its own set of specific duties. The
stages have traditionally been especially rele-
vant for males who belong to the vaishya,
kshatriya, and particularly brabhmin classes.

Upon undergoing an initiation ritual at
about the time of puberty, a Hindu boy enters
the first stage, that of the student. Character-
ized by intensive study of the Vedas (vay'duhz)
and other sacred literature, this stage lasts un-
til marriage.

Hindu marriages are traditionally arranged
by the parents, and the bride and groom com-
monly do not know each other until che time
of the wedding. Though customs such as these
are changing, especially in urban areas, many
Hindus adhere to the traditional way. A con-
temporary young woman named Vimla, whose
marriage was arranged, reasons: “We don’t
choose the family were born into, we adjust to
it. So why should we risk choosing our mar-
riage? It’s too important to be left up to indi-
vidual choice” (quoted in Mitter, Dharmass
Daughters, page 18).

In the second stage, that of the household-
er, the worldly tasks of pursuing a career and
raising a family are central. Women are in-
volved in this stage along with their husbands.

The birth of the first grandchild marks the
beginning of the third stage, called the forest
dweller stage. A man may choose to ask his
wife to accompany him through this stage,
which allows him to retreat from worldly
bonds (sometimes literally by dwelling in the
forest) in order to engage fully in a spiritual
quest.

The fourth stage is that of the sannyasin
(sun-yah'sin), or wandering ascetic. This stage
is for forest dwellers who are ready to return to
society, but remain detached from the normal
attractions and distractions of social life. En-
gaged with the world but not attached to it,
the sannyasin is, as described in the Bhagavad-
Gita, “one who neither hates nor desires”
(5:3). Women who have accompanied their
husbands into the forest might naturally ad-
vance to the fourth stage as well. If they do so,
the husband and wife live detached from each
other, having transcended the ordinary ways of
this world, including those of marriage.

Seeking One’s Desire: Four Goals of Life

Liberation from semsara, in the Hindu view, is
the summit of spiritual perfection. Moksha is
the ultimate goal of life. But what if we enjoy
this world, welcome the challenges of this life,
and relish its fruits? What if we are so content

E

Who do you think should
choose a person’s
marriage partner? How
does your perspective on
this issue compare with
Vimla's? What aspects of
Hinduism might help
account for any differ-
ences in perspective?

F

Describe the four Hindu
stages of life, comparing
each stage to a simitar
stage in Western society.

A Hindu marriage
ceremony marks
the start of the
householder stage
of life.
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in this world that we appreciate reincarnation
as yet another opportunity to seek the many
pleasures of existence?

Sensual Pleasure

Hinduism embraces such pleasure seeking,
even as it teaches the ultimate goal of libera-
tion. Pleasure, or kama (kah'mubh), is a legiti-
mate aim of life. No religion denies that
humans desire pleasure. Religions differ dras-
tically, however, in their judgments as to the
goodness or rightness of fulfilling that desire.
Hinduism tends to surpass most religions in
its outright celebration of the pursuit of plea-

sure. Kama, which refers mainly to the plea-

sures of sensual love, is to be embraced by
whosoever desires it, provided that the lovers
remain within the limits of dharma. So legiti-
mate is the pursuit of kama that some of Hin-
duism’s sacred literature is devoted to the
enhancement of sensual love.

Material Success

Despite its complete legitimacy, the appetite
for kama is believed to have a limit. Eventual-
ly the fulfillment found in love will no longer
satisfy completely. A yearning arises for some-
thing else. For most people this yearning is for
artha, material success and the social power
and prestige that accompany it. Just as North

Material success, or
artha, is a legitimate
goal in Hindu life
and may be
signified by jewelry
and gold woven into
a woman's sari,

‘Some of the classwal texts of Hmduzsm devote a great deal of at-

tention to spelling out the dez‘alls ofdharma, setting forth speczﬁc
- rules of conduct. The Laws of Manu composed by about A.p.-200,

is the most famous of these texts. Its contents continue to dictate ‘ |

the wa s of trad/tfon-mmded Hmdus to tlns day Here are Iwo ex—
. amples -

; Onthe Proper Place uf the Hmdu Woman o
‘Dayand mght women must be kept in dependence by the maies

{of). their (famlhes) and, if they attach themselves to sensual en-.

- joyments, they must be kept under one’ s control

Her father protects (her) in childhood, her hquahd 'pretects_
“({her).in youth, and-her sons protec’t (her) m old: age awomanis

never fit-for mdependence
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American secular society tends to embrace the
pursuit of money, Hinduism celebrates the
goal of artha. But also like the pursuit of mon-
ey, artha eventually proves unfulfilling. In due
time people experience a yearning to strive for
something beyond pursuits that provide only
for personal and material needs.

Harmony with Dharma
This yearning leads to the third goal of life,
which is called dbarma. Dharma as a life goal

Reprehensible is the father who gives not (his daughter‘ inmar-

riage) at the proper time; reprehensible is the husband who ap-

proaches not (his wife in due season), and reprehensible is the son
who does not protect his mother after her hushand has died.

(@24

On the Student Stage of Life

; : - lLet Ithe student] not pronounce the mere name of his ’teacher‘k
o (w:thout addmg an honom‘!c title) behind his back even, and jethim

not mimic his gait, speech -and deporiment,

By censuring (his teacher), though justly, he will become (m his -
next birth) an-ass, by falsely defaming him, a dog; he who lives on
his teacher’s substance, will become a worm, and he who is envi- -
ous (of his merit), a (larger) insect. (2:1 99,201)




maintains its meaning as the general principle
of ethical duty. But it is no longer merely a
duty, begrudgingly performed. It is now that
which is most desired. The deep joy of living
in harmony with dharma is known firsthand.
No one needs to tell the Hindu who pursues
this goal that it is more blessed to give than to
receive. The blessings of dharma give fuel to its
fire. Yet even perfect harmony with dbarma is
a limited joy, destined eventually to lead to
even deeper yearnings. After all, the world for
which the ethical person has concern—even if
the concern is unconditional—is still the
world of this realm, afflicted with the unend-
ing pains of samsara.

The Bliss of Moksha

All Hindus are destined to seek the fourth
goal of life: the infinite being, awareness, and
bliss of moksha, the great ocean into which all
rivers eventually flow. And the paths to moksha
that are available to Hindus are as numerous
and diverse as the rivers of India.

Three Paths to Liberation

Hinduism offers three great paths to moksha.
People have different talents and strengths,
and each of the three paths draws primarily on
one of the following human tendencies: to be
active, to gain knowledge, and to experience
emotional attachment. The paths are not mu-
tually exclusive; in practice Hindus usually fol-
low more than one. All three are revered as
effective means of moving closer to the ulti-
mate goal of liberation.

For the Active:
Karma Marga, “the Path of Works”

Most people—those engaged in the day-to-
day tasks of earning a living and raising a fam-
ily, those for whom physical activities come
most naturally—prefer to seek liberation
through karma marga, “the path of works”

(also referred to as karma yoga). Simple to un-
derstand and to practice, this path has every-
thing to do with living in accordance with
dharma.

Recall that dharma in its most general
meaning is ethical duty, and includes ob-
servance of many traditional aspects of Hin-
duism: household rituals, public ceremonies,
and social requirements, such as conforming
to dietary laws and marriage restrictions.
Dharma also involves an ongoing concern for
the world, as exemplified in the most influen-
tial modern advocate of kzrma marga, Mahat-
ma Gandhi. For Gandhi, religion itself is none
other than concern for the world expressed
through social service:

I am being led to my religion through Truth
and Non-violence, i.e., love in the broadest
sense. | often describe my religion as religion
of Truth. Of late, instead of saying God is
Truth T have been saying Truth is God, in or-
der more fully to define my religion. .

The bearing of this religion on social life is,
or has to be, seen in one’s daily social contact.
To be true to such religion one has to lose
oneself in continuous and continuing service
of all life. Realization of Truth is impossible
without a complete merging of oneself in and
identification with this limitless ocean of life.
Hence, for me, there is no escape from social
service; there is no happiness on earth beyond
or apart from it. (The Moral and Political
Writings of Mabatma Gandhi, volume 1, page
461)

G

Reflect on a major goal
you have had and have
achieved. Was the satis-
faction of accomplishing
the goal permanent? Did
it cause you to desire to
achieve new goals?
From the experience,
what did you learn about
desire?

This nurse dedicates
her expertise to
alleviating the suf-
fering of poor people
in urban Delhi. She
is foliowing karma
marga, “the path of
works.”
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“Do the right thing only

because it is right.” Must

right actions be reward-
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ed, or should they be
their own reward?
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In all its aspects, karma marga is marked by
an attitude of unselfishness. When traveling
this path, one must avoid selfishly claiming
credit for having accomplished an action. This
is challenging, for humans are inclined to be
selfish. As Krishna remarks in the Bhagavad-
Gita, “Deluded by individuality, / the self
thinks, ‘T am the actor’” (3:27). If every ac-
complishment requires a pat on the back, the
bondage of individuality is strengthened, and
the self is further removed from the universal
ocean of Atman, its true source and essence.
The path of works succeeds when one does
the opposite, performing the right action with-
out needing to claim the credit.

In a similar way, selfish attachment to the
results of action must be avoided. Krishna in-
structs Arjuna:

Be intent on action,

not on the fruits of action;
avoid attraction to the fruits
and artachment to inaction!

(Bhagavad-Gita 2:47)

Do the right thing only because it is right.
Be a good student, not because being a good
student will earn you a good grade, but be-
cause being a good student is right in itself.
Mahatma Gandhi did great deeds, but he did
not act in order to be rewarded by the praise
of others or even by a sense of self-satisfaction.
He simply did what he perceived to be the
right thing.

For the Philosophical:
Jnana Marga, “the Path of Knowledge”

The shortest but steepest ascent to liberation
follows jnana marga (nyah'nah mar'guh),
“the path of knowledge” (also known as jnana
yoga). This path is intended for those with tal-
ent for philosophical reflection. It requires the
follower to devote a great deal of time to learn-
ing and meditation. These demands render
Jnana marga most practical for members of the
brahmin class.

Whereas the path of works emphasizes do-
ing the right thing over the wrong thing,
Jnana marga emphasizes attaining knowledge
over ignorance—knowledge of the true nature
of reality. This is an enormous challenge be-
cause jnana is knowledge of a very special sort,
amounting to extraordinary insight thac is far
beyond merely knowing about the subject
matter. To attain this kind of knowledge is to
live it, to be that which is known, to experi-
ence the true nature of reality. /nana marga is
thus primarily part of the experiential dimen-
sion of Hinduism. The knowing itself is the
experience sought; it does not culminate in
knowledge about this or that doctrine or other
aspect of Hinduism. With this experience,
reached through profound contemplation of
the innermost self, comes a full awareness of
truth, a certitude that has the power to trans-
form the knower, thus leading to liberation.

Three Schools of Philosophy

Different teachings within jnana marga
offer various specifics regarding the true na-
ture of reality. The most important are those
of three schools of Hindu philosophy: Vedan-
ta, Sankhya, and Yoga. Despite their differ-
ences, the three approaches are in harmony
regarding the same basic task: the attainment
of knowledge over the ignorance that binds
the self to samsara.

Vedanta. The school Vedanta (vay-dahn’
tuh) is most faithful to the predominant
monism of Hinduism. Even within Vedanta,
though, the characteristic diversity of the reli-
gion is apparent. The most prominent form of
Vedanta is that espoused by the great medieval
philosopher Shankara (788 to 820). Most Hin-
dus who traverse the path of knowledge em-
brace this philosophy.

Shankara’s understanding of reality amounts
to the basic monism predominant in Hindu-
jism: All reality is essentially one—Brahman,
the indescribable, impersonal ultimate. The
world and all finite beings within it are the




stuff of maya (mah'yah), cosmic illusion. In a
state of ignorance, people are tricked into
thinking of their individual selves as being ul-
timately real, just as the world of a dream
seems real to the dreamer.

This persistent sense of individuality pre-
vents one from experiencing the truth. Just as
one might think that a droplet of ocean spray
exists separately from the ocean, so do individ-
uals imagine that they exist independently of
Brahman. But in an instant the droplet is ab-
sorbed back into the ocean, indistinguishable
from its infinite source. So too is the individ-
ual eventually absorbed back into Brahman, its
infinite source. For despite the illusion of sep-
arateness, in truth all are one, The atman, the
self deep within, is really the eternal Atman,
the infinite Self. And Atman is Brahman.

When this truth is experienced, the path of
knowledge has been followed to its end: liber-
ation of the self from samsara into the ocean of

This tale is told of the great Vedanta philosophier Shankara and one
of his pupils, a powerful. k/ng, who decided to test his teacher re-

garding the nature of maya (COSH?IC illusion brought about by the
fj,'wne creator):

The following day, therefore when the phxlosnpher was coming
along one of the stately approaches to the palace, 1o.deliver his
next lecture to the king, a large and dangerous elephant, mad-
dened‘by heat, was let loose at him. [Shankara] turned and fled

the moment he perceived his danger, and when the animal nearly .

reached his heels, dlsappeared from view. When he was found, he
was at the top of a lofty palm tree, which he had ascended with a
dexterity more usual among sailors than intellectuals. The elephant

was caught, fettered and conducted back io the stables andthe -

M. C. Escher's
tithograph Waterfall
demonstrates the
Hindu concept of
maya, or cosmic
illusion, For the
person viewing
Escher’s work, as
for the individual
trapped in maya,
the world is not as it
seems,
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great [Shankara], perspiration breaking from every pore, came be-

- fore his pupil.

Politely; the king apologized to the master of cryptic wisdom for: .
the unfortunate, nearly disastrous incident; then, with a smile
scarcely concealed and half pretending great seriousness, he in-
quzred why the venerable teacher had resorted to physical flight,
since he must have been aware that the elephant was of-a purely
illusory, phenomenal character.

The sage replied, “Indeed, in highest truth, the elephant is non-
real. Nevertheless, you and lare as non- -real as that slephant. Only
your ignorance, clouding the truth with this spectacle of non-real

- phenomenality, made you see phenomenal me go up a non- -real

tree.” (Zimmer, Philosophies of India, page 20)
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Brahman. But as the Upanishads warn, it is an
arduous path, demanding that a unique kind
of knowledge be applied to a difficult lesson:

Subtler than the subtlest is this Self, and be-
yond all logic. Taught by a teacher who
knows the Self and Brahman as one, a man
leaves vain theory behind and attains to truth.
(Katha Upanishad 1.2.8)

Sankhya. Contrary to Hinduism’s pre-
dominant monism, Sankhya (sahng'kyuh) as-
serts that reality is composed of two distinct
categories: matter, and an infinite number of
eternal selves. Somehow, for reasons beyond
explanation, selves get entwined with matter,
thereby becoming bound to the world of sam-
sara. Such is the origin and the predicament of
human beings. The follower of Sankhya strives

to free the eternal self from the bondage of
the personality. The basic teachings of the
Sankhya school are important for the religions

Jainism and Buddhism, and undetlie the Hin-

du approach of Yoga.

Yoga. The term yoga has different mean-
ings in Hinduism. In the general sense, it
refers to any sort of spiritual practice—as it
does in the terms for the paths to salvation,
where it is substituted for marga, as in jnana
yoga. In a more limited usage, it refers to a
philosophical school that emphasizes physical
and psychological practices.

Yoga understands well the connection be-
tween the self and the other parts of our hu-
man makeup—the body and its sensations, the
mind and its thinking, and the subconscious.
The objective of the yogi, or practitioner of
Yoga, is to free the eternal self from bondage by
stripping away the many levels of personhood
in which that self is wrapped. Note how
Sankhya’s teaching of the division of reality
into eternal selves and eternal matter underlies
Yoga. Like Sankhya, Yoga regards sensations,
the mind, even the subconscious as aspects of
matter.

Various versions of Yoga are based on this
understanding of the human condition. The
most famous sets forth eight steps:

1. Preparing morally by abstaining from five
acts: harming living things, lying, stealing,
acting unchastely, and being greedy

2. Preparing morally by observing five
virtues: cleanliness, calmness, self-control,
studiousness, and prayerfulness

3. Sitting in a posture that promotes comfort
while discouraging drowsiness (Eighty-four
postures are described; the most popular is
the lotus position, with feet crossed and
resting on the thighs, hands crossed in the
lap, and eyes focused on the tip of the
nose.)

4. Breathing properly so that the entire body
is brought into a simple rhythmic pattern

5. “Closing the doors of perception”: with-
drawing the senses from any contact with
objects




6. Concentrating on one thing so that the
mind empties itself of all other thoughts
7. Meditating, an ever-deepening state of con-
centration moving toward the final step
8. Going into samadhi (suh-mah'dee), a
trancelike state in which self-consciousness
is lost, and the mind is absorbed into the
ultimate reality
In samadpi the knower becomes that which
is known; the path of knowledge has been tra-
versed to its goal. Although in practice the
yogi normally comes back out of the trance,
the transforming power of samadhi leads to fi-
nal liberation. Here we have a good example
of a type of spiritual perfection involving the
transcendence of the human condition, even-
tually leading to salvation. As is typical of the
climactic phenomena of the experiential di-
mension of any religion, samadhi cannot ade-
quately be explained by way of language. Like
the final liberating experience of moksha,
samadhi must be experienced to be fully un-
derstood.

For the Emotional:
Bhakti Marga, “the Path of Devotion”

Based in loving reverence for one’s chosen god
or goddess, bbhakti marga (buhk'tee mar'guh),
“the path of devotion” (also referred to as
bhakti yoga), is most suitable for those to
whom emotional attachment comes naturally.
In contrast to the inward journey of jnana
marga, this path directs spiritual energy out-
ward, in worship of the deity. Such worship is
beneficial because the gods and goddesses fa-
vor their devotees, and answer their prayers.
Most important, bhakti marga moves its ad-
herents closer to liberation. Worship requires a
focusing of attention on the divine, and away
from the adherent’s selfish concerns. Through
worship, the path of devortion helps to reduce
the individuality that binds the self to samsara.,

Gods and Goddesses

Stories about Hinduism’s many deities form
the heart of the mythic dimension of Hin-
duism. Some of the deities have been a part of

|

What might be some
differences between the
knowledge sought by a
Hindu on jnana marga
and the knowledge
sought by a student
waorking on a college
degree?

A Hindu woman
follows the path of
devotion by visiting
a temple, where she
places water on a
statue of the god
Nandi,

Hinduism 57




Depictions of
Krishna with his
favorite consort,
Radha, symbolize
perfact ove,

58 Hinduism

the tradition from the beginning, whereas oth-
ers are newly acknowledged.

The vast variety of gods and goddesses
points to an important fact about bhakt
marga: a typical Hindu is devoted to more
than one deity, depending on the specific
needs of the day. Still it is common to choose
a personal deity as the object of special devo-
tion. Some of Hinduism’s most popular deities
are Vishnu, Shiva, Kali, and the avarars Krish-
na and Rama.

Among the 330 million gods and goddesses
is an important triad: Brahma, the Creator;
Vishnu, the Preserver; and Shiva, the Destroy-
er. Brahma, though still highly thought of, is
rarely worshiped anymore. Today, as for cen-
turies, Vishnu and Shiva are worshiped by
millions. As his role as the Preserver suggests,
Vishnu, with four arms and various symbols
of power and goodness, is regarded by his
devotees as their supreme protecror and exam-
ple of moral perfection. It is notable that Shi-
va, a god known for destruction, should be so
popular. In fact this fits logically within the
Hindu cyclical cosmology, for the destruction

brought about by Shiva makes way for new
creation.

The cycle of destruction and creation is
similarly a primary theme of the popular god-
dess Kali, a wife of Shiva’s. Black and wearing
a necklace of skulls, she is a bloodthirsty, vio-
lent destroyer of her enemies. Toward her
devorees, though, she shows steadfast care and
affection, providing for their needs. The great
Ramakrishna was one of her millions of devo-
tees.

Avatars

An gvatar is an incarnation, or living em-
bodiment, of a deity; generally of Vishnu, who
is sent to earth to accomplish a divine pur-
pose. The relationship of the zvarar with the
deity from which he comes is illuminated in
the Bhagavad-Gita. Here Krishna, an zvatar of
Vishnu, actually speaks as Vishnu when he ad-

dresses Arjuna:

Though myself unborn, undying,

the lord of creatures, I fashion nature,
which is mine, and I come into being
through my own magic.

Whenever sacred duty decays
and chaos prevails,
then, I create

myself, Arjuna.

To protect men of virtue

and destroy men who do evil,

to set the standard of sacred duty,
L appear in age after age.

(4:6-8)

Krishna has a prominent role in the epic
poem Mahabharata (mah-hah-bah'rah-tah), of
which the Bhagavad-Gita is but a small sec-
tion, and also is popular in another role—
that of a somewhat mischievous and always
amorous male cowherd, often accompanied
by adoring bands of female cowherds. Hindu
art beautifully depicts scenes that symbolize
the loving adoration of souls (the female



cowherds) for God (Krishna). Krishna is also
frequently depicted with his favorite consort,
Radha. The intensity of their feelings is clear-
ly expressed, and they function as a symbol of
perfect love. '

Rama is another popular zvatar. He is the
hero of the Ramayana, an epic poem from an-
cient times that continues to have enormous
influence among Hindus. Like Krishna, Rama
is an incarnation of Vishnu. Through the cen-
turies he has come to be so highly regarded
that many Hindus revere him as the supreme

deity.

The Bhagavad-Gita

The Bhagavad-Gita contains ideas that are
relévant to many aspects of Hinduism. Still it
is most closely associated with bhaksi marga.
The content of the Bhagavad-Gita acknowl-
edges the fruitfulness of the path of works and
the path of knowledge, but tends to favor the
path of devotion. This oft-quoted passage, in
which Krishna again addresses Arjuna, espe-
cially reveals the universal appeal of that path
to salvation:

Whatever you do—whar you take,
what you offer, what you give,
what penances you perform—

do as an offering to me, Arjuna!

You will be freed from the bonds of action,
from the fruit of fortune and misfortune;
armed with the discipline of renunciation,
your self liberated, you will join me.

[am impartial to all creatures,

and no one is hateful or dear to me;
but men devoted to me are in me,
and I am within them.

(9:27-29)

Aspects of Daily Devotion

If we were to ask a follower of bhaksi marga
to describe Hinduism, we would most likely
learn first of the various acts of worship prac-
ticed from day to day. Along with a host of in-

dividual practices, such as prayer and visits to
temples and shrines, Hindu worship includes
numerous household and community rituals,
pilgrimages to holy places, and veneration of
the ever present and much adored sacred cows.
Together such acts of worship constitute to a
great extent the ritual dimension of Hinduism),
and the objects that are the focus of these acts
enrich the material dimension,

Household and village rituals. Hindu
households are home to millions of “masks” of
deities. Typically they maintain shrines that
honor chosen deities and contain some form
of image or symbol for those deities, Domestic
worship includes the tending of a sacred fire,
ritual bathing, and daily devotional rites before
these shrines. Though the use of material rep-
resentations of deities, such as clay figurines,
may appear to be a form of idolatry, or idol
worship, it is not. Hindus worship not the im-
age itself but rather the god or goddess that
the image represents.

On regular occasions the village joins to-
gether in worship. Often this occurs at the lo-
cal temple, where ceremonies are conducted
by a priest. Villages also celebrate annual festi-
vals in honor of certain gods; sometimes these
can last for days. For example, a festival in
honor of Saraswati, the goddess of wisdom
and patroness of education and the arts (and
hence a popular goddess at schools), can in-
volve days of celebration before a life-size im-
age that has been specially crafted for the
festival. On the final day, the image is given a
funeral and disposed of—among the cheers of
smiling devotees! The cycle of creation and de-
struction applies to the worship of the deities
as well.

Holy places. Pilgrimages to holy sites, some
long and arduous, are another common form
of devotion. Sometimes the destination is a
temple or other site of a great festival. It can
also be a natural entity, such as a river. Most
tivers are regarded as sacred. The most famous
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river—and the one deemed most sacred—is
the Ganges. Thought to fall from its heavenly
source of Vishnu’s feet onto Shiva’s head and
out from his hair, the water of the Ganges is
sacred enough to purify all sins. Pilgrims seek
its banks to partake in ritual baths, and the
ashes of the dead are swallowed by its life-giv-
ing water.

Cow veneration. Mahatma Gandhi re-
ferred to the protection of cows as the “central
fact of Hinduism” and “one of the most
wonderful phenomena in human evolution”
(Young India, page 804). For him, and for mil-
lions of his fellow Hindus, the cow represents
life. I provides for Hindus in a multitude of
ways and yet suffers along with them. There-
fore Hindus venerate cows, worshiping them
like deities, and on regular occasions decorat-
ing them with garlands and anointing their
heads with oil. In the past, the killing of a cow
was sometimes a capital offense.

Gandhi describes the encompassing signifi-
cance of cow veneration:

The cow to me means the entire sub-human
world. Man through the cow is enjoined to
realise his identity with all that lives. .
The cow is a poem of pity. One reads pity in
the gentle animal. She is the mother to mil-
lions of Indian mankind. Protection of the
cow means protection of the whole dumb cre-
ation of God. (Page 804)

Hinduism in the Modern World

All traditional religions are challenged by the
modern world. Scientific and secular views
can erode the authority of perspectives based
in ancient myths. Other religious traditions
can become more familiar, offering new alter-
natives. And new movements, some in re-
sponse to those very threats, can arise within a
tradition, threatening the old ways.

The modern world seems to pose an espe-
cially acute challenge for Hinduism. India,

home to most of the world’s Hindus, is also
the world’s largest democracy, and sets itself
apart from religion, as a secular state. For its
many citizens who tend to equate Hinduism
with India, and whose patterns of existence are
provided by the ancient principles of dharma,
the interplay of the secular state with tradi-
tional religion is frequently unsetcled and con-
tentious.

Some familiarity with the figures and issues
of modern Hinduism can help us make sense
of the contemporary situation.

Those Whom Hindus Revere:
Religious Leaders

Along with the pervasive caste system and all
that it implies, the social dimension of Hin-
duism features many significant religious fig-
ures, holy people in various roles who tend to
provide continual spiritual nourishment for a
tradition in the grip of change. Brahmins tend
to ancient rituals; gurus, or enlightened teach-
ers, teach the truths of the Upanishads to the
young; sannyasins bear the serenity of spiritual
transcendence even as they walk among their
fellow villagers. All nourish Hinduism, con-
necting it with its illustrious past and directing
it toward its future,

Mahatma Gandhi

The one figure who has loomed larger than
any other holy person of recent times, and
who is in almost every way a symbol of Hin-
duism as the past meets the future, is Mohan-
das K. Gandhi (1869 to 1948), reverently
called Mahatma, meaning “great souled.” His
steadfast efforts to stand up to oppression
through nonviolence and civil disobedience
forever changed the nature of India, and of
Hinduism. And yer his assassination by a Hin-
du extremist in 1948, just months after the ac-
complishment of his long-term goal to gain
Indian independence from British rule, is
darkly symbolic of the modern challenges that
Hinduism faces, now as much as then.

J

Discuss the differences

between your own
experience of worship
and the worship of a

Hindu on bhakti marga,
“the path of devotion.”
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Although Gandhi as a man is dead, Gandhi
as a religious figure lives on. His insights con-
tinue to fuel Hinduism’s tendency to accept all
wisdom as lighting the way to the divine. In
villages all across India, statues of Gandhi, un-
der the protective guard of Vishnu’s multi-
headed cobra, remind Hindus of his revered
presence.

The Sacred Among the Secular:
Coniemporary Issues

A seemingly countless number of pressing is-
sues are emerging as traditional Hinduism and
secular India continue their journey together
in the twenty-first century. Let us consider
three of them.

The Caste System

The complex social distinctions based on
the caste system, especially those of the out-
castes, came under careful scrutiny during the
twentieth century. Significant changes have
occurred, some quite recently.

In a major development, one for which
Gandbhi struggled for years, the Indian govern-
ment in 1948 officially forbade discrimination
against outcastes. Governmental programs
since that time, similar to affirmative action
programs in the United States, have sought
to further promote the economic and social
rights of those people. Among some upper-
caste Indians, such programs are meeting '
harsh resistance. In general, attitudes based in
something so deeply traditional as the caste
system tend to change slowly. Such is the case
as India struggles with this issue.

Women in Hindu Society

Traditional Hindu society has always been
strongly patriarchal—under the domination of
men. Typically women’s dharma has required
them to be obedient to men. But, as is the case
with Hinduism in general, opinions on the
topic of women’s roles in Hinduism differ.
The degree to which Hindus follow such tra-
ditional teachings varies considerably between
locales, especially between cities and villages.
For many urban Indians, the norms are clear-
ly changing.

One striking example of the controversial
treatment of women in Hinduism—and of
the vast changes that have occurred in some
cases—is the practice of sati (suh'tee), the
burning of a widow. The following passage
from a Hindu text called the Padmapurana
sets forth some of the traditional teachings,
both on sa#i and on the general obedience ex-
pected of a wife:

A wife must eat only after her husband has
had his fill. If the latter fasts, she shall fast,
too; if he touch not food, she also shall not
touch it; if he be in affliction, she shall be so,
too; if he be cheerful, she shall share his joy.
She must on the death of her husband allow
herself to be burnt alive on the same funeral
pyre; then everybody will praise her virtue.
(Quoted in Noss and Noss, A History of the
Worlds Religions, page 119)




Although the authority of texts such as this
has been questioned throughout the history of
Hinduism, sa#i became a common practice in
Hindu life. Since 1829 sati has been officially
forbidden. It does still occus, though rarely.

In some ways traditional Hinduism has
been able to conform to modern norms. In
others traditional practices are changing slow-
ly. For instance, the enduring preference for
raising boys rather than girls is made clear
through an array of statistical evidence show-
ing general preferential treatment of boys. One
study among rural children found that more
than two-thirds of those considered severely
malnourished were girls (Mitter, Dharmas
Daughters, page 116).

Hindus and Muslims

Islam and Hinduism have experienced a
long history of contact, beginning in the
eighth century. The contact has not always
been peaceful. This is not surprising when one
considers that these two religions are vastly
different from each other. Still, for centuries

Hindus and Muslims (adherents of Islam)
have lived side by side in South Asia. For the
most part, they have influenced each other’s
religious traditions very little, although Mus-
lims have had a substantial effect on the artis-
tic and scientific life of India.

In recent decades relations berween Hindus
and Muslims have remained uneasy, at times
erupting into violence. In 1947 the Muslim
community forced the partitioning of India to
form the divided nation of Pakistan (the east-
ern part of which is now Bangladesh), thus
providing a Muslim homeland. This turned
into a bloody ordeal in which many followers
of both religions were killed. The assassination
of Gandhi occurred in its aftermath. More re-
cently another bloody confrontation broke out
in the ancient city of Ayodhya, where a Mus-
lim mosque stood on the site traditionally re-
garded as the birthplace of the avazar Rama.
In 1992, after months of tense standoffs, some
three hundred thousand Hindus stormed the
mosque and tore it to the ground. The chal-

lenges posed by relations between Hindus and

Violent clashes

hetween Hindus and

Mustims threaten
religious folerance
and breed wide-
spread rioting.
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Muslim and Hindu
leaders come
together in
Ahmadabad, where
rioting between
Muslims and Hindus
in February 2002
left more than one
thousand people
dead.

K

The secular state of
India and the traditional
religion Hinduism tend
to disagree over some
important issues. How
does religion relate to
the secular state in your
country?
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Muslims continue to be of great concern for
India. Now that both India and neighboring
Pakistan possess nuclear capabilities, the sim-
mering conflict between the two nations is es-
pecially dangerous.

Hinduism Quiside of South Asia

Most Hindus still live in India and Nepal (in
both nations the Hindu population exceeds
80 percent), but during the modern period,
enough people have left India to give rise to
significant Hindu populations throughout the
world, especially in cities.

Hinduism has also moved outside of South
Asia in the form of sects and philosophical so-
cieties that, though based on the teachings of
Hinduism, have often been adopted and advo-
cated by non-Indians. Beginning in the 1960s,
movements such as the International Society
for Krishna Consciousness (the Hare Krishna
movement) and the transcendental meditation
movement became popular in the West, espe-
cially among young people.

Swami Vivekananda
and the World’s Parliament of Religions

A follower of Shri Ramakrishna, Swami
Vivekananda (1863 to 1902) took up his mas-
ter’s teaching on the unity of religions and es-
tablished the Ramakrishna Mission, which is a
significant organization within Hinduism to-
day. Vivekananda also became the first Hindu -
missionary, and he achieved fame in 1893 by
explaining the teachings of Hindu Vedanta
to the World’s Parliament of Religions in -
Chicago. He went on to establish the Vedanta
Society in New York, San Francisco, and many
other cities. Thanks largely to Ramakrishna
and Vivekananda, Hinduism is alive and flour-
ishing in the Western world today.

The Ever Changing Currents
of Hinduism

The many rivers of Hindu belief and practice
are more numerous today than ever. Along




with the diversity that has always come so nat-
urally, the modern world presents a vast new
set of challenges, alternatives, and opportuni-
ties.

Hinduism is experiencing a great coming
together of old and new. In many villages of
India, the traditional ways have changed little.
The temples are still in place; the festivals
occur as they always have; and brabmins per-
form ancient rituals. In the cities, on the other
hand, you will find high-rise offices and apart-
ment buildings filled with the typical features
of modernity, including televisions. And on
television on almost any Sunday morning, you
can watch the ancient story of the Ramayana
unfolding in the modern world.

And so these many rivers—ancient and
modern, rural and urban—continue to flow
toward the distant ocean of salvation, finally
merging the millions of Hindus in the harmo-
ny that unites their religion.

Chapier Review
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10.

Explain the meaning of the term moksha.

. What doctrine says all reality is ultimate-

ly one? Give an analogy that describes it.
Define Brahman and Atman. How are
the two related?

. What is the general function of Hin-

duism’s many deities?

. Give a brief explanation of the doctrine of

samsara.
What is the name of Hinduism’s most
popular sacred text?

. What are the two principles that connect

the divine to this world? Briefly explain
each.
Name the four classes of the caste system
and describe the people who belong to
each.

. In the Bhagavad-Gita, why does Krishna

encourage Arjuna to engage in war?
Identify and briefly explain the four stages
of life.

:St(‘)ries and ‘des'ckripﬁons of the 330 miflion gods and goddesses

various forms of worship practiced by followers of bakti marga

. the caste system; varioué Hindu holy figures, such as the sannyasin

Dimension  Examples

Experiential | meksba, samadhi

Mytie

Dat:tr‘i’nal' : L mb‘ni‘sm, ~teachings,0f Sankhya'andYoga :
Eti‘iicalf e :r’ulés and ideals of dharma

Rf‘mai k

Sociai

Mateﬁa!

the Ganges RNer, clay figurines of deities, sacred cows |
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Top: In the villages
of rural India,
subsistence farming
continues today as
it has for centuries.
Bottom: Calcutta,
with its office
complexes and
apartment buildings,
symbolizes modern
currents in the
ancient traditions
of Hinduism.

11.

12.

Name and briefly describe the four goals
of life.
Identify the three paths to liberation.
Which type of person is best suited for
each path?
What are the three most important schools
of Hindu philosophy? What is the basic
task that concerns all three?
Identify three important gods or goddess-
es of Hinduism.
What is an avatar? Name two important
Hindu figures identified as avatars.
What Hindu text is most closely associat-
ed with bhakti marga?
Identify three aspects of Hindu devotion-
al life.
How did Mahatma Gandhi influence
Hinduism?
What significant changes in the caste sys-
tem took place in the twentieth century?
What is sazi? What is its status today?
What significant development occurred
in relations between Hindus and Muslims

in 19472




ssary
ariha. Matérial suceess and

goals of life.

ascetic. One who renounces
physical pleasures and worldly
attachments for the sake of
spiritual advancement;
commof in Hinduism and many
other religious traditions; most
notably Jainism.

- Atman (aht'muhn). The eternal
- Self, which the Upanishads
identify with Brahman; often
lowercase: the eternal self or
soul of an individual that is
reincarnated from one body to
the next and is ultimately
identified with Atman.

avatar. Anincarnation, or
living- embodiment, of a deity,
usually of Vishnu, who is sent
fo earth to accomplish a divine
purpose; Krishna and Rama are
the most popular avatars, -

Bhagavad-Gita (buh'quh-vuhg
- gee'tah; Sanskrit: The Song of
the Blessed Lord). A short
section of the epic poem
Mahabharatain which the god
Krishna teaches the great
warrior Arjuna about bhakti -
marga-and other ways to God;
Hinduism’s most popular
~sacred text.

bhakii marga (buhk'tee
mar'guh; also bhakti yoga;
Sanskrit: “the path of devo-
tion”). The most popular of the
three Hindu paths to salvation,
emphasizing loving devotion to
one’s chosen god or goddess.

, o Brahman (brah'muhn). The
~social prestige, one of the four

eternal essence of reality and
'the source of the universe,
beyond the reach of human
perception and thought.

brahmin (brah'min). The

-highest of the four classes of

the caste system, made up
of priests.

caste system. Traditional
division of Hindu society into
various categories; there are
four main varnas, or classes:
brafhimin, kshatriya, vaishya,
~-and shudra; each class con-
tains numerous subgroups,
resultmg in-mors than three
thousand categories.

dharma (dahr'muh). Ethical
duty based on the divine order

- -of reality; one of the four goals

of life.

Jnana marga (nyah'nah
mar'guh; also jnana yoga;
Sanskrit: “the path of knowl-
edge”). One of three Hindu
paths to salvation, emphasizing
Knowing the true nature of
reality through learning and
meditation.

kama (kah'muh). Pleasure,
especially of sensual love; one
of the four goals of ife.

karma (Sanskrit: “action”).
The moral law of cause and
effect of actions; determines
the nature of one’s reincarna-
tion. '

karma marga (also karma
yoga; Sanskrit: “the path of
works”). One of three Hindu
paths to salvation, emphasiz-

ing performing right actions

according to dharma.

; kshatriya‘{kshum'ree+yuh).

The second of the four classes
of the caste system, made up
of warriors and administrators, -

maya(mah'yah). Cosmic
illusion brought about by dmne
creative power.

moksha (mohk'shuh).
Liberation or release of the
individual self, atman, from the
bondage of samsara; salvation;
one ef the four goals of life.

monism. The doctrine that
reality is ultimately made up of
only one essence.

Rig Veda (rig vay'duh). A
collection of 1,017 Sanskrit
hymns Somposed about 1500
B.C. or earlier; Hinduism’s oldest
sacred text.

- samadhi{suh-mah'deg). A

trancelike state:in which self-
consciousness is lost, and the
mind is absorbed into the ulti
mate reality; the culmination of

the eight steps of Yoga. -
- samsara (sahm-sah'ruh). The

wheel of rebirth or reincarna-
tion; the this-worldly realm in
which rebirth occurs.

Sankhya (sahng'kyuh). A
system of Hindu philosophy
and one approach within jnana
marga, “the path of knowl-
edge,” asserting that reality
comprises two distinct. .
categories: matter and eternal
selves.

. sannyasin(sun-yah'sin). A

wandering ascetic who has

advanced to the fourth and
highest stage of life.
sati(suh'tes). The traditional
practice of burning a widow

‘on her husband's funeral pyre:

outlawed in 1829, though it still
oceurs rarely.

shudra (shoo'druh). The ,
lowest of the four classes of the
caste system, made up of
servants and laborers.
Upanishads (00-pah'ni-
shuhdz; from Sanskrit: “sitting

~ near a teacher”). A collection

of over two hundred texis
composed between 900 and
200 8.¢. that provide philosoph-

~ical commentary on the Vedas.

vaishya (vish'yuh). The third

of the four classes of the caste -
system, made up of producers,
such as farmers, merchants ‘

and artisans.

Vedanta (vay-dahn‘tuh). A
system of Hindu philosophy and
one approach within jnana
marga, “the-path of knowl-
edge,” holding that all reality is
essentially Brahman; most
notable advocate is the
medieval Hindu philosopher
Shankara. ‘

Yoga. A system of Hindu

philosophy and one.approach

within jnana marga, “the path

of knowledge,” seeking to free

the eternal self from the T
bondage of personhood, '
culminating in the experience

of samadhi: lowercase: physical

and psychological techniques

for spiritual advancement.
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