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This is Sanskrit taken from the Vedas. It
says:
"The Truth is One; people call it by
various names"

Paths to Truth
Who am I? Where did I come from? Why
am I here in this world? These are the
questions the Hindu asks. He thinks if a
person does not know the answers, there
is something wrong with him. Such
ignorance is like blindness: unnatural or
a kind of disease.
In a village of India were five blind men
who lived together. One day they
happened to come near an animal which
someone told them was an elephant.
"What is an elephant like?" they asked.
They were invited to feel its body.
"Why, an elephant is like a pillar," said

the first. He had felt only its leg. "No,
no, it is like a barrel," said another, who
had felt only the belly. A third said, "It is
like a rope," for he had felt the tail, and
a fourth, "like a hose"; he had felt its
trunk. "It is like a winnowing-fan," said
the last man, who had felt only the ear.
So they began to argue among
themselves. Each said that his
description of the elephant was the true
one.
It is the same with Truth, says the Hindu,
who loves telling this story. His ancient
books, the Vedas, say, "The Truth is
One; people call it by various names."
All of us, like the blind men, find a part
of the truth and think we have grasped it
all. But truth itself must always be One

and the same.
India, the homeland of the Hindus, is a
land of many faiths. Most Indians belong
to the oldest one, and are called Hindus.
Really there is no such thing as
"Hinduism", because these people never
used that word, and never thought of
their faith as being very different from
other faiths. God, to the Hindu, is like
our elephant. He is Truth, understood by
different people in different ways.
Hindus speak of religion, not
"religions", saying there is but one
religion -- the religion of Man. It is his
search for Truth.
This search goes on in many ways, by
different paths. Each great world faith is
a road by which men travel to the top of

the mountain called Truth. There are
smaller paths, too, wending their way to
the summit. The Hindu believes that all
men will reach this Truth someday. What
the Hindus themselves believe and
practise is also a "Way". And so we
have called it The Way of the Hindu.

The Way Begins at
Dawn
India is a land where people of many
races, colours and classes live. There
are black-skinned and fair and
everything in between; there are highcaste, low-caste and untouchables; there
are monks and magicians, princes and
beggars. And no other people in the
world have so many different ways of
thinking of God and practising religion,
as do the Hindus. So it is very difficult
to describe exactly what a "typical"
Hindu does. Yet throughout the country,
from one corner of the triangle to another

(see map) there is a common attitude
towards life and how to live it. It is this
which helps to bind Hindus together and
make them one people.
If you are a Hindu, you find religion
everywhere, in everything. From
childhood you learn that you are a
traveller towards God, and every day is
thought of as a step on the pilgrimage. It
begins even before sunrise, which in the
tropics is very early. Rising at four or
five a.m. you would first of all give
reverence to God, to a picture or symbol
kept in your room, which brings God to
your mind. A Hindu may make
namaskar, bringing the flat palms
together before his breast, fingers
pointing forward; or he may do pranam,

going to the floor on his knees and
touching it with his forehead. You would
then go to Mother and Father and do the
same, honouring God who dwells within
them.
This feeling of reverence you are to
carry throughout the day, into everything
you do. As a well-loved Sanskrit hymn
says, "O Lord, may we feel that You are
the Soul of our soul, may our bodies be
your home, and may everything we enjoy
be an offering to you; may You rule our
lives; may our every word be a hymn to
you, our every act Your adoration, our
every step a pilgrimage to Your shrine;
may we see the whole world as lighted
by Your light, and may we know You as
our very own Self."

Purification by Bath
In a country where the temperature stays
over 37· (100·F) most of the year, the
daily bath is very important and quite
easy. Hindus prefer going to the nearest
river or pond. Being in the open you
must bathe while wearing a cloth, and
skilfully change to dry clothes in the
process. If you are a girl you will
quickly learn how Mother skilfully
manages it with her long sari. During the
bath too, your family will carry on its
prayer, taking up handfuls of water and
offering them to the Sun, as the source of
life and nourishment, and to your

ancestors for the welfare of their souls.
If Father is a Brahmin, even more ritual
will be expected of him at this time.

Yoga -- Purification of
Mind
This is a favourable time, too, for the
practice of yoga. You must have heard
something about yoga, and seen people
trying to put their bodies in strange
positions, to make them lighter and more
pliable. Through centuries of experiment
it has been discovered that certain
postures favour health and peacefulness.
Looking closely you may also see the
yogi practising breathing exercises,
which he has carefully learned from a
teacher. Control of the breath, the yogis
say, eventually gives us control of the

mind; it is wrong thoughts which
produce bad deeds. But so far, this is the
physical side of yoga. Its purpose is
health and self-control, so that one's
body may not be disturbed by anything.
That is only a part. What Indians know
as yoga embraces the whole of life. It is
putting into practice the great truths of
Hindu religious belief. There is nothing
in life which is not yoga; our thoughts,
our actions and feelings -- all have to be
brought into harmony; for yoga means
"union".
So there is the yoga of concentration or
meditation. This is a great art, learning
to make our mind, which is often restless
as a monkey, calm and still. Then, like
still water it will reflect the Divine

Light. The yogi has to take his attention
away from sights and sounds and
feelings, whether outside or inside his
body. Then he has to concentrate on the
Light within. After a while he begins to
see the Light and to feel its strength and
peace.

The Yogas of Love,
Work and Wisdom
Most Hindus believe in God. If you are
one who does, and want to love Him,
you must think of Him as your own
mother or father, or best friend. Then
you are following the yoga of devotion.
This is the most popular form of yoga, in
every religion. Shrines, temples,
churches and mosques are all places
where we can easily think of God. In
images or ikons or bibles or other
symbols, people see an expression of
God, and bow down or offer their

worship. The follower of the path of
love is called a devotee. Hindu devotees
use music and dance and ritual worship
to help them to love God. You will read
the lives of saints, and go on pilgrimages
to sacred places. You are taught to look
upon your parents, brothers and sisters
and friends, and even the animals as
forms of God. No one is a stranger. God
dwells in all. "He who sees himself in
all beings and all beings in himself, sees
truly".

If you practise karma yoga, the yoga of
action, you are doing all your work with
full attention, unspoiled by selfish
interest. See how Mother is tirelessly
busy about the house with only the good
of her family in mind and no thought for
herself. Are you aware that Father, a
business executive, is passing on all
earnings beyond his needs to charity?
Perhaps you yourself do the shopping for
a lame woman of the village. All are
karma-yogis, offering their labour as
service, as taught in the Bhagavad-Gita,
the favourite Hindu holy book.
The yoga of knowledge or wisdom is the
most difficult one. It is for those with

sharp mind and strong will. Like the
scientists', their ideal is Truth for Truth's
sake. They analyse the universe, and
their own mind and body too. They say,
"Your Self and the Self of the universe
are really the same. Behind this body
and mind of yours, hiding like the seed
of an apple, is your true Self, invisible,
but very real. Experience it. Try to find
out who you really are." This is one of
the stories they tell: a lioness who lived
in the jungle was about to give birth.
One day in hunger she crept out and
jumped upon a flock of sheep. In this
exertion a cub was born, but the lioness
lost her life. The lion cub grew up with
the sheep, who cared for it and gave it
milk. It grazed on grass, wandering and

bleating like a sheep. One day a great
lion came in search of prey and saw the
strange affair -- a young lion acting like
a sheep. He tried to go near it, but it ran
away in fright. Finally he found it
asleep, and waking it told it, "You are
not a sheep; you are a lion!" "No, I am a
sheep," bleated the cub. "Look," said the
lion, "you are just like me," and he
dragged it off to a pond where it could
see both faces in the water. Then the cub
knew what it was and roared. So, says
the wisdom-yogi, you are a soul. You
must know this, and stop thinking of
yourself as a poor, weak miserable
thing.

Hindu Temples
On the way home from bathing, let us
visit a temple. Already at this early hour
it may be a busy place. The sounds of the
little bells, which can be struck by the
devotees as they come and go, mingle
with the lowing of stray cows munching
a heap of yesterday's discarded flowers.
If it were Benares, monkeys would be
chattering on the roof, and certainly from
inside will come the chanting of the
priests and the fragrance of incense.
Those people on one side, sitting on
mats on the ground are trying to
meditate. But all the noise does not seem

to bother them.
Approaching the steps we remove our
shoes. Will there be room for us? We
may have to push. Temples are of all
sizes, from those large enough to admit
only the priest and a few others, to huge
colonnades. This one, being a village
temple, is rather small . But many
families have a shrine in the home itself,
so no one feels obliged to go to a
temple.
Before us is an altar, or shrine, as it is
called, and in or upon it, an image or
picture . Shrine and image may be
elaborate or very simple. Hindus
sometimes use the simplest geometric
shapes to represent God -- a pillar, a
round stone or a triangle. Their idea is

that although God really dwells
everywhere, He is gracious enough to
make himself felt in special forms and in
certain places. To make sure that God
will dwell in their temple, the devotees
appoint one or more priests to look after
it and carry on its daily services. The
priest will "keep house" for the Lord,
treating the image as if it were a living
presence. Of course he knows all the
ancient hymns and rituals, for he is a
brahmin, one whose family profession
this is. But more important is his
personal attitude -- how much he cares
for the Deity. From before dawn, when
he wakes him up" to the sound of music
or a bell, through the many offerings of
flowers and fruits and the waving of

lights and incense going on now, to the
closing of the gates at night, the priest
attends his Lord just as he would a
living king or queen. There is even a
time for taking the image out for a drive,
and for putting him to bed at night.
Like Mother and Father you will want to
add your devotion to his, by bringing the
Lord choice fruits or sweetmeats and by
bowing before Him or Her, praying, and
meditating on that special form of God
living in that temple. In this way the
villagers try to make Him feel welcome
there and believe they will then receive
His favour. Like devotees everywhere,
they pray for many things: some for the
cure of illness, some for more devotion,
some for Enlightenment.

God's Presence in the
Image

The figure in the shrine of this temple
happens to be a goddess instead of a
god. For the Hindus believe there is a
Supreme Being, whom they call
Brahman, who is One and who fills the
whole universe. It cannot be He or She.
But just as the ocean in the polar regions
gets frozen into icebergs of a definite
shape, so Brahman can become
apparently crystallized, and appear in
any shape -- human or animal, male or
female, young or old. If you ask why
God should bother to do this, the answer
is that it is just for the sake of the
devotees. In whatever shape you as a
worshipper prefer to see Him or Her, in

that shape God appears. As Lord
Krishna says in the Bhagavad Gita. "In
whatever way men worship Me, in the
same way I fulfill their desires."
This image is Durga, the Divine Mother,
who has ten arms! With her is Shiva, the
King of Yogis, hermit of the mountains,
smeared with ashes and deep in
meditation. In another temple may be
Lakshmi, goddess of wealth and beauty
or Saraswati, goddess of learning, who
is revered by all the boys and girls when
they go to school, or Vishnu who usually
takes human form. All these forms of
God come from far back in the history
and folklore of India, but each has its
meaning . The arms of the Mother, for

instance, hold weapons to protect Her
children from evil powers; but they also
stand for Her love which reaches
everywhere. Ganesha has the head of an
elephant to symbolize his qualities of
patience, strength and wisdom.
Through these symbols you will try to
remember God. You may keep His statue
or picture, decorated with fragrant
sandal paste, in your locker at school,
and even in your motor car. And you
will lovingly recall the stories told by
Grandmother about the gods and
goddesses, and look forward eagerly to
the sacred festival days which honour
each.

The Oneness of
Vishnu and Shiva
There was once, a story goes, a man
called Bell-Ears, a fanatical devotee of
the god Shiva. He always went about
chanting the name of Shiva. In his earlobes he wore little bells, and whenever
he heard anyone chanting the name of
any other god or goddess, he used to
shake the bells violently to drown out
the unwelcome sound. Lord Shiva,
however, was not pleased with this
narrowness. One day when Bell-Ears
was worshipping him, Shiva, to teach

him a lesson, made himself visible in a
strange form: one side of the body was
Shiva and the other side Vishnu. It was
like saying, "Here I am, you see: I am in
all divine forms." That was the idea. But
Bell-Ears was such a fanatic that with
his finger he closed the nostril on
Vishnu's side, to prevent that god from
smelling the incense! Some people never
learn.

The Avatar or Human
Form of God
Most villages have several temples. If
you go to visit the one down the road,
you will see that it enshrines little
Gopala, the Baby Krishna, just as at
Christmas one sees in many churches a
cradle in which lies the Baby Jesus.
Mothers of the village come to adore
him as their very own child. Rama and
Krishna were human beings, who lived a
very long time ago; so long that it is now
difficult to say how much of their story
is history and how much is legend. But

millions of Hindus look upon them even
today as God in human form. You will
hear their stories a little later. Many
Christians consider Jesus Christ as God
born on earth as man. In a similar way
Hindus look upon Rama, Krishna and
others, and call them avatars. To the
Christian, however, God can be born
here only once -- which he was, as
Jesus; Hindus believe he can come again
and again, whenever men grow very
sinful and require his mercy. Most
Hindus of today would include the
Buddha and the Christ among the
avatars, and revere them all.

The Day's Work
Begins
We must hurry home, now that devotions
are over, and attend to breakfast -- tea
and a cereal, either flat wheat cakes or a
kind of puffed rice. As a Hindu boy or
girl you would not "thank" God for your
daily bread; instead you would offer it to
Him. The idea is that if food, or anything
else we use, is first offered to God (who
is the real Enjoyer of everything), then
that will be made holy for us. Offered
food when eaten is called prasad. Now
it is off to school, while Father prepares

to open his road-side shop or till his
fields, or perhaps ride off on a bicycle
to a government office. Whatever the
work, he will try to make it an offering
to the Universal Spirit, as the Gita tells
him.
If yours is a large family, as so many
are, chances are that Grandfather or
someone else has time to do in the
family shrine what the priest does in the
temple. This is called puja, ritual
worship, and is the second daily duty,
after the morning yoga or meditation, of
the well-bred Hindu family. There are
three more: honouring elders and
ancestors; making provision for
unexpected guests; offering something to
the lower animals (especially to cows,

and even to ants!)

Dusk and the Holy
Men
So the pilgrimage of the day goes on.
Lunch, as a rule, is the main meal of the
day, and is taken before noon. Most
Hindus are vegetarian, and the usual diet
of boiled rice or wheat cakes, with a
sauce of spiced lentils and a little
vegetable and seasonal fruits will seem
just right to you. Now the sun is at its
hottest; the burning rays beat down and
everyone moves slowly and feels
drowsy. In India it used to be said,
"Only mad dogs and Englishmen go out

in the noonday sun!" And so, for all who
can manage it, a rest period is in order.
Then back to work again. Late afternoon
is a favourite time for chatting and
visiting friends. Boys and girls can play,
and in villages, where mechanical toys
can hardly be found, they are happy with
marbles or the simplest hoops or sticks.
At dusk the temple bells begin to ring,
and as they pass the temples on their
homeward way, the people feel again the
urge to enter, bow, say a prayer or offer
a sweet ripe mango or a fresh coconut.
The most earnest Hindus (and they are
many) will use this hour to read from the
Gita or Bhagavatam, or meditate. Very
often when a Hindu sits for thinking of
God he takes from his pocket a rosary, a

string of beads. Over and over he
repeats a name of God, up to many
thousands of times. This practice, which
purifies his mind and concentrates it on
his Ideal, is called japa. This mantra, or
name of God, always includes "Om".
Om is the earliest and simplest name for
Brahman, and is considered the most
sacred of all sounds.
For these practices various types of holy
men have gathered near the temple now.
They are called, in general, sadhus, men
who in search of God have left their
homes and livelihood and will not
marry. One, sitting there by the temple
pillar, wears an apricot-coloured robe;
his head is shaven. He is a swami, or
sannyasi, a monk who has taken formal

vows in a traditional order. Monks in
India very often do not live together, but
wander alone from place to place,
begging their food and giving to the
people the teachings, songs and stories
of Hinduism.
Gathering at home again we must take
some part in the evening worship, as in
our home there is a shrine. Then we are
ready to share the rather light supper
which Mother has prepared. Talk and
fun end the day. In villages there will
often be an evening entertainment such
as a drama or community singing, all
organized by the people themselves, and
connected with the religious heroes and
heroines of the land. Once again before
getting into bed you will bow before the

picture of your holy Ideal, and try to
sleep with His name upon your lips.

Where it all Began

Archaeologists are people who discover
and study ancient ruins. The Indians

themselves were surprised when the
archaeologists announced that in the
valley of the river Indus they had
unearthed an entire civilization unknown
before. That valley, they found, had been
the homeland of a race of skilful
builders. Mohenjodaro, largest and best
of their cities, shows us strong brick
buildings laid out in straight streets by a
master plan, with graded drains
everywhere. These Indus Valley people
have left small primitive clay figures -a mother goddess, and an early form of
Shiva, sitting in yoga posture -- which
they apparently worshipped. Scholars
think that what we know today as yoga,
image-worship, water-rituals, etc., came
to the Hindus from these early forbears.

Before this discovery everyone thought
that Indian history began with the
Aryans.
Did they have any higher religion, any
myths or doctrines? We might know if
we could decipher their language. What
we have is written on their "money",
small stone rectangles called seals. In
this alphabet there are about 270 letters,
so you may imagine what trouble it is
giving to the scholars! And it is very old.
The Indus civilization flourished from
about 2500 B.C. to 1600 B.C. What
happened then? Some say that when the
Aryans came thundering down through
the mountain passes from Central Asia,
on their horses and chariots, the Indus

people, who had never seen a horse,
were terrified into panic. Others think
the river itself drowned them in a vast
flood before invaders arrived. Some
recent excavations suggest that there has
been a continuous cultural history and no
"invasion" at all!

Cosmic Cycles
We said that the discovery of the preAryan ruins was a surprise. But in
another way it was not. Hindus have an
unusual idea of history, as being
something very long indeed. They say
this universe alone lasts 4,320,000,000
years, and before this one there were
other universes! You probably think that
the world "began" somewhere millions
of millions of years ago, as that is what
you have learned in school. But Hindu
boys and girls are taught that just as on
our earth night follows day and day
night, so the universe has its day and

night. By turns it evolves, coming out as
we see it, and involves, going back to
seed-form in the still cold darkness. This
series has no beginning; it goes on
forever. Races, cities, great men and
small, all flourish and die. So if one digs
beneath one's feet, one may find layers
of civilizations which have thrived and
vanished again. "A thousand years a city,
a thousand years a forest," say the
Hindus.

The Aryans
Wandering tribes of tall fair people who
called themselves "the Arya" next
occupied northern India. Living not in
cities but settlements of huts, and grazing
their cattle, they loved space and the
open fields. They would look up into the
sky and see the clouds coming as
chariots and great white horses, driven
by the wind-gods. Storm and rain were
exciting events, presided over, they said,
by Indra, "wielder of the thunderbolt",
who flashed the lightning and poured
down the rain. Most valued and
honoured of animals was the cow,

because she produced such useful things.
Butter from her milk was offered to the
gods by the priests, in their sacred fires.
Fire itself became for the Aryans another
divine power or "god", called Agni
(related to our word ignite) who burnt
up impurities and carried substances
upward in its smoke, to the gods in
heaven.
This was a people convinced that if men
put themselves in tune with nature's
powers, she would favour them through
these "gods", and do their bidding. For
this they composed many prayers, one of
the most poetic of which is the Gayatri,
addressed to the Sun: "Let us meditate
on that Divine Being who lights up the
whole world. May He guide our

understanding". Not all of the Aryans'
prayers were so spiritual; they were a
vigorous people who loved life and
strength, were quite familiar with
gambling and battle, and even had a
stimulating drink called soma.

World's Oldest
Scriptures -- The
Vedas
All this we know about the Aryans from
their literature. But as writing was not
known in India until about 600 B.C.,
how could they have had a literature? It
was not in books at all; these ancient
Indians stored in their memory
everything they discovered and passed it
on from teacher to pupil. This was
called Veda, "knowledge", and the
language was an early form of Sanskrit.

Scholars say that such was the Aryan
power of memory, in all those centuries
the Vedas were not changed in any
important way. Imagine what your
schooling would be like if nothing could
be written down! This knowledge was
collected into four Vedas by a sage
named Vyasa, which is just about the
first name we have in Indian history.
To understand what these writings are
all about we must first look at Aryan
society. At the head of it stood the
priests, who knew the rituals and
mantras (formulas) for the sacrifice.
After them came the warriors, then the
artisans, farmers and merchants, and
finally the common labourers. It was the
priests who preserved all the higher

learning; that is why they were respected
throughout the centuries as the superiors
of the "caste system". In the first half of
the Vedas are collected their prayers,
hymns and formulas used at the
sacrificial fires. The Vedas are primary
scriptures; all later ones, such as the
Puranas, are secondary, and may be
added to in the future. "God's book is
never closed".

The Concept of
Sacrifice
What is a sacrifice? It means giving up
something we like. Sometimes we do
this with the idea of getting something
better for it; that is a sort of bargain.
Sometimes we do it with a better motive
-- because we love God, or another
person, and want to make him happy.
And occasionally we even feel like
giving up all we have. The entire history
of Hindu religion can be seen in this
way. It began in a bargaining spirit, with
the early people offering into the fire in

hope of reward. In later centuries God
Himself was born to them in several
forms, and, as in the Gita, taught them to
work unselfishly, sacrificing selfish
hopes and interests and to love God for
His own sake. Many centuries later they
learned further, from Vivekananda and
Gandhi, a new kind of sacrifice -sacrifice for the sake of the nation.

The Seers of Truth
Meanwhile, among the Vedic Aryans a
very different tradition was arising.
Here and there certain persons, tiring of
the daily round of fires and muttered
prayers, the hundred hopes for birth of
sons and healthy cattle, and the hundred
terrors if the gods should be displeased,
went off alone into the forests that lay
round about the valley of the Ganges,
where they were now living. Living on
nature's bounty they thought deep within
themselves about life, the world, God
and man. Who made the universe and
how? Who makes us breathe and hear

and think? Are Indra, Varuna and the rest
mere pictures of One who surpasses all
the gods? These were India's first
philosophers. Some got so lost in
meditation that anthills grew up around
them! Slowly answers came, schools of
thought grew up, and certain men and
women were recognized whose
meditation had been long and deep.
Rishis they were called -- seers,
because they claimed they had seen
these truths, and that they were eternal
truths, revealed to men anew in every
cycle of creation. Then ashramas, forest
schools, grew up where the people of
the great valley could have their children
taught, by living with the seer, serving
him and sitting beside him for

instruction.
The questions these sages asked and the
answers revealed to them you will find
in the Upanishads or Vedanta (end of the
Veda). Upanishad means "sit down
beside". In the pages to come you will
be hearing some of these insights of the
Upanishads.

A Dialogue of the
Upanishads
The wife of one of the sages was his
best disciple. She was very good at
asking wise questions. Her husband
wished to leave home and go out as a
wandering sannyasin. Upon her,
Maitreyi, he would bestow his wealth
and property. When he told her of this,
Maitreyi asked her husband, "Even if I
had all the wealth in the world, would
that make me immortal?"
"Of course not, my dear," the Sage
replied, "wealth can never take you

beyond death."
"Then what shall I do with it? You are a
man with Knowledge; please tell me
about that which is worth more than
wealth."
"Maitreyi", he replied, "wealth is never
loved for its own sake, but for the
Atman, the Self which is within the
wealth. No husband loves his wife for
the sake of the wife, nor any mother her
children for their own sake. It is the
presence of the Self inside which makes
anything dear to anyone. And the Self in
you is the same as the Self in all. This
Self must be discovered, my dear, by
hearing of it, thinking about it and
meditating upon it. For that Self is
immortality; that is Brahman. Try to

discover that."

The Dravidians
In the southern peninsula of India a
different race, the Dravidian, was
developing its own traditions. They
were short, dark-skinned people who
spoke languages unrelated to Sanskrit.
Some say they were descendants of the
Indus Valley people, pushed south by the
invaders. The Dravidians composed fine
hymns and religious treatises of their
own in the Tamil language and raised
great temples out of stone. They
flourished in several kingdoms which
were never completely conquered by the
northerners. The travels of wandering

monks and minstrels wove these various
strands into a common religious
heritage, and the Hindu today is a blend
of them all, just as Hindu society has
absorbed many immigrants of other
faiths, such as Parsis, Jews, Christians
and Muslims.

The Pilgrimage of
Life: Reincarnation
According to the seers all of life is a
pilgrimage. It ends with the discovery or
realization of the Self, the God who is
not only above the heavens but also
hidden in the heart of man. And where it
begins no man can say. Hindu parents do
not come together without prayer, and
when they know that a baby will be born
to them, they thank God and begin to
pray for the health and safety of the soul
who has come to their house. Every
living creature is a soul. It lives in a

body and a mind, which it wears like
clothes. Just as a man when his coat is
worn out throws it away, so, says the
Gita, do we discard this body and again
take a new one. So would your Hindu
parents think of you -- as a soul which
has lived on earth millions of times
before, as plant, as animal, through all
the stages of evolution up to man, and
fortunate now to be born a human being.
What they must do is to help you further
along your journey to the goal. This in
English we usually call reincarnation.
Suppose you were a newborn baby.
Many ceremonies would lie ahead. In
one of them your father with a pen
dipped in honey would write on your
tongue the sacred word OM. In another

you might have your hair cut off to
symbolize leaving the previous life
completely behind. Father would give
you your name by leaning over your ear
and saying, "Now your name is----".
Usually it refers to a deity, a great hero,
or some noble virtue. This serves to
remind both the person and those who
address him of the Lord within. Some
examples are: Parvati Charan Chatterji
(one who is offered at the feet of the
Divine Mother), Mohandas Gandhi
(servant of Krishna) and M. S.
Subbalakshmi (gracious Lakshmi). In
this way every stage of a Hindu's life is
marked by sacraments. If you were a boy
of the higher classes there would be a
special ritual, when you were eight or

ten, called an initiation. A priest would
shave your head and ask you to repeat
the Gayatri prayer. Taking certain vows
you would begin your student life.

The Great Epics:
Mahabharata
A book of 100,000 verses, containing
story piled upon story, it was built up
over centuries. So you may imagine how
long and complex is its plot! When a
character speaks, he is likely to say,
"That reminds me of the story of So-andso. Do you know it?" The other person
always replies, "No, please tell me,"
and off we go into a new tale. What it
really is, is an encyclopedia of dharma,
righteous behaviour. Do you want to
know how an officer should treat his

soldiers, or a grandfather advise his
grandsons? Should a man who has been
unjustly wronged take vengeance or turn
the other cheek? What can a mother do
when she finds her children have grown
up reckless and evil-minded? Answers
to these and innumerable other questions
are found in this astonishing book,
through myths and legends, dialogues
and scraps of history.
It is the story of a struggle between
cousins: a family of one hundred on one
side, the Kurus, more evil than good, and
on the other Pandavas, five brothers of
outstanding heroism and virtue and their
allies. The former cheat the latter of
their kingdom, and the rest is taken up
with the Pandavas' struggles to regain it,

ending in a great battle.

Ramayana
In modern times many Indian girls and
boys received an education much like
ours. Even so, all of them will have
learned, in school or at home, the tales
and lessons from two long epic poems,
the Ramayana and Mahabharata. Both
are legendary, which means that some
traces of history are there.
The former tells of the noble life of
Rama, a prince of ancient India, but the
soul of the poem is the love and heroism
of Sita, his wife. Even her husband fails
her in the end, but Sita, like Joan of Arc,
walks, head held high, into fire, to testify

her purity. Captured and chained to a
tree for years, in the island of the demon
king Ravana (Ceylon), who covets her
for his wife, Sita never once lets her
heart waver from the thought of Rama,
whose memory she cherishes day and
night. The Ramayana is told by Valmiki
in 24,000 couplets. Rama and his
brother Laksmana enlist the help of a
tribe of monkeys, chiefly Hanuman, in
their battle with Ravana and his demons,
to rescue Sita, Hanuman, the devoted
monkey, proves to be one of the most
lovable and admirable characters of
Indian lore. Scholars suppose that
"demons" and "monkeys" refer to
aboriginal people the Aryans met as they
spread over India.

Bhagavad-Gita, Song
of the Lord
One commander in the Mahabharata
battle, Arjuna, the third Pandava brother,
persuades his friend Krishna to be the
driver of his war-chariot. Now Krishna
is no ordinary man; he is God, come to
earth in human form; but, as often
happens in Hindu stories, he stoops to
serve his devotee. Arjuna, face to face
with his opposing kinsmen on the
battlefield, suddenly realizes that,
wicked though they are, it is he who
must kill them. His mouth dries up, his

bow falls from his hand. "How can I kill
these," he exclaims to Shri Krishna, "my
cousins and uncles, my teachers and
friends? Better for me if I die myself!
"Krishna reminds him that his cause is
just; that he has been born and trained a
warrior, whose duty is to fight. No
action is absolutely right or wrong; our
motive and attachment make us judge it
so. He says, "Shake off this fever of
ignorance. Stop hoping for worldly
rewards. Fix your mind on the Self. Be
free from the sense of ego. Dedicate all
your actions to me. Then go forward and
fight." There, between the two armies,
Shri Krishna in eighteen chapters spells
out his argument, and in so doing
describes in memorable passages all the

yogas and how to practise them. It is no
wonder the Gita is by far the favourite of
all Hindu scriptures.
Most important of all, Krishna gives
Arjuna an experience to clinch his
arguments: he shows him that in God's
vision this battle is already fought and
won; Arjuna is merely to be an
instrument. And he reveals to him, that
he, Krishna, is the Lord Himself.
"When goodness grows weak and evil
increases, I make myself a body. In
every age I come back to deliver the
holy, to destroy the sin of the sinners, to
establish righteousness."

The Four Goals of Life
His schooling finished, what is next for a
Hindu? There are, say his holy books,
four milestones to pass along the
pilgrim's way: artha, kama, dharma and
moksha. Artha means food in the
stomach and a roof over our head. If we
own too many things, the excess luggage
will slow us and burden us, but financial
security is everyone's need. Emotional
satisfaction is another -- someone to
love. That is kama, for the sake of which
people marry and have children. But, in
the search for love and money there are
good roads and bad roads, and so we

need a map which is dharma,
righteousness or moral law. If we walk
on the wrong road, by cheating, lying or
thieving, we will not find moksha,
freedom, the fourth milestone of the
pilgrimage of life, and the road will be
rough underfoot.

Karma: The Law of
Cause and Effect
There was once a highwayman who
would rob and kill the travellers who
came his way. One day a wandering
rishi came by who had no possessions
but his wisdom. He asked the robber
why he lived in that wicked way; did he
not know what sins he was committing?
The robber replied that it was the only
way he had, to feed his parents, wife and
children. Then the sage wanted to know
if the robber's family knew just how he
earned his livelihood. No, said he, they

thought him a merchant. "Well, go to
your family," the sage told him, "and tell
them how you live, and ask them if they
are willing to share the bad karma you
are making through these evil deeds. I
promise to wait here." (Karma means
action; what in some religions is called
"sin" the Hindu calls bad karma, which
brings its own punishment.). "Surely they
will," said the robber; but he went home
and asked his parents if they knew how
he had been supporting the family all this
time. They were horrified. So were his
wife and children. They said, "Why, it is
your duty to support us." None was
willing to share his guilt.
This opened the robber's eyes. He totally
changed his way of life, and eventually

became the poet Valmiki. So, says the
Hindu, each man must bear the effect of
his own karma, good or bad. My fate in
the future will be the effect of my action
today; my fate today was caused by my
action in the past. Through following
dharma I make good karma.

Freedom from
Ignorance and Ego

This round of birth and death again and
again, say the rishis, is a form of
bondage. If there are many things which
make us happy, there are also many
things in life that make us weep. Tears
are chasing laughter, pain and suffering
shadow joy; for the world is made of
pairs of opposites -- heat, cold, light,
dark, good and bad. We suffer on our
journey because we carry a heavy load
of selfishness -- the feeling of "I" and
"me" and "mine", our pride, anger, envy
and hate. This is our maya or ignorance,
which hides the Self. When we reach
moksha the ropes of this ignorance are
cut by the knife of knowledge, and the

whole load falls from our backs. Like
the lion cub discovering what he was,
we know our Self as the Self of all.
Moksha is an indescribable sort of
experience. Those who have become
free say it is great joy, like that of a fish
released from its bowl into a lake, or a
butterfly coming out of the cocoon; it is
like the pawn reaching the eighth square.
Moksha is not at all an easy matter, and
many Hindus during their student life
seek the help of a guru, a spiritual
teacher, to start them on the right road.

Marriage: Fellow
Pilgrims
Husband and wife, in the Hindu view,
are like the teapot and its lid: fellowpilgrims on the journey. Without both,
the ancient ceremonies of the home
cannot be done. How a boy and girl fall
in love may sound very strange to you.
They do it after marriage, not before.
Marriage is thought far too serious a
matter to be left to the chance of
romance. It would be selfish for you as
individuals to marry for your pleasure
alone; you must consider the community

also. So parents have tried their best to
find for you a partner whose background
and interests are similar. Then, they say,
the marriage will be comfortable and the
family stable. Sometimes the couple
have not seen each other before the
wedding day, but nowadays it is
common for them to meet and talk.
The ceremony is beautiful. The priests
come and build a symbolic sacrificial
fire. As in other lands, the father of the
bride gives her to the bridegroom. Both
have been veiled. Now each lifts the
other's veil, they join hands, and recite
the names in the family lines. Each vows
to look upon the other as the Divine in
human form. Then together they take
seven steps in a circle round the fire.

The priests chant mantras. The full
ceremonies may take three days, before
ending in feasting and merriment.

Death: Changing the
Chariot
Hindus prepare themselves for death by
thinking frequently of it, and the
detachment it will bring. Every true
Hindu would like, if he could, to die in
Benares, holiest of holy spots. There is a
belief that moksha, will come of itself
for those so fortunate. Next best is to die
near the Ganges, most sacred of rivers.
And with all that you know now about
fire and the Hindu, you may rightly
suspect that the body is usually
cremated.

It is washed, dressed in clean clothes,
and carried by relatives on a litter borne
on the shoulders, through the streets.
"The name of God alone is true," they
chant again and again. Taken to the
burning-ghat, a stairway to the river,
where on the bank a pyre has been laid,
the body is set alight. The family sits
nearby while hymns are chanted, and the
fire consumes the body in two or more
hours. Then each of the bereaved pours
water on the bones and ash. With all his
respect for life, and practice of noninjury, the Hindu does not view his own
death with fear or dismay. It is not the
end of his pilgrimage. "The soul is the
rider in the chariot of the body". Death is
only changing the vehicle.

India's Own
Pilgrimage
Here are some of the Hindus who have
made religious history:

? B. C.
Vyasa, who compiled and arranged the
Vedas. Probably there was more than
one person of this name, for tradition
says he also wrote the Brahma-Sutras,
the Mahabharata and all the Puranas.
That would make him the greatest writer

of all time.

? B. C.
Manu, patriarch and first king of the
Hindu race, who fixed the rules of
dharma for social and religious life. The
Codes of Manu influence all Hindu law,
even today. "What Manu says is
medicine," say the ancient books.

about 600 B. C.
Mahavir, a leader of the Jains, an ascetic
sect famous for adhering to nonviolence.

566 B. C.
Gotama who became the Buddha. Born a
prince he renounced everything to find
the secret of suffering. Getting
Enlightenment, he preached the teachings
which became the religion of Buddhism.
He organized monasticism.

788 A. C.
Shankara, a brilliant young monk who
wrote commentaries on the important
scriptures, founded ten orders of monks,
and made all philosophers think more
carefully.

500-800 A. C.
The Alvars, a succession of Tamil saints
remarkable for their holy lives and
exquisite devotional songs and poems.

1017-1137 A. C.
Ramanuja, brilliant in mind and great in
heart, interpreted the ancient Vedic
wisdom in terms of the love of God, and
surrender to Him. He championed Hindu
doctrine against Jain and Buddhist
opponents. His followers, worshippers
of Vishnu, form a sect which is widespread in his native South India.

1469 A. C.
Nanak, saintly prophet of the Panjab,
who wished to harmonize Hinduism and
Islam, but became the first of the ten
Gurus of Sikhism, a new sect.

1485 A. C.
Shri Chaitanya, an outstanding exemplar
of devotion, ecstatically dancing and
singing God's name. It is from his
spiritual line that the Hare-Krishna
movement is descended.

1627 A. C.

Shivaji, an inspired king who fought to
preserve Hindu institutions from
destruction by the Mogul conquerors.

1774-1833 A. C.
Ram Mohun Roy. It can be said that
India's Modern Age was pioneered by
this remarkable aristocrat, who knew
eight languages and all the Hindu
traditions. With all his heart he worked
to bring in modern education, to raise the
condition of women, and to purify
religious customs and beliefs. His tomb
is in England, at Bristol.

1836 A. C.

Shri Ramakrishna, who wept for God
until he had His vision. Following one
faith after another he found the same God
at the end of each, and taught that
everyone who practises any religion
sincerely will attain Truth.

1865 A. C.
Swami Vivekananda, his disciple, who
revived the spirit of social service, and
taught Hindus to have faith in themselves. He was the first to bring Hindu
religion to the West.

1869-1948 A. C.

Mahatma Gandhi, "Father of the Nation,"
who was the chief force in ending
British rule over India. He used his
spiritual power in solving social and
political problems and worked tirelessly
for the "untouchables". He made famous
the method of non-violence.

Festivals
If you lived in India you would hear
from childhood that there are thirteen
festivals in the twelve months. It is just a
saying, for there are more than that. Not
a day goes by without a celebration of
some sacred event, by some community,
in one part or another of the vast country.
For the holy days of the Hindus are as
various and complex as the people
themselves. When you see all the offices
and shops closing so often, you wonder,
at times, how the government and
businesses can carry on!
Some of the great festivals are observed

widely throughout the land, and it is
about these we shall hear a little now.

DASSERA, meaning "the ten special
days" comes in autumn, in September or
October. In Northwest India the
occasion is this: when Rama and his
army invaded Shri Lanka to rescue Sita,
there was a fierce battle between Rama's
forces and the demons of Ravana.
Ravana and his lazy brother (he slept for
years together) were killed, Sita was
released from the palace garden, and all
marched triumphantly home to their
capital, once again to occupy the throne.
This victory and home-coming are
celebrated, and you will see huge stuffed
figures of Ravana and his brother, with
long poles for legs, being carried in
procession and on the tenth day, finally
set afire and destroyed.

Just as at Christmas, you will be giving
presents to family and friends, putting on
new clothes, and going to visit relatives.
In the south of India a doll display is
held.
DURGA-PUJA is the name given to
these ten days in Bengal and other
communities where the Divine Mother is
adored. It is harvest time. You will hear
read a Sanskrit poem, the Chandi, telling
the story of the victory of the Mother
over the forces of evil, while rituals go
on and on. But mostly you will think of
the Mother's annual coming as the return
to her parents' home of the daughter of
the family, from her husband's house. So
your welcome for Her is lavish with

presents and food. But on the tenth day
you will be taking the beautiful image of
Durga to the river, bidding Her farewell,
and immersing the image, because
everyone knows that Her real home is in
his heart.
DIWALI, or the festival of lights, begins
at dusk, in October or November. You
will have to help set out rows and rows
of little oil lamps or candles round your
house and other buildings so that the
night will be lit with thousands of
flames. The whole village or town
seems to make as much music and dance
-- and noise -- as possible. Bathing and
rubbing the body with sweet oil, putting

on new clothes and cooking all sorts of
rich and delicious dishes, are things you
will be busy with.
Jains, Buddhists and Sikhs alike join
Hindus in this rejoicing, for which
different explanations are given. The
most popular is that on this day every
year the demon Bali is permitted to
return to his old earthly kingdom. He
lives in the netherworld ever since he
offered his head to Lord Vishnu as a
place to put His foot. Vishnu blessed
him for this by pushing him down below
and making him the emperor of the
netherworld.
ONAM this is called, by the people of
Kerala, who celebrate it earlier, and

with boat races among other things.
SHIVARATRI means the night sacred
to Shiva, and the worship goes on
throughout the night, in four separate
ceremonies. Held near the end of winter,
it is a solemn observance compared to
other festivals. Fasting is one of its
features, and there are earnest devotees
who will not take even a drop of water
or a wink of sleep for 36 hours. Mother
will likely take you home to bed and let
you sleep, as this sort of thing takes
practice. Monks and ascetics consider
this their special day, and as the night
goes on, join in bands to sing and shout
the Great Yogi's praise, or dance in His
cosmic dance.

In the shrine is a shapeless pillar-like
stone, the lingam, symbol of the
Absolute, round which everyone gathers
and over which are poured offerings of
milk, honey and melted butter. If you
want to know why there is fasting and
vigil, you will be told the story of the
hunter who, pursued by a tiger, climbed
a tree; there he had to perch the whole
night as the tiger crouched below. To
keep himself awake, lest he fall, he
began to pluck the leaves one by one and
let them drop. There happened to be an
image of Shiva enshrined beneath the
tree, which was a vilwa, Shiva's
favourite tree; so as the vilwa leaves
fell, the Lord felt that He was being
worshipped and blessed the hunter.

RAMA-NAVAMI and
JANMASHTAMI are the names of the
birthday celebrations of Shri Rama and
Shri Krishna respectively. In India you
will be used to having the time of all
these festivities determined by the
phases of the moon, and Rama's birthday
falls in March or April, Krishna's in
August or September. You may be
having puja in the shrine of your home,
but probably you will be attending it in a
temple nearby; march in procession with
an image of the deity and sing his hymns;
hear from priest or pandit lessons and
stories from the accounts of his life.
Whenever Rama is worshipped the
Ramanama (108 names of Rama) is
sung, and wherever Rama is glorified,

Hanuman must be present to hear it, so a
seat is always reserved for that
marvelous monkey.
Krishna's birth took place in prison on a
dark and stormy night; so if it rains, at
least, on this day, you will not mind
going out in it to the big tent where the
birth scenes are being re-enacted. It only
adds to the fun of the festival.
HOLI is a spring festival, celebrated in
many parts of the country. On this day
you will not wish to go out in your good
clothes, for they will be spoilt. Everyone
is trying to splash coloured dyes, in
powder or in water solution, on
everyone else! Some of it washes out,
some does not. The favoured colours are

reds and violets, and to be smeared from
head to foot is the sign that you have
really enjoyed the day. There is
procession, of course, and singing
ballads and a lot of "spring fever". Its
origin is obscure, but probably was
connected with the God of Love, and
like holidays in many other countries,
Holi now honours romance more than
religion, merriment more than holiness.
These are only some of the principal
festivals. Ganesha, Kali, Lakshmi,
Saraswati and the rest are honoured in
similar special days set apart for each.
But the interesting feature, which makes
India what it is, is that no matter what
your own Chosen Aspect of God, you

will be joining, more or less, in each
celebration for each of the others. There
are also the birth anniversaries of the
great avatars and saints -- Buddha,
Shankara, Chaitanya, Ramakrishna and
the founders of the nation, Gandhi and
Nehru, to be observed.
We can get a feeling for the festivals of
our Hindu friends and neighbours by
trying to understand their meaning and
the part they play in Hindu life and
history. Let us hope the day will come
when every country will wish to honour
the religious heroes of the others as
well.

