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- HI™3HT It (1927: 133)

1. BeLicion WitHouT f&dame f&&no 'SIEFINITION?

fde uoH foa 5g3 ft feddue gar 3. 71 3HI for & T To' & g a1 filAg =3d) féfon o8 3o
gde J, 3t fog furg AT I, T9H 898 @ HREUE eardr v 39 3 USTE 7 I8, wH 39 3 e,
SI3 HHAME T, fod geren; w3’ fef3amd 39 '3 Tan St ggnwrs. fde uaw e feg feimsrer
&t I5, M= f Jot mire J. for T wiH Wal (7)) © TF 999 A8 © wid 3 J8 o H &t A feA @
fear @ gmiE g8 AeM 39 for § 243 263 3K I3 HEIgA3T & odt AL, e fog AOdE 96 A
fa et AEht 3 St St usTE T8 THS U9H 99 3 AaHE &dt WiE HG AT 3 fIg Uar S wH war
(e 3 Ufost StASH A THIT ASE © widd © widg feg, AT fHg Wt AfgnsT T y=s foar At wis.
<fex AT & g3 I8 TSI TA TIH fef3aAd 39 '3 T o3 91e wian feg' Jer I8 'Hs, Ud
fdT Taw feg fef3amm <& widdt et vr fef3ord wiedt &t I, feg AEmi 3 feafHs I, faA &
fona 3t & fore fef3oAd Araud @d &t Hiewr 7 Agwer. fog 593 A ufesa fart, Rfagr Aer 3
NI Y3 g0 Eiere @ finge 3 feafits I wadt, 7 f @R gu e Hafss &3 o
HSEETH. wawm@wwmmmmmméwmaﬂ)é%?w
I T I &I AS, UdZ It g T &3 iFt-eg il forft © s Yz Ifenr /i, Saer foar
fad #F 2 A, fA feg 916 T yarerer Uty

vamiE for TaH & fifemirgied w3 Qufsaeer s fagg adu § 3, 7 3 8 g uaH @ HIg
AUS B I T HIBH & A3 I 7, U 7S HEE3T BE.egqdr frg fHfemr widgvedic S9- SaH
Sadvzpr?’)‘l@ﬂ-lbahudhﬁ B vadanti (@anﬁamm@z@aﬁafﬂnwwqmzwwa
H ano bhadr?:' BSH kratavd yantu vishvatah (EHT@?HWH@W@BHWW@)
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1TESIFESHA - Vasudhaiva FEHEEH (AT FAS fed ufged ), - a2 & 9 wirswiph™ oo &
foad3T famifterg &dt I Aeer 7 fige ff i3 weth B9 relevantode I Aeer J. €9 Al w3

Ufggnit @ SmE 833 Ae 3 IR 2Hd J [Imrm. for &8t il 59 ¢ < fo Sudt uste &St Are &t
I3t mEE T I, 7 7 9 OU9H T =J=6 a96 B8 auoiel e T9H, © gy R Yo ferer 3T 3,
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Ferro-Luzzi observes that concepts formed in such a way may be called "polythetic', which cannot be

defined but only exemplified. *As Balagangadhara remarks: “what makes Christianity into religion is not
what makes Hinduism into a religion” (1994:22). He clarifies further that “Though the existence question
of religion is cognitively interesting, it is not a definitional question” (ibid: 516).



Freedom to have diversity is itself an important feature of Hinduism, which can even be taken as one
ot {iSndefining characteristics. This became an important feature of India itself as a country and of7its
culture, thanks to the influence of Hinduism. No other religion has permitted such pluralism and manifold
diversity in scriptures, philosophical view points and practices as Hinduism. BP Singh (2011) calls this as
Bahudha approach, which means respect (not merely tolerance) for pluralism and diversity amidst an
environment of peaceful co-existence, harmony and mutual understanding. The Bahudha approach follows
logically from belief in the two Rgvedic sayings quoted in the second para of this section. It has permitted
diversity not only within Hinduism, but also in relation to other faiths. Not merely tolerance but also
respect for other view points, other faiths and other peoples, and openness, have characterised Hinduism
almost as its most distinguishing characteristic since its very beginning. There is evidence of it not only in
Sanskrit texts but in regional language literature as well. The earliest discovered (10" Century CE)
Kannada text, Kaviraja-marga by Nrpatunga, says (in 3.177):

Kasavaravembudu nere sairisalarpede para-vicharamam para-dharmamam.

(Tolerance of ideas and faiths of others is gold itself.)

It is noteworthy that there is advocacy of this not only in texts or literature, but it was observed also in
the day-to-day conduct of people, as BP Singh has shown (2011: 192-221).

The Bahudha tradition, however, made Hinduism rather amorphous, which meant that it became
difficult to define it in terms of its distinctive features, other than respect for diversity. There have,
however, been some foolhardy attempts to define Hinduism in terms of its belief in (@) the infallibility of
the Vedas, (b) Varnashrama system confused with the caste system, (c) polytheism and (d) Nature
worship including cow worship.

However, one can be a Hindu without following any of the above four features. One can be a Hindu
without believing in the infallibility of the Vedas. Gandhi did not believe in their infallibility and explicitly
said so, and yet declared himself to be a Hindu, even a Sanatani Hindu. I have already explained above
why Hinduism cannot be called as just a Vedic religion. I may add here that even in the early phase of
Hinduism, there were many who followed the non-Vedic tradition of the Tantras. During the Bhakti
Movements in the medieval period, there were many sant-poets who did not swear by the Vedas or their
infallibility, and yet contributed immensely to the dynamics and development of Hinduism.

As for the caste system being an intrinsic feature of Hinduism, as well as the attempt to describe
Hinduism as Brahminism, I have refuted these contentions in a separate chapter in the book. I may only
observe here that it is wrong to think that the Vedas, the Upanishads, or the Gita vindicated the caste
system; on the contrary, the Hindu sacred scriptures have denounced the birth-based caste system. The
caste system emerged for reasons that had nothing to do with the principles and teachings of Hinduism.

Hinduism is more than polytheism and it is misleading to call it polytheistic. The Rgvedic saying
quoted on page 1, which in translation means that one Truth has been expressed variously by the



wise, is a powerful refutation of the commonly held view of polytheism. 'Polytheism' of Hinduism, if it
can=be so called at all, was only a way of permitting people to worship God in auy fidlitel* o 1o wey
chose. Similarly, Hinduism is not the same as Nature Worship or animal worship, though of course
Hinduism traditionally has a tremendous reverence for Nature since Vedic times. Cow worship and
protection reflect respect and compassion to the animal world and at the same time our gratitude to the
generosity and gentleness of the cow. Yet, there were, at any time in the long history of Hinduism,
sections of people who ate beef within the Hindu society. Textual evidence suggests that beef eating was
permitted even among Brahmins during the Vedic period.

What then are the distinguishing features of Hinduism that make it a religion? This elicits the question
— What is religion? William James (1997: 48-74) in his celebrated lectures on 'The Varieties of Religious
Experience' warns against simple definitions of religion. Defining religion in terms of a belief in one
super-human transcendental person called God, an organised institution which controls beliefs and
practices of worship and conduct of followers, a single scripture, a single founder etc. are examples of
simplistic ways of defining religion, based on the experience of a few selected religions like Christianity.
These definitions do not fit other religions which are no less genuine. Some of the 'secular' and leftist
intellectuals in India question the status of Hinduism as a religion on these grounds. Their attack on recent
trends of intolerance among some followers of Hinduism is quite understandable, but not their questioning
the very status of Hinduism itself as a religion. A better strategy is to remind these errant followers of
Hinduism how they are defying the very characteristic of Hinduism which distinguished it from other
religions. Toynbee observed: “One of the most prominent characteristics of Hindu religion was the spirit
of live and let live and, in this respect, of all six higher religions, Hinduism is the one that has been the
most frank in acknowledging its continuity with the past and the most pious in cultivating it” (Toynbee
1961: X: 220; emphasis added).

However noble and laudable the philosophy of 'Live and Let Live' may be, it cannot be the only or
exclusive criterion for a religion. Belief in an all-powerful, all-controlling intervening personal God cannot
be a criterion since there are religions like Jainism and Buddhism, which are religions in their own right,
but are agnostic. The concept of God can vary from religion to religion, and each concept can give a
sublime religious experience and fulfillment. There is no verifiable way to assert that only one concept is
true and others are false.

William James took religion to mean “the feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men [and
women] in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may
consider the divine” (1997:53). However, as a definition, this is unduly restrictive, as it requires faith in
the Divine, and rules out community or collective scope for religious behaviour. A religion can be termed
as a particular system of faith and worship, but this would not do justice to a religion like Hinduism which
is pluralist in character and incorporates several systems of faith and worship.

Swami Vivekananda treated religion both as a science and an art. He said, “Religion is the science
which discovers the transcendental in nature through the transcendental in man” (CWSV Vol.8: 20).
“Religion is [also] the art whereby the brute is raised unto a man” (CWSV Vol.5: 409). Though both



these statements are very insightful, describing important roles of a religion, they may not serve as
deriitizions ot religion. I think it is enough for a religion to be treated as a religion, if it meets the following
requirements in a mutually complementary way: (1) It should have a philosophy (— not necessarily a
singular one) or, more accurately, metaphysics, which deals with pursuit of Truth, — Truth as found or
experienced by the savants of the religion, its different expressions, including day-to- day life. This
metaphysics would also go into basic but abstract questions like what is Being, what is Knowing, the
relations between the Truth, the phenomenal Universe and human beings. Gandhi asserted that Truth is
God, and there is no God other than Truth. Metaphysics is intermeshed with Theology. Theistic religions
have a belief in God, personal or impersonal, or both, and also in related beliefs. (2) It should have moral
philosophy to guide its followers in day-to-day conduct, not only towards other persons, but also towards
one's own self. (3) It should show a way of Realisation of Truth, of transcending the day-to-day struggle of
life and thus achieving liberation, or salvation — either in this world itself or the other world after death, or
both. In other words, it should explain how to do 'Sadhang' as we call it in Hinduism. All major religions
including Hinduism meet these requirements. The subsequent Chapters in the first part of this book
explain how Hinduism meets these requirements. In the process, the question of "What is Hinduism' is
answered. The first Part also has a chapter on what is not Hinduism, and takes up the issue of why
Hinduism is not Brahminism, and why it is not Caste system either.

2. WHy gANDHIAN PeRsPecTive?

This book views Hinduism from a Gandhian perspective, but is not confined to what he said or wrote. It is
his perspective which is used basically. What characterises Gandhian way of looking at Hinduism is to
take it as a dynamic, rational, tolerant, liberal, cosmopolitan, humane, compassionate, egalitarian and
democratic faith, given to the pursuit of Truth and Non-violence both in conviction and practice. Such a
perspective does not view religion as cast in a static or rigid mould defined by given scriptures and
customs, but treats it as a living, vibrant force. Even religions coming from a given founder and based on a
given scripture cannot afford to be static in their character. Gandhi refused to see religions, particularly
Hinduism, as rigid. This is not to question the relevance of scriptures and the teachings of founders and
path makers of religions; nor is it to treat the teachings of scriptures as relative or symbolic, having only
heritage value. They certainly have continuing relevance, which Gandhi willingly acknowledged and
insisted on reciting portions of scriptures of different religions during prayer meetings, so that we continue
to remember their teachings and get inspiration from them to lead a moral life. What he objected to was a
fanatical acceptance of literal meaning of all that is said in scriptures, and insisted on applying one's
reasoning and taking in to account modern humanist and democratic values in interpreting them. He
asserted:

“Every formula of every religion has, in this age of reason, to submit to the acid test of
reason and universal justice if it is to ask for a universal assent. Error can claim no
exemption even if it can be supported by the scriptures of the world”.

— MK Gandhi (Young India, 26 February, 1929, p.74)



Gandhi is supported by no less authority than the Gita in this respect. It says, 'Vimarshyetad asheshena
yathechchasi tatha kury' (XVIIL.63), which means: 'Critically and fully think ove: {dis'{'Widt afi was said]
and then do what you want to do'. The Mahabharata, of which the Gita is a part, reflects what Gandhi
believed, practised and preached, when it says: “Regard all religious faiths with reverence and ponder over
their teachings, but do not surrender your own judgement' (in Shantiparva; as quoted in Madan ed. 1992:
vii). Gandhi respected the scriptures of all religions, but did not consider them as infallible or as exclusive
repository of truth. He did not contest their divine revelation, but observed that they were after all revealed
to the human media — however high and exalted — and therefore handed down to us, and so can give only a
partial, fragmented view of the truth, and are, thus, not infallible.

But Gandhi would not rely only on reasoning either. He sought a creative and constructive balance
between reason and faith, both to solve life's problems and for spiritual guidance. Life would be very
difficult if we exclude faith altogether and insist on applying verification and reasoning at every step.
Gandhi was a rationalist among believers, and a believer among rationalists. He taught respecting religions
in so far as they preached basic moral values, in which we ought to have faith. But we need reasoning in
interpreting and applying these moral tenets, which can conflict with each other at times and create ethical
dilemmas. In this situation, it helps in distinguishing between what is basic and what is only instrumental
and hence relative. If there is a conflict between what is only of instrumental value and what is basic, the
basic values would prevail.® Gandhi gave a simple test to come out of ethical dilemmas: Do I have my own
axe to grind in this task? Am I being selfish?

In spite of his love and admiration for Hinduism, Gandhi was unsparing in his criticism and
condemnation of the system of untouchability in the Hindu society. When some orthodox scholars pointed
out to textual support for this practice, he was clear in denouncing such parts of the scriptures that
supported it. He even said that he would renounce the Hindu faith itself, if he found that it supported this
practice, but clarified that he believed that there is no support for untouchability in the Hindu religion. His
opposition to untouchability was not so much based on sympathy or compassion, as on justice and the
right to dignity of the oppressed. There was no basic conflict between Gandhi and Dr BR Ambedkar as far
as the issue of untouchability was concerned. In a Gandhian perspective, it is possible to identify and
determine those tenets of a religion which, even if not followed, even if consciously flouted, there would
be no harm to its basic character. There could be such parts in the scriptures of other religions too which
flout basic values of respect for human dignity, democracy and equity, which, therefore, could be
consciously disregarded, without harm to the basic essence of these religions. It is possible that at certain
times and in certain circumstances, certain practices were adopted as instrumentally useful, such as
confining women to the safety of homes in periods of violence and insecurity. Such practices cannot,
however, be held to be sacrosanct and universally valid, as they conflict with other basic values. As for the
practice of untouchability, there was no moral justification for it at any time and could not have had the
support of any genuine religious scripture. The customs that supported it were and are absolutely immoral
and needed to be rectified before further harm was done. Gandhi was clear also in condemning the
hierarchical and inegalitarian



features of the caste system in the Hindu Society and strove hard to give dignity to the lowly, exploited
and e meek all his life.

Gandhi thought over a lot about how to resolve conflicts between the teachings of scriptures and the
contemporary notions of democracy, justice, fairness, equality and dignity of all human beings. In any
moral dilemma, he relied on unbiased and unselfish reasoning and his “Inner Voice”. By this he did not
mean that the rules of ethical conduct could be left to individual convenience and caprice. He believed that
anyone can tune in to the inner voice by shedding egoism and selfishness. Gandhi was really more
concerned with ethics and pure spirituality than with religion in a narrow sense of the term. His
perspective, because of its undogmatic and liberating potential even in the mundane world, transcended
religion. But he did not decry religion in general, or any specific religion for that matter, because he was
convinced of the powerful potential of religion to inspire and sustain moral conduct.

Non-violence (ahimsa) of Hinduism in Gandhian perspective was not just a passive concept of
avoiding violence; in fact, it required its practitioner to be socially engaged, proactively kind and caring.
An important aspect of the Gandhian perspective thus is its emphasis on selfless social service. For
Gandhiji, Truth or God was not something to be sought on some desolate and distant mountain peak, but
to be sought only through removing the sorrow of others, empowering them in the process. Many others in
the modern phase of Hinduism shared his views; nevertheless Gandhi was the most distinguished. He did
even more. Even as he believed in non-violence as a basic value to be followed for its own sake, he also
saw its potential to be used as the means of fighting injustice and oppression. JB Kripalani, a close
follower and co-worker of Gandhi, tells Fred Blum when interviewed: “There are two kinds of
non-violence. One is the non-violence of Christ. It has no social implication, it is for the salvation of the
soul. ... What distinguishes Gandhiji is that he made non-violence as an instrument for correcting political,
social and economic wrongs.” (see Thakkar and Mehta 2011:75). Gandhi's distinctive contribution was to
initiate and sustain constructive social and political change on a large scale, to revolutionize thinking
among millions not only in India but also outside, and empowering them. His pro-active non-violence had
a liberating potential, and enabled not only himself to find truth but also many others. When he was in
South Africa, he recognised his life's mission — to work for the oppressed and the deprived and end their
oppression through a non-violent struggle (satyagraha), with no ill will against the oppressors. He could
easily see the similarity in apartheid in South Africa and untouchability in India and strove to end both. He
derived inspiration for selfless service as much from Christianity and Islam, as from Hinduism and
Jainism. He saw in this the very core of religion and true spirituality. Indian religions, including Hinduism,
have a long tradition of, and scriptural backing to selfless service which Gandhi rediscovered.

This makes the Gandhian perspective socially engaged and explicitly so. He did not look upon
Hinduism, or any religion, as a bundle of rituals and metaphysical texts. A religion has to be lived in a way
that brings out our love, compassion, and altruistic nature to the fore. It has to make us socially engaged to
eradicate poverty, hunger, ill health, illiteracy and ignorance in the society at large. It is not enough to
meditate in isolation and attain individual liberation. It is more important to selflessly strive for the uplift
of our society and help the needy.



The relevance of the Gandhian perspective becomes conspicuous in interrelations between different
faiths or religions. He insisted upon mutual respect and understanding and not merc {MIgidiree® it aunuued
that each religion had a key to the understanding of Truth, and it is erroneous and even harmful to make
comparisons and claim superiority of particular religions. No religion has a monopoly over God or
salvation. He therefore was a bitter critic of proselytisation and conversions, which only spoil mutual trust
and respect and create bitterness. While he deplored conversions, he welcomed convergence, though he
ruled out any idea of a universal religion common to all as the end product of such a convergence process.
Separate religious identities would remain and even be cherished, but as Amartya Sen (2006) said,
religious identity is only one of the many identities of a person, and we should not allow this one identity
to obliterate all other identities and even the idea of a common human identity. Sen's advice is entirely
consistent with the Gandhian perspective on religion.

The Gandhian perspective on Hinduism is not his innovation or invention. This is so in all its aspects —
its emphasis on reasoning combined creatively and constructively with faith, on openness to fresh thoughts
and view points, on ethics of Truth and Non-violence as the core of Hinduism, on mutual respect between
religions, on being socially engaged, and on the dignity of each individual human being. It is Hinduism
which imparted these values to his perspective, and it is through this perspective that he viewed Hinduism.
It was an utterly mutual relation. As Fischer observes, 'Gandhi's intellectual receptivity and flexibility are
characteristics of the Hindu mind' (1998: 427). Gandhi was a chip of the old block of Hinduism. It is not
possible to understand Gandhi without his Hinduism; nor is it possible to really understand Hinduism
without a Gandhian perspective.

3. Is ReligioN Necessary?

Religion had a sway over man almost since the beginning of civilisation everywhere. It pervaded almost
all the spheres of man's life — food, marriage, social relations, dress code, education, entertainment and
polity. In the process, it also became too powerful and even tyrannical. Though, as Swami Vivekananda
observed, religion raised the brute to the status of a human being, the reverse also took place. Heinous
brutalities took place in the name of religion consciously and deliberately. — flaying human beings alive,
burning people alive, unjustified incarceration, blinding and maiming. Europe during its 'Dark Ages'
before the Enlightenment Era, had so many of these cruelties routinely perpetrated in blind belief that
questioning religious dogmas became an important task of the thinkers who led the Englighenment Era.
These cruelties were perpetrated on all who dared to differ, particularly the scientists who came up with
new findings and perspectives. Hatred of people following other religions provided another alibi for
cruelties against the so-called heathens or infidels. Though oppression of other faiths and violent resistance
to new ways of thinking was not a conspicuous feature of ancient India, Hindu society (if not Hinduism)
cannot escape from blame in regard to at least discrimination against Shudras and untouchables. Thus,
ultimately, the question of whether religion is necessary, or an evil best avoided, depends much on what
we mean and imply by religion.

It was against this background of the Dark Ages when blind religious belief dominated, that Immanuel
Kant, eminent philosopher of the 18" Century and a leader of Enlightenment, gave the clarion call to
people to dare to think for themselves (Sapare Aude!). The Enlightenment Era ushered



in the age of modernisation and stimulated new thinking on rationalism and secular humanism, which did
not:iieed = at least as claimed — religion to make human beings morally aware and sensitive. Religion had
always been thought to be the fountainhead of moral values for humanity, but now religion seemed to be a
very mixed bag turning out to be more a factor of hatred and sadism than peace. It was, therefore, thought
that it was not needed to keep man moral. Secular humanism could do it without the evils which
accompanied religion. Rational Humanism asserted that morality was derived from human experience and
was meant for human survival and progress and not sourced from God or religion. It was, therefore, hoped
that rationalism and secularism would take the place of religion henceforth and guide the affairs of human
beings. Jurgen Habermas argued that three developments reduced the relevance and influence of religion:
“First, the progress in science and technology made causal explanation possible [without recourse to
metaphysical and theocentric world views]. Secondly, the churches and other religious organisations lost
their control over law, politics, public welfare, education and science. Finally, the economic

transformation led to higher levels of welfare and greater social security”.’

Yet, religion almost everywhere has not only survived, but seems to have come back with a bang, not
excluding public and political arena. TN Madan (2001: 12-22) gives detailed instances of how this 'the
return of the sacred to the secular' took place. He refers to the Iranian Revolution, the Pope's contribution
to the collapse of the Soviet Communism, the role of 'liberation theology' in Latin America and emergence
of religious fundamentalist movements. Even countries which were not known to be very religious, such as
Japan, Russia and China, have witnessed this return of the sacred. Madan notes that the midnight
Christmas mass in St. Peter's Square in Rome is watched by millions of Christians as well as
non-Christians all over the world, and there is hardly any decline in the number of people doing the annual
Haj Piligrimage to Mecca. In India, there is a tremendous upsurge of masses of pilgrims attending the
Mahakumbha melg at Prayag (named the 'greatest show on earth'), the Sabarimalai shrine in Kerala,
Vaishnodevi shrine in Jammu, and the Tirupati temple. India is not alone or unique in this 'return of the
sacred'.

Why did such resurgence of religion take place, in spite of the unprecedented progress in science and
technology, which gave so much more power to human beings to control, manipulate and even maim
nature? It seems obvious that all this progress in science and technology has only increased uncertainties,
making man more insecure than before, and thus more prone to appeal to the unseen power for protection.
In the Indian metropolitan cities, traffic congestion has increased so much that accidents are common.
When a person goes for work in the morning, she or he is not sure to come back safe in one piece in the
evening. While old types of epidemics may have declined, new illnesses such as cancer, heart disease and
AIDS — more life-threatening than before
— have increased. Nuclear stockpiles and plants have added to these insecurities. Tensions both at
workplace and home have aggravated to such an extent that they have made us more impatient and
psychologically unstable. Road rages are frequent which often lead to physical violence in addition to
verbal abuse. Advertisements, TV serials, films and fashions have aroused the erotic so much that cases of
sexual assault and even rape have become more frequent. With increased science and technology, peace
has become much more elusive on all fronts. It seems obvious again that science



and technology (including progress in psychology and psychiatry) have been of little help in taming the
human mind and its temptations and weaknesses. There may be drugs and (o angies & ucar with
depression and other psychological problems in a few 'abnormal' individual cases. But they provide no
solution to treat problems of the mind of the 'normal' people whose number is very large. That is where
religion seems to hold promise. All religions teach taming the mind and controlling emotions like anger,
lust, jealousy and hatred. Patanjali's Yogasutras define yoga as 'Chitta-Vrtti Nirodhah' (control of the
wayward tendency of the mind). A disciplined mind is a powerful asset; when it is not, it can also be a
source of moral degradation and ruin for others and also one's own self. Religion has a rich potential to
impart such discipline.

While science and technology have made our life comfortable, it is doubtful if they have led to or can
lead to real and lasting happiness. Max Weber observed that science and its techniques do not raise the
basic questions of 'whether life is worth living and when', and 'what shall we do and how shall we live?'®
Hinduism and other religions have acknowledged that the purpose of life is to seek happiness, but
happiness does not consist of merely personal want-satisfaction. Such narrow self-centred satiation may
give some momentary happiness, but it only whets further desires and wants endlessly. The result is
unhappiness and discontent rather than happiness. There is more happiness when one transcends
self-centredness and identifies one's own happiness with the happiness of others. Sharing others' sorrows
and joys, helping others to enhance their happiness adds meaning to one's own life. Such a person can
overcome life's disappointments, frustrations and sorrows with greater ease than a self-centred
discontented man. The former type of a person has a much more expanded Self than that of a narrow
self-seeker. One does not have to renounce this world or life in this world for this purpose. Nor does one
have to reject scientific progress and technological and economic advance. Even while living in this world,
such a person can find inner contentment and peace through a disciplined and mature mind, and can
contribute to making material progress such as in science, technology and economy much more
meaningful, humane and sustainable.

The emphasis on inner contentment and peace by religions is quite likely to be misunderstood. Karl
Marx, for example, termed religion as the opiate of the poor, making them accept their oppression and
exploitation without any murmur or protest. However, religions, especially Hinduism, have never glorified
involuntary poverty, nor have endorsed injustice and exploitation, though they may have lauded voluntary
poverty, austerity and simple living. Swami Vivekananda went so far as to declare that teaching Vedanta
to the poor and the hungry is a cruelty, a sin. A restraint on the wants of the rich on the one hand and
giving generous help for the poor unassumingly on the other are the two mutually complementary ways by
which religions, including Hinduism, have tried to tackle the problem of poverty and hunger. It may be
conceded, however, that religions till at least the 20" century did not try to provoke the poor to rise against
their oppressors, because they could not have endorsed violence even if it was against injustice. It was
Gandhi's unique idea to use non- violence itself as the means to morally subdue the oppressors making
them yield to the demands of the oppressed. This idea would have looked ridiculous to Marx, but Gandhi
actually used it against the British Empire itself. It was his religious and moral fervour and commitment
that lay behind his success. Gandhi was followed in this respect by several such attempts later, as for
example by the Liberation Theology in Latin America which was also inspired by religion.



But can secular or atheistic humanism and rationalism do what Gandhi did? Humanism cares for the
digility "ot tne human, emphasizes enterprise by the human, and deplores exploitation of man by man,
oppression, injustice and discrimination. It stands for peace and condemns war as the means to settle
disputes. If religion is the fountain-head of moral values, commitment of secular humanism to them is no
less intense. Its atheism or agnosticism is by no means rejection of ethics. Where then is the necessity of
religion — a mixed bag after all? Mahatma Gandhi had pondered over this question and thought of atheistic
rationalism as the Sahara desert. For this purpose, he tried to distinguish true religion based on ethics from
fanaticism and narrowness, and found that in the sheer ability to inspire moral commitment, religion scores
over rationalism incomparably. By nature, the humans are selfish and without the inspiring role of
religion, our reasoning is more likely to be confined to serving selfish ends rather than humanistic goals.
These goals cannot be served if only a few enlightened persons believe in them. The large masses of
people need to have such moral commitment on a sustained basis. Mere moral exhortations and preaching
may not be of much help. Using an Indian adage, morals heard through one ear, go out of the other without
registering in the brain! It is in this that religion can be a great inspiration. As we will see in the chapters
that follow, morality and spiritual striving (sadhana) complement and reinforce each other, provided that
religion is understood in its genuine sense without fanaticism. If secular humanists take up such a role for
the masses, they are certainly welcome. They are equally welcome to fight superstition and harmful and
inhuman practices based on mistaken understanding of religion. In such a task, the roles of true religion
and secular humanism also would be complementary and mutually reinforcing. But if rationalism confines
itself merely to attacking faith in God, and to deploring rituals and traditions found effective in inducing
faith and moral commitment and accepted as being beneficial to humanity through experience of centuries,
then such rationalism may well be socially counter-productive. It may only produce hypocrites and
opportunists who have faith neither in God nor in moral commitments. Social change for the better comes
through participation of the masses, for whom appeal to religion can be a powerful mobiliser, though we
need to be cautious about any misuse of religion for political and ulterior purposes.

The ultimate justification for a place for religion lies in the fact that human beings have an inner urge
to know what lies beyond and behind the visible and the finite, and to connect our lives to it, making them
more meaningful. As Nandy (1988) says, we need a theory of life and a theory of transcendence to give
meaning and purpose to our lives. This is what religion provides. It can, however, be argued that it is
spirituality which plays this role, and not the organised or institutionalised religion. Organised religion
divides humanity into 'us' and 'them', while spirituality does not. This is certainly a valid point, but it is
important to remember that the purpose of religion is to facilitate spirituality, and since there are various
paths to spirituality, there are various religions. True religion is essentially spiritual and humane, and not
ritualised to the extent that external forms of worship obliterate spirituality and humanism. It is often the
external forms of worship which divide people, but religious leaders should remember that external
symbols and rituals of religion are only instruments and not essentials of a religion. If there is any conflict
between spirituality and



being humane on the one hand and religion or its external forms on the other, the latter should give way to
the former. Any attempt to organise and institutionalise spirituality results, howevJisif' i e sthvusiunent
of a religion. Philosophers like Jiddu Krishnamurthy endorsed spirituality and humane compassion, but not
organised religion. His skepticism about the latter was so much that he urged pursuing spirituality
individually without even relying on a Guru. But religion can have a place of its own so long as it is
subservient to spirituality and humane compassion. Religion can even help spirituality in being socially
engaged, and prevent it from being escapist. Religion when combined with politics, however, can become
a dangerous cocktail; it drives out the best in religion and brings in the worst of politics. It crushes
reasoning and enthrones fanaticism. It is neither true religion nor good politics. Religion is at its best only
when away from politics.

Ultimately, the question of justification of religion zcannot be reduced to the issue of faith vis-a-vis
reason. Though religion involves faith, it cannot be a blind, fanatical and unreasonable faith. For example,
if a religion says that a person born in a certain community can have no human rights and no right to
dignity and equal treatment just because of birth, it cannot be a true religion. Similarly if a religion says
that all people not believing in it should either be converted or killed or deported or treated as second class
citizens, it cannot be a true religion. Wrongs owing to such irrational and inhuman beliefs in religions
cannot, however, be attributed to true religions which stand by reasonableness, humaneness and
universally accepted moral values. Since all religions are mixed bags, there is need to separate the grain
from the chaff, the genuine and reasonable from the false and irrational. Even faith cannot be devoid of
reason, which was Gandhi's belief, as seen from the preceding section. But Gandhi also felt that
'attribution of omnipotence to reason' is as bad as idolatry. He said:

“I do not know a single rationalist who has never done anything in simple faith. ... But we all know
millions of human beings living their more or less orderly lives because of their child-like faith in the

maker of us all. ... I plead not for suppression of reason, but for due recognition of that in us which
sanctions reason itself.” (quoted in Fischer 1998: 308).
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17 rranslation is by the author, from the original quoted in Kane 1990, Vol. V, Part I1, p.1629, fn 2612.

2.

We find the use of the word, 'Hindus', for the first time perhaps in Tarikku'l Hind or Kitabul Hind by
Al-Biruni (973-1048CE), an Iranian by origin, who became well known as a mathematician and astronomer.
He came to India in the wake of invasion by Mahmud of Ghazni in the 11" Century. See Qeyamuddin Ahmad
(2005).

There is written evidence to this in 'Hindu-Turk Samvad' by the Marathi Sant, Eknath (1533-99 CE).
See Wagle (1997: 139-41)

. As quoted in Ferro-Luzzi (2001: 295), taken from Ludwig Wittgenstein (1976) — Philosophical Investigations,

Tr. By GEM Anscombe, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, Para 66.

. Ferro-Luzzi (2001) lists some features of Hinduism such as worshipping Rama, Krishna, Shiva and Ganesh

and belief in Karma, dharma and moksha, and respect for (not necessarily adherence to) asceticism and
vegetarianism as 'prototypical'. Her insistence on avoiding claims to essentiality of different criteria for
defining Hinduism and absolute statements, is helpful in understanding Hinduism.

For example, code of ethics (dharma) common to all varuas was supposed to be basic and absolute. The
separate dharmas applicable to respective varnags could be said to be relative. The whole system of varnas
could be said to be of only instrumental value, in so far they contributed to the stability and sustenance of the
then society. When the varna dharma conflicted with the basic values of compassion, dignity of all human
beings, equity and equality, there could be no doubt that the basic values would prevail.

Jurgan Habermas's views in his book Between Naturalism and Religion (esp. the last chapter on 'Religion
in the Public Sphere') as paraphrased by KN Panikkar (2009).

Weber said this quoting Leo Tolstoy. cf. Madan (2001: 10).
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2

Theology and Metaphysics

of Hinduism

Purnamadah Purnamidam,
Purnat Purnamudachyate /
Purnasya Purnamadaya

Purnam evavashishyate //

(Invocation in the Isha Upanishad)

That [the Transcendental] is full; this [the world] is full.

The full comes out of the full.

Taking the full from the full, the full itself remains.

(The translation is by S Radhakrishnan, 1994, p.566; parentheses added.)

1. THe Divine AnD THE WORLD

Theology and metaphysics are intimidating words, but I assure my readers that this is not the purpose of
using them here. They are expressive and useful words in conveying broadly the scope of this Chapter.
Theology means the study of the concept or concepts of the Divine in a given religion, and related
religious beliefs and theories. It may not be a matter of belief or faith alone, but also of experience of the
Divine. Hinduism stresses the experiential and intuitive aspects of religion, without, however, sparing the
discursive aspects of advancing particular concepts. The great Acharyas of Hinduism were formidable
debaters as well. Even while stressing experiential side of the concepts, they did not shy away from the
spoken and the written word. Theology is deeply interrelated with metaphysics as in Hinduism, which is
reflected in the present Chapter too. According to the Concise Oxford English Dictionary, metaphysics is
'the branch of philosophy concerned with the first principles of things, including abstract concepts such as
being and knowing'. When we go deeper into the nature of being, we cannot help exploring its relation
with the Divine. The term Adhyatma philosophy, in Hinduism,






inchudes in itself both theology and metaphysics, and hence could have served as t.]?re- flllﬂ-f; I(:f _'rlln's chanter.
But Adhyatma also includes Sadhana, ways of spiritual practice or pursuit, dealt withrin-the-fourth chapter
below. Sadhana follows from our understanding of Adhyatma, and therefore, the two are closely related.
Sadhana also cannot be separated from dharma (fulfilling our moral responsibilities). But moral
philosophy is so important, that the next chapter is devoted exclusively to it. The three are treated
separately in respective chapters only for the convenience of presentation, and wherever necessary, their

inter-relations will also be presented.

A problem in presenting the theology and metaphysics of Hinduism is that there are many schools of
thought or philosophy within Hinduism, and we cannot say that a particular school represents the whole of
Hinduism. The doctrinal differences between them have been bitterly debated, and it is difficult to strike a
common ground which does justice to all schools. A full treatment of all philosophies requires not a book,
but several volumes. A complete work on Indian philosophy, for example by S Radhakrishnan runs in to
two bulky volumes (1996; first published 1923), and by Surendranath Dasgupta (1975; first published
1922) runs into five volumes. It may, therefore, appear as foolhardy to attempt to devote only a chapter
here on this. What is attempted here is a simple introduction, without claiming either comprehensiveness
or representativeness. The attempt may appear somewhat subjective, but I shall try to be fair to at least the
main schools of philosophy by not ignoring them. Fortunately, the differences arise mainly in the theology
and metaphysics parts of Adhyatma philosophy, and not in either Sadhana or discussions on dharma
(moral philosophy). The common ground between different philosophies of Hinduism is thus fairly
significant, which is what makes this book possible.

The invocation in the Isha-Upanishad quoted at the beginning of this chapter gives a deep insight into
one of the important (but not popular) conceptualisations of the Divine in Hinduism and its relation with
the physical universe. This is the Advaita (non-dual view). The Divine is viewed as Purnam — the Full, the
Complete, the All, without a second (Ekamevadvitiyam, as said in Chandogya Upanishad 6.2.1). There is
nothing else besides this. This is Ekam, the One Absolute. It includes the cosmos, and because it is from
the Full, the Cosmos also is full. Purnam is the Fundamental Reality, Absolute Reality and other realities
that are tried to be distinguished from It, are conditional, relative or secondary. Viewing the world as a
separate reality would have diminished the absoluteness and fullness of the Brahman. The Brahman is the
only ultimate and essential reality. That is how Shankaracharya (Shankara henceforth) called the world
(jagat) as mithya, which is neither real nor unreal. Why it is neither real nor unreal becomes clear when we
try to understand how the One became manifold or appears so. There can be different expressions and
manifestations of the Brahman. The expressions are bahudha (manifold) but the basic, the fundamental
substance is Ekam, the One. The phenomenal world is one of name and form — ngma and rupa. The
Chandogya Upanishad (3.14.1) asserts clearly
— Sarvam khalvidam Brahma ('verily, all this world is the Brahman').

The Upanishad makes it further clear in the words of Uddalaka to his son, where he takes the
examples of clay, gold and iron and their respective different forms (.6.1.4-6). The forms are also real, but
the basic realities behind these forms in these examples are clay, gold and iron. (Radhakrishnan 1994: 391,
446-7). The examples are used in the Upanishad only to convey that similarly the world is a gross form of
Brahman. Rambachan clarifies this further: "What Shankara emphatically denies is that the world has a
reality and existence independent of Brahman. The world derives its reality



from Brahman, whereas the reality of Brahman is independent and original' (Rambachan 2006: 77). The
nami&s A, T6rmS 4 " fietthet taise nor an illusion, but they do not constitute the essence. Swami
Dayananda (2007) also gives other examples of the ocean, its waves and water to explain the Advaita
view. Water, though one entity, takes three distinct forms — ice, liquid water and vapour. All the three are

real, but they are only forms of water.

Interestingly, there are several accounts in different texts of how the cosmos or the world came into
being. But none of them suggest that the world is false or illusory. For example, in two places of Rgveda
(10.81.1 and 10.5.7), God is said to have brought the world out of himself and entered into it. In the
famous Purushasukta of Rgveda (10.90), the world is said to have come out of the Purusha or the Primeval
Being, using the allegory of a sacrifice. The Taittiriya Brahmana implies that God is both the material and
efficient cause of the Universe. That is, the world was created out of God himself as his own part (material
cause), and He created it out of his will and intelligence (efficient cause).Thus there are both accounts —
the world as a creation resulting from the Divine will (as in the Nasadiya Sukta of Rgveda, x.129), and
evolution of the world from God himself. (Harshananda 2008, Vol.I: 438). Though Shankara used the
world Maya to indicate how the real nature of Brahman is projected upon and is thus hidden by the world
of name and form, maya has been used by others to indicate the power of God by which He created or
brought forth the world out of himself. The world is thus his manifestation. It is, therefore, important not
to be misled by Shankara's choice of words, mithya and maya. The misunderstanding that Advaita views
the world as false or illusion has led to serious criticisms of Hinduism (and even other Indian religions)
that we are so other-worldly that we have no serious interest in the world, that we are therefore indifferent
to poverty, hunger, illness and such other human deprivations, and that such a view of the world cannot
provide any basis to any code of ethics or a theory of ethics.! As argued here, this criticism is not valid
even for Advaita. But even if what the critics said were true of Advaita (which actually is not), such critics
have unfairly assumed that the Advaita view is representative of the whole of Hinduism with all its various
schools and even of all Indian religions at least in this respect (which again is not true).

Support to Advaita view of basic reality comes from an unexpected source — the Quantum physics,
according to which the basic reality consists of particles (see Capra 1992). But does it mean, therefore, that
the matter as we see is illusory and false? The table which I use for writing this is very real and of
immense significance to me, though the reality behind it may be quanta. Similarly the world also may be a
matter of form even if its basic essence is the Brahman. In the practical day-to-day world, called
vyavahara, 1 cannot afford to ignore the world, because in such a world 'I' operate as a part of this world.
Shankara acknowledges this and recognizes two forms of reality — Vyavaharika Satya (the reality of the
practical world) and Paramarthika Satya (the ultimate reality). Where else but through this world can we
realise the ultimate reality? Shankara was emphatic on the point that even if the world is a play or a drama
of the Brahman, we have to play our role as morally responsible human beings. There is an anecdote from
the life of Shankara about our practical roles. As is well known, he travelled extensively throughout the
length and breadth of India to propagate his philosophy. In a forest he was passing through, he and his
disciples spotted an elephant coming and they immediately took to their heels. Once they reached a place
of safety, one of the disciples asked him in a lighter vein why he ran, wasn't the elephant mithya (false)?
Shankara replied, 'So was my running' (mama palayanam api mithya))



Though there is a separate chapter in the book on the moral philosophy of Hinduism, we may briefly
note an ethical implication of the Advaita view here: since everything is divine, doffiiiGMan emgs and
nature have to be treated with respect and dignity due to them. I have to treat others in the same way |
would like others to treat me and wish well of others. I have to have faith that these wishes will be
effective and materialize both for me and others.

Interestingly, in the very conceptualisation of the nature of this ultimate reality, there are moral
dimensions. Though the Brahman is said to be beyond description and even nirguna, that is, beyond
attributes, certain attributes have always been assigned to It. The Upanishads describe the Brahman as Sat
(existence, Being), Chit (consciousness or pure awareness) and dnanda (Bliss, ecstasy, pure joy). These
three are said to be not just attributes but they constitute the very essence of Brahman. There is also the
concept of Saguna Brahman which becomes relevant particularly when in manifestation. Reality is often
paradoxical and may not always be subject to the criterion of consistency at a mundane level. Thus
Brahman is both Nirguna and Saguna. This dilemma comes out clearly in a very insightful and charming
Marathi poem by Sant Jnaneshwara (also called Jnanadev) who started the Bhakti movement in
Mabharashtra in the 13" Century CE. It is given below both in the original and in translation.

Tuza saguna mhanu ki nirgunare, Saguna
nirguna eku Govindure/ Anumanena
Anumanena

Shruti 'Neti Neti' mhanati Govindure / Tuza
sthula mhanu ki Sukshma re, Sthula
sukshma eku Govindure /

Tuza drshya mhano ki adrshya re,

Drshya adrshya eku Govindure / Nivrtti
prasade Jnanadeva bole, Bapa

Rakhumadevivaru Vitthalure /

What shall I call you - Saguna or Nirguna?

Both Saguna and Nirguna Govinda are one and the same! With
lot of thought upon thought

Shruti said 'Not This, Not This', Oh Govinda ! What

shall I call you - Gross or Subtle?

Both Gross and Subtle Govinda are one and the same! What

shall I call you - Visible or Invisible?

Both Visible and Invisible Govinda are one and the same! Blessed
by Nivrtti, Jnanadeva says,

Our Father, the Spouse of Rakhumadevi,

Vitthala is the same!



Whatever you call Him, Saguna or Nirguna, Gross or Subtle, Visible or Invisible, Vitthala, the
Supkeifig, s " Safe ™™ rms s e conclusion of the mystic poet Jnanadeva. He was also a great
philosopher and the author of Jngneshwari, a Marathi version of the Gita, which is more of a poetic
commentary than a mere translation. Jnaneshwara's conclusion about the Brahman being both Nirguna and
Saguna is put in a different expression by Arvind Sharma. He takes the simile of H,O which is in a sense
nirguna, but becomes saguna once it takes the form of ice, water or vapour (Sharma — 2000: 3). The same
Nirguna Brahman becomes a personal God too, and becomes Saguna Ishwara of the relative or dualistic
world amenable to devotion and love from those who seek Him. Even Shankara saw no contradiction or
inconsistency between his Advaita philosophy and his composition of stotras (verses of devotional praise)
for several popular deities of Hinduism. These stotras by him are known for their lucid language and
mellifluous poetry, and at the same time serve as stepping stones to the realisation of the Ultimate. There
has, thus, been no difficulty in conceptualising the ultimate Nirguna Brahman as personal God or deity, an
intervening God, who can bring peace, prosperity and happiness to devotees who propitiate Him.

The Brahman, is represented by the mystic sound of Om or Aum. It is believed that it was the
primordial sound emanating from the Brahman, and was the first step towards His manifestation as
cosmos or cosmic creation. Om is the symbol of vibrations of the primal energy which pervades the whole
cosmos, including vibrations which may not be heard by the human ear (the ultrasonic and the subsonic).
It is the symbol of His transcendence as well as immanence in the world. Om is a combination of three
sounds — A, U and M, which reflect the Brahman's essence — Sat, Chit and Ananda. Hindus while
conveying their deep respect and adoration for their respective favourite deities, invariably use Om as
prefix to the deity's name, because they take their deity as the One Supreme. For example, Om Namah
Shivaya (I bow to the Supreme — Lord Shiva), or, Om Namgo Vasudevaya (I bow to the Supreme —
Vasudeva), or Om Namo Ganapataye (1 bow to the Supreme - Ganapati). This incidentally also shows that
Hindus, even while worshipping many deities, take each of them to be the forms or versions of the One
Supreme. It is thus misleading to call Hinduism as polytheistic in the Western sense of the term.

Om is called as Pranava, and referred to as 'It' or "That' (Taf), rather than as 'He' or 'Him'. The Supreme
is beyond gender. But it does not mean that the Hindu conception of the Supreme One is only the Primal
Energy which brought forth the creation. The Supreme in the Hindu conception is not only Energy
(Shakti), but also Sat, Chit and Ananda. The Supreme is pure consciousness, while physical energy is not
considered to have a consciousness of itself. The Supreme, even in the aspect of Chit, is also pure
intelligence, compassion and love for devotees (Karunanidhi, Bhakta-vatsala). Its love is pure bliss,
Ananda. 1t is out of this supreme blissful love, that creation took place with the Divine permeating and
manifesting in all life forms. That is why the Supreme can be worshipped not only as Father, but also as
Mother, or even in animal forms! Animals, like humans, are also permeated by the Brahman. The Supreme
is seen in all these forms and as also beyond them. Hinduism has male deities — Rama, Krishna, Shankara,
Ganapati, Shanmukha, Ayyappa and so on. It has female deities too, especially in Village Hinduism or
folk Hinduism. In Village Hinduism, goddesses greatly outnumber male gods to the extent that the latter
are rare. These goddesses have both a community-wise and region-wise variation. They often have
different roles, each goddess with a separate 'portfolio’. Goddess Maramma



protects her devotees from epidemics that used to take a heavy toll of both human and animal life in
villages and impose immense economic deprivation as well. Goddess Kattamaisamfig €1Siites inat vinage
tanks are full. Goddess Polimeramma guards the village from robbers and invaders. Kancha Ilaiah has
listed several such village deities, whom he calls Dalit gods and goddesses. They have important economic
or mundane roles to fulfill. They are intimately connected with this world and its suffering which they
alleviate. Ilaiah observes that the female deities are tough and robust in Village religion (Ilaiah 1996:
90-101). The Tantra school, which is close to Village Hinduism, sees the Supreme as both male and
female — Shiva and Shakti being its two dimensions. Hinduism gives freedom to its followers to
conceptualise God in any form they like. God in Hinduism is not a jealous one who spites those who
worship other gods. The Lord assures in the Gita that whatever form devotees seek to worship with
dedication. He accepts their worship and grants their desires.? There is no question of any quarrel between
Gods, because God is one and the same. It may be noted that the belief that all forms of God are of the
same one God, need not necessarily mean acceptance of the advaita view that all or everything is One.
Unity of God holds irrespective of whether this world is treated as separate from Him/Her or only as a
manifestation of His/Her.

The dvaita view, for example, regards the cosmos as separate from God but as dependent on Him, and
yet believes in the unity of God, even if worshipped in different saguna forms of the devotee's choice.
Visible or invisible, he is saguna, an intervening personal God, accessible to each and every devotee.
Among the qualities attributed to him are that he is all-powerful (Sarva-shakta), all-knowing (Sarvajna),
and present everywhere (Sarva-sthita). He is also compassionate and merciful (Karunamayi, Dayaghana)
to all irrespective of any distinctions and without discrimination, but is especially loving and lovable for
His devotees (Bhakta-vatsala). He is also Satyam (Truth), Shivam (auspicious, good) and Sundaram
(beautiful, charming, with magnetic personality). These epithets correspond to Sat, Chit and Ananda
referred to above. Satyam arises from the existence principle, sat, since Truth alone exists. Chit as
consciousness or awareness can be interpreted in terms of three dimensions: existential consciousness,
moral consciousness and aesthetic consciousness (which can appreciate Sundaram and leads to Anandam).

Interestingly, all these above mentioned virtues including those of power and strength, are sought
among people themselves. All civilisations have been striving to inculcate what is true, good and beautiful
since ancient times. Dialogues of Socrates with friends and disciple basically centred around questions of
what constitutes truth, goodness and beauty.* Unfortunately we are not very certain about what constitutes
these virtues, and even to the extent we know it, we are aware that we are not perfect in inculcating them.
But if they are ideals to be followed, there should be some model where they are present in a perfect form,
and thus they were sought in God. This is what Hinduism also did. This was an ingenious way of
combining the ethical with the religious or spiritual. Our search for truth, goodness and source of beauty
led inevitably to search for God. What is more, God was viewed as a repository of all these virtues, in
harmony with each other. In the case of the human world, there can be discordance between them; a truth
may not necessarily be good or beautiful. But there is no such discordance in God, since He is perfect in
whom everything is reconciled. The attribution of perfection to God is an admission of our own yearning
for perfection.

The significance of Satyam, Shivam and Sundaram as attributes of the Divine, for understanding any
religion, particularly Hinduism, is great enough to justify some elaboration. Satyam is the first



attribute of the Divine, which means not only the existence principle, but also the moral principle. Gandhi
derfRed FindUis M 48 “¢ofstant searcn for truth.* Initially he used to say that God is truth, and search for
God is search for truth and living a life of truth. Later he said Truth is God, and there is no other God, and
everything other than Truth is illusion. The pursuit of truth is itself the pursuit of God. In his own words,
“Instead of saying that God is truth, I say that Truth is God. ...My conduct has been unconsciously based
on that realisation. I have known God only as Truth. There was a time when I had doubt about the
existence of God, but I never doubted the existence of Truth. This Truth is not something material but pure
intelligence. It rules over the Universes; therefore, it is Ishwara (the Lord)”.’ He also believed that God in
everyone means that every human being is capable of following truth, and thus he trusted every one. His
trust, as Fischer observes, exalted ordinary human beings including illiterate peasants and workers (Fischer
1998: 374), and gave them such moral strength that shook a whole empire and won them freedom. Truth
for Gandhi, was not just an abstraction, but an agenda for action. The search for truth meant that wherever
there is untruth in the form of injustice and corruption, it must be fought so that the truth can reign.

Consistent with the culture of constantly seeking Truth, open, frank and free dialogues have played an
important role in the development of Indian religions. The search for truth leads to tolerance and humility,
and also therefore, to liberalism and pluralism. It also made Hinduism open to new streams of thought
consistent with the principle of truth. As Gandhi said, the beauty of Hinduism lies in its all- embracing
inclusiveness and whatever substance is there in any religion, is also found in Hinduism.¢

The question of what is truth has bothered Indian thinkers right from the Vedic period. The concept of
satyam is cognate with the concept of rfam. The term Rtam occurs in the Rgveda more often and also with
multiple meanings depending on the context, - cosmic law behind the functioning of the physical universe,
the moral law which makes for the smooth functioning of humanity and achieves welfare for all, and
aesthetic law that lends beauty and harmony both to the world of nature and human beings. The term
satyam was initially used in ontological or existential context and, in its ultimate and absolute sense, Truth
and God were the same. Knowledge by itself was not Truth, but only a means of striving for Truth. Even
the Vedas were aids to know Truth, but were not themselves Truth per se. With the passage of time, the
term satyam began to be used more often than rtam and, in the process, acquired moral dimension too.
While philosophically the existential aspect of satyam was stressed - derived from sat (being, existing),
when it came to be applied to mundane matters the moral aspect was stressed. It does not mean that the
moral aspect of truth is different from Truth as God, but only that the moral aspect is also part of the same
Truth. As conflicts between values became apparent, the Mahabharata took a consequential or welfare
view of ethics, or of what constituted moral truth. It becomes clear in the following verse in its
Shantiparva (329-13):

Satyasya vachanam shreyah satyadapi hitam vadet /

Yadbhutahitam atyantam etat satyam matam mama //

(It is good to speak the truth; to speak what does good is still better. What is ultimately good for the
welfare of all beings is what I consider as Truth.)

Though search for truth can be endless for humanity, Hinduism believes that for an individual it need
not be so at least as far as the spiritual truth is concerned. Every person can realize truth intuitively,



which is also the goal of human existence. When this truth is realized, it is liberation (mukti) even while
leading a normal life. What distinguishes human beings from animals is not ofi§iffi& 08ervance of
dharma (ethical code of conduct) by the former, but also that while a human being has this goal, animal
life is mired in day-to-day struggle for survival. Swami Anandashram (1902-1966) expressed this goal in
the following words:

'Our sages have held in the Upanishads that the emancipation of our soul lies in its
realizing the ultimate truth of our existence. When we know the multiplicity of things as
the final truth, we try to augment ourselves by the external possession of them; but when
we know the Infinite Self as the final truth, then, through our union with it we realize the
joy of our Soul. Our sages could not think of our surroundings as separate or inimical.
Their view of truth did not emphasise the difference, but rather the unity of all things.'’

Any person, irrespective of sex, caste, creed or level of learning can attain this Truth and experience
the joy that comes with it. The study of the Vedas is not indispenasble for it. When the untouchable saint
poet of Maharashtra, Chokhamela (14" century), realised it, he expressed his experience in the following
poem:

'Filled with joy is the whole self, [
saw He Himself within me.
Seeing ceased, Looking

was erased,

He filled my being with wonder'®

Shivam means auspiciousness benevolence or goodness in the sense of promoting welfare. Goodness
in the sense of moral integrity comes under the connotation of truth, but goodness in the sense of taking
care of, nourishing and creating happiness comes under the attribute of Shivam. Once God takes such an
attribute, She/He becomes a personal God, amenable to prayer and personal communication, merciful and
loving. It is because of the loving nature, God is seen as Mother, for whom all living beings are children.
Grace is another English equivalent close to Shivam. Shivam is not confined exclusively to Lord Shiva or
Shankara, though both 'Shiva' and 'Shankara' mean the auspicious and the gracious one, who does good.
Shivam is an attribute of God in every religion where there is a belief in personal God. He or She need not
necessarily be visible in some form, but may also be formless or invisible. A personal God stimulates or
inspires devotion and love, or Bhakti, to use the popular Sanskrit word. Whether such personal God is in
one or many forms is entirely upto the devotee in Hinduism. It is the form which makes the devotee
closest to the Divine that is selected, which thus is truly personal. The metaphor of Rasalila brings out the
'personal' aspect of Shivam clearly. In Rasalila, each Gopi (milkmaids who adore Krshna) feels she is
physically close to her Lord who is dancing with her only.

When the Lord is so good, compassionate and merciful to us, we are also expected to reciprocate it,
and one way of this reciprocation is for us also to be similarly good, compassionate and forgiving. If
Satyam requires us to have truthfulness, Shivam requires us to be kind and considerate, and be



helpful. If Satyam asks us to be pure at heart, in deed and speech, Shivam asks us to be generous in action
anariEndly T mMnd and ¢édnduct. 1nat is how we find and realise God in humanity and even in nature at
large.

Sundaram is the third important dimension of God, which means Beauty. Because She/He is Beauty,
She/He is also Bliss (drnandam). 1t is this beauty of the Divine that inspired Vedic Rshis and made them
poets too. The following hymn from Rgveda (I1. 13-7) illustrates the tribute paid to the Divine who is the
source of beauty in nature:

“Thou who by Eternal Law hast spread about
flowering and seed bearing plants,
and streams of water;

Thou who has generated the matchless lightning in
the sky;

Thou, Vast, encompassing vast realms, art a fit subject for our song”°

There is another verse which looks upon God as a poet and the universe as his poem. Manifold forms
(pururupa) of the beauty of nature and its elements are His poems.!® God is seen as the Supreme artist who
expressed himself in terms of the Universe for the mere joy of creation, just as a human artist would do.
The natural elements like wind, fire and the Sun so fascinated the Vedic Rshis that they conceptualised
them as deities or gods, and sang hymns in their praise though, at the same time, they were taken as the
manifestation of the One (Ekam). Probably, the Vedic Rshis were the first in the world to see God as
Beauty and to realise that an aesthetic experience was also an authentic spiritual experience. They also
expressed their awe and appreciation in beautiful lyrical form - the first known poetry in the world
literature. It is no surprise that Hindus developed music, dance, painting, sculpture and architecture as
different ways of worship of the Divine Beauty. The language of music is probably more suitable to
invoke divinity than the language of words in prose. That was why the Vedas put so much emphasis on
music, as did the Bhakti movement through its devotional songs. Though secular art also had its place,
especially in Hindustani Classical Music, most of the art forms were expressions of religious devotion.
Hinduism thus encouraged music and other art forms quite liberally.'!

The awe and appreciation for nature has also expressed itself in the form of nature worship, including
worship of plants and animals. Nature or universe itself (including all its life forms) is not God in
Hinduism but only a partial manifestation of God. God, according to Hinduism, is not only immanent in
the universe, but also transcends it. God is not the same but greater than the universe. The universe shines
because of Him, as is clear from a verse in the Mundakopanishad (11. 2-10): 'Tameva bhantamanubhati
sarvam, tasya bhasa sarvamidam vibhati. (All shine by the reflection of His shining, and by His
splendour, all the World is splendid).”” As such, Hinduism is more sublime and complex than simple
Pantheism. Hinduism does not have to disown either Pantheism or Paganism; they are a part of the rich
tradition of Hinduism. “In the pagan vision, the gods, nature and mankind were bound together in
sympathy” (Armstrong 1999: 41)."* Though Hinduism transcends both Pantheism and Paganism, it
involves respect to nature and to the cause for its conservation, living as close to nature as possible,
opening the mind to subtle cosmic laws through yoga, and appreciating the oneness of



all sentient beings. Prani-daya (compassion for animals) and looking upon nara (human being) as a
manifestation of Narayana (God) follow from this world-view. The so-callea fifdlispoTywneism is
essentially due to the diversity of nature, which is recognised as the several ways in which God manifests
himself (Rupam rupam pratirupo babhuva, Rgveda 6.47.18). One can realise God as Beauty only through
such a conceptualisation.

Nature is not only beautiful, but it can also be terrifying (Ramya-bhayankara, using Kannada poet
Bendre's words). Human beings need nature to survive, but are also vulnerable to its fury. A Rgvedic
hymn to the Sun God, while expressing awe and devotion, also prays to Him not to scorch the people with
his overpowering heat. A hymn to Mother Earth (Prthivi Sukta) in the Atharva Veda, while praising her for
her munificence, also prays to protect us from her anger (natural disasters). In the eleventh chapter of the
Gita, the 'Cosmic Vision' of the Lord (Vishwarupa-darshana) terrifies Arjuna, for what Arjuna sees is not a
gentle, compassionate vision of God, but of one who dissolves the Universe, whose flaming mouth
swallows whole worlds from every side. A few Western scholars have termed it as highly problematic,
finding it difficult to reconcile it with the Lord's concern for lokasangraha (welfare and maintenance of the
world) expressed in the same Gita elsewhere (Nelson 2001: 146). But this cannot lead us to conclude that
the Supreme Being is cruel. Just as plants, animals and human beings go through a cycle of birth, life and
death, whole solar systems, galaxies and the Universe itself undergo a cycle of creation, sustenance and
dissolution as per Hinduism. The Supreme looks after all these three aspects. Without this dynamics of
creation, preservation and dissolution, it is difficult to conceive of the universe, and life-cycle itself.
Though, according to popular or Puranic Hinduism, these aspects are looked after respectively by Brahma,
Vishnu and Ishwara, philosophical Hinduism sees all the three of them as one God only. The point is that
however much human beings may want the universe/nature to be only or exclusively compassionate and
kind, all the three aspects of creation, preservation and destruction are a part of the same Divine process.

It is interesting, however, that Krshna of the same Gita who showed the terrifying spectacle of
Vishwarupa to Arjuna is also a very popular deity - loved, adored and worshipped by Hindus (at least by
most of them) and is looked upon as a manifestation of the Beauty of the Supreme Being. It is significant
that Rama and Krshna are taken to be the most handsome and captivating, particularly the latter, and
personification of the Beauty of the Supreme Being. Kabir, a Muslim weaver turned devotional poet, and
accepted by Hindus as a saint, defined Rama as one in whom we can rejoice and have supreme enjoyment
(based on the Sanskrit verb 'Rama’, both 'a's pronounced as 'u' in 'cup'). Chaitanya and his followers and
the present day ISKCON also look upon Krishna as an embodiment of love, beauty and bliss, who bestows
infinite grace on his devotees. The bhakti-marga - the path of devotion - developed right from the Rgveda
to the medieval Bhakti movement, which continued further on, has emphasised God as a source of
supreme happiness both in this life and for liberation or bliss thereafter. God takes an intensely personal
form here, loved and worshipped as a sakha (friend), father, mother, lover, guru, or simply as the Master.

Let us recall that attributes of God like Satyam and Shivam have also been looked upon as ethical
values for inculcation amongst us. It holds in the case of Sundaram too. Creating beauty and joy in our
lives means pursuit of God as Sundaram, subject of course to consistency with Satyam and Shivam. That
is, we beautify our lives in a morally acceptable way and by doing good to others and



not by harming others. We have much avoidable ugliness in our lives, without even being aware of it.
Inafais a8 notori6us o1 spitting ana nttering on the roads, breaking queues, noisy talking, and mindlessly
polluting rivers. We do not even keep our temples and their surroundings clean and tidy. We have such a
noble, inspiring and holistic conception of God, but we don't bring its implications in to our behaviour.

The conceptualisation of God as Love is typical of the Bhakti-marga (the path of devotion and love to
God). God in Bhakti-marga transcends all the above concepts and is simply symbolised as love. This love
is intensely personal and mutual and, at its highest level, is for its own sake without expectation of any
material reward. The relation between devotee and God here is not one of a helpless devotee persuading a
hard-to-please god to grant favours. Such a relation may be true at the initial level in bhakti till the devotee
is sincere, but it grows itself to a higher stage where God Himself/Herself is devoted to the devotee in all
compassion and love. Nirad C Chaudhuri observes:

“No Hindu god or goddess, except a minor or local goddess... in the Little Tradition, has been
represented as pursuing any human being with the vindictiveness of Hera, Athena, or Aphrodite. Siva
[Shiva] is the god of destruction in mythology, but in worship he is the god who guarantees welfare and
safety, and is easily pleased. Kali, so terrifying in her image as killer of demons, is a mother full of love
and mercy. What characterises the god-man relationship in Hinduism is benignity on one side and
devotion on the other” (Chaudhuri 2003: 18).

More about the Bhaktimarga will be discussed in the chapter 4 on 'Sadhana' as one of the several
paths to God realisation. The chapter 8 is about the Bhakti Movements which created a revolutionary
phase of Hinduism, projecting religion as simply one of devotion to God, diminishing the significance of
rituals and the priestly class in the society. As Bhakti was accessible to and possible for all, it opened to
door to the masses as never before. Bhakti-marga added more attributes to God, as Dinabandhu or
Dinarakshaka (Protector of the poor), or Dinoddharaka (Uplifter of the poor). Love of God also combined
with humility, honesty and readiness to help others. Love of God meant love of all, making the devotee
compassionate in disposition.

Let me overview different perceptions of God in Hinduism. Hinduism cheerfully permits all
imaginable perceptions of God within its fold, found in different religions of the world. Its most
sophisticated and highest perception achieved in its search for Truth is that of Ekam (the one) Brahman,
who is both transcendental and immanent. Billington (2002: 63) translates the Brahman as 'the ground of
being', a rather cumbersome phrase, but it indicates that the Brahman is the source of all being. The
Brahman is Purnam; nothing can be added to it, and nothing subtracted. There is nothing else beside it. It
is boundless, or infinite (Anantam). It is not void or shunyam, as sometimes wrongly interpreted. It can be
felt or experienced but cannot be described. The search for God here is not outward, but inward. Even a
prayer to God is more to invoke internal strength and potential, rather than to appeal to an external source,
for ultimately the Self is the Brahman in the Advaita or monistic view. In this view, neither the self nor the
world is separate from of the Brahman. (We shall discuss in the next section what is Self and how it is
viewed differently by different schools in relation to the Divine).

Hinduism, including Advaita Vedanta, mercifully permits the Brahman to co-exist with other

perceptions of God, including personal gods and deities. A believer has an earnest need to establish a
personal relationship with the Supreme, and the concept of an impersonal Absolute is not convenient



here; it is not emotionally satisfying. The devotee wants a God whom he or she can love, and experience
His/Her love in return. Thus Hinduism also has a monotheistic conception of GodTKE = iriSuamuy and
Islam, - a personal God called variously as Ishwara or Bhagavan. It can be perceived as formless
(Nirakara), or as with some form (Sakara) but with attributes in either case — compassionate, responsive to
prayers, and upholder of justice, apart from being omniscient, omnipotent and omnipresent. While
worshipping or meditating upon, such a personal God is taken to be the same as the Brahman. There are
personal gods in feminine form also — Durga or Shakti or Devi (Goddess of strength and power), Lakshmi
(Goddess of wealth) and Saraswati (Goddess of learning, knowledge and arts).

Hinduism is 'ditheistic' too, a term used by Billington (2002:23) - not to be confused with Dvaita or
dualistic philosophy in Hinduism. Ditheism in Hinduism consists in seeing God, whether personal or
impersonal, as two principles rather than a single one - male and female, Purusha and Prakriti or Shiva
and Shakti, corresponding to Yang and Yin in Taoism. It was the recognition of this ditheism which
dominated Tantra, and led to the exploration of spiritual significance of sexuality. Though mainstream
Hinduism has regarded this interest in sexuality as an aberration, ditheism is not an insignificant feature of
Hinduism. Lingam is, for example, a symbol of union of Shiva and Shakti. Krishna is also normally
worshipped together with Radha; Narayana or Vishnu with Lakshmi, and Rama with Sita, rather than
alone in male form. Billington's ditheism is, however, in another context - God vis-a-vis Satan,
characteristic of particularly Zoroastrianism, Christianity and Islam. Popular Hinduism also has the
concept of rakshasas, evil spirits and forces, one of God's numerous tasks being to destroy them. But in
Hinduism, there is no concept of a single evil force corresponding to Satan constantly tempting humans to
sin. Sin is seen more as a result of one's own ignorance.

Polytheism has been regarded almost as a defining characteristic of Hinduism in popular imagination,
particularly in the west, but wrongly so. Seeing the enormous diversity in nature, a perception developed,
no doubt, during the early Vedic period, that different gods controlled different aspects of nature, but a
unity (ekam) behind this diversity was also perceived. Polytheism is more the result of liberalism in
Hinduism, permitting its followers to worship God in any form they like. Thus, different people may have
different images of God, and possibly some persons may like to have more than one image of God.
Polytheism in Hinduism is also a reflection of the Hindu tendency to assimilate different traditions and
customs, allowing at the same time continuation of their identity. Narasimha, Rama, Krshna, Tirumala
(Venkatesha), Shiva, Ganapati, Murugan, Ayyappa and many forms of Devi were all probably local folk
gods and goddesses who were assimilated into the mainstream of Hinduism and accepted by many more
people than the original devotees of respective deities. Some of them may have been local heroes,
eventually worshipped as avatars or gods. Hinduism thus became colourful and interesting, and drew
many people in to its fold, though without any deliberate or self-conscious missionary zeal.

Hindus do not hesitate to crack jokes about their gods even while worshipping them, indicating a
relaxed relationship between the human and the divine. A person harassed by bed bugs and unable to sleep
has this to say:

Kamale Kamala shete Harah shete Himalaye/ Kshirabdhou

cha Harih shete manye matkuna shankaya //



(Lakshmi sleeps on the lotus, Shiva on the Himalayas, and Hari sl]eeps on the Milky Ocean, — I thmk
becAlise tiky ire all'Afiaid 61 bea bugs!)

The Hindu Puranas even mention 330 million gods. It is clear from their account that these 'gods'
hardly correspond to God as such, but rather to more evolved beings in the scale of evolution than humans.
These gods often get into trouble with rakshasas, personifications of evil forces, and are described in
Puranas as approaching Vishnu to solve their problems. Even Buddhism, regarded as atheistic, has
concept of several gods. These gods, both in Hinduism and Buddhism, correspond to angels in Semitic
religions.

Freedom to worship God in any form also led to idol worship. This was actually a post-Buddhist
development, since Vedas and Upanishads did not have idol worship. As Karen Armstrong has observed,
“Despite the bad press it has in the Bible, there is nothing wrong with idolatry per se: it only becomes
objectionable or naive if the image of God, which has been constructed with such loving care, is confused
with the ineffable reality to which it refers” (Armstrong 1999: 64). Idols or icons help in concentration
and, to relate and communicate to personal God in a form the devotee likes. This is considered helpful
particularly in bhakti, if not in jnana and karma, as pathways to God-realisation.

The tendency to have a number of images of God on the part of the same set of persons created what
Max Muller has termed as 'henotheism' or 'kathenotheism'. Even if a person has several gods in mind, he
worships one god at a time and, at that time, the worshipped God is the Supreme, others stepping back to
make way for him or her, and wait for their turn with all civility! However, the real reason behind this is
the conviction that in whatever form a person worships God, it reaches Him who is the One behind all
forms and images. Polytheism in Hinduism is thus only an outward layer of diversity beyond which there
is unity of Godhead, the ultimate or Supreme. Both idol worship and polytheism, which are interrelated,
are only a stepping stone to greater and higher realisation.

A verse from Shrimad-Bhagavatam (1.2.11, as cited in Prabhupada 1983:75)) is of interest in this
context:

Vadanti tat tatva-vidah tatvam yaj jnanam advayam / Brahmeti

Paramatmeti Bhagavan iti shabdyate //

The Truth (Essence) is termed [variously] as Brahman, Paramatman, or as Bhagavan
by those who know, but the Truth (fatvam) is the same One (advayam)'

The abstract Absolute can be perceived as Paramatman (Supreme Soul) or in a personalised form as
Bhagavan,, worshipped either as formless or in image form.

Non-Hindus, however, may feel shocked at what they may consider as trivialisation or vulgarisation
involved in image worship. Printing the images of deities on calendars and in advertisements leads
invariably to littering and disposing off the pictures in ways that can hardly be called respectful and
sacred. That is perhaps one of the reasons why Semitic religions and even Sikhism and Arya Samaj in
India forbade idol worship. Image worship may be only a transition and a step to more serious forms of
sadhanga like contemplation and meditation. But the inherent risk of getting bogged down to idolatry, and
worse still of trivializing the idols, is real. Hinduism has met the risk of profanity of idols and pictures of
worship by first praying and inviting the deity being worshipped to invest its life



force or power in the idol, and at the end of worship saying goodbye to it through visarjan pooja. This
procedure is strictly followed in all ritual worship meant to have a feel of the sacrEd; @@ Berformea with
ritual purity. Being busy with daily routine, most Hindus, however, do not have time for it. What they do
is to bow before their favourite deity after morning bath, lighting an oil lamp, burning an incense stick,
offering flowers, and reciting a stotra or two in prayer. Women do it again at dusk. In all this, only the
idols or pictures installed for worship are considered sacred, but not all the pictures around in calendars
and advertisements.

Even more serious risk in idol worship is viewing God as something external to us, instead of seeking
Him within. In such a view, the source of strength is outside rather than within us. The Upanishadic
tradition, particularly Advaita Vedanta, and yoga, however, have taken care of this by emphasising that
idol worship at best is only a transitional or preparatory stage and God realisation is achieved when
seeking is turned within. Idol worship is not at all mandatory or essential in Hinduism, and more advanced
or serious seekers are encouraged to directly realise God within. But they do not frown upon or condemn
idol worship, and realise its value in orienting us to the Divine.

Pantheism or animism in popular Hinduism is also a reflection of deeper realisation that God is
immanent in the Universe and manifests Himself in various forms. Adoration and worship of elements of
nature as deities has been an important feature of Hinduism, especially in the Vedic period. But they were
all regarded either as subservient to or manifestation of the Supreme. Since Hinduism regards God as
transcending the Universe, being greater than the Universe, it is misleading to define Hindu perception of
God in terms of pantheism or animism.

A very interesting aspect of Hinduism is that it has permitted even atheism within its generous space.
Whether Advaita Vedanta is regarded as atheism depends on how theism and atheism are defined. If
theism is narrowly defined as belief only in a monotheist exclusive, external personal god, all the six major
orthodox schools of Hindu Philosophy (Shatdarshanas) can be termed as atheist including even Advaita.
But this would be too restrictive a view of theism. Advaita Vedanta is monistic rather than monotheist and
believed in the impersonal Absolute, though it did not preclude faith in personal gods as a preparatory step
to Jnana or Realisation. These schools were not concerned with a simple exclusive external personal god.
Moreover, Nyaya and Vaisheshika schools developed a logically argued secular philosophy, and even
Yoga could be considered to be universal and secular as it did not need belief in a personal external god,
though it also did not exclude those who have such belief. The general opinion about the six schools is that
they are theist, explicitly or implicitly, and are, therefore, regarded as 'orthodox' (astika), in contrast to
heterodox (nastika) schools. Leaving aside the six schools, there has been a scope for atheism in
Hinduism. The most prominent of atheists were the followers of Lokayata propounded by Charvaka, who
were rank materialists. We have more to say about the six orthodox schools and three heterodox schools in
chapter 7. Though the mainstream of Hinduism has been theistic, it is important to remember that
Hinduism also gave room for secular philosophy.

A question arises whether persons not believing in a personal intervening God could be called
religious at all. Yes, says Billington (2002) if they are not rank materialists believing that the physical
world is the end of everything. If we believe that there is something in us, which is more than purely
physical, we can be religious. Buddhism and Jainism are religions, though atheistic. It is also not correct to
presume that there can be no morality without believing in a personal, intervening, punishing



God. Buddhism and Jainism are no less moral than theistic Hinduism, Christianity and Islam. Advaita
Veddittasa186" 18 16 1888 motral wan wvaita Vedanta. There can be humanism and harmony even without
faith in God or religion. On the contrary, narrow-minded views on religion and God (such as Christian
God, Muslim God or Hindu God/s as separate from each other; or, salvation taken as possible only in one -
their own - religion) have harmed the cause of world peace. Instead of compassion, such views have
promoted cruelty. There is thus no case for believers in God or religion to feel superior and condemn
non-believers.

2. THe Self AND THe DiviNe

If the discussion in the preceding section seemed a bit abstruse, let me first summarise it briefly in a
simple manner. There are at least three points of view of the Divine and Its relationship with the world.
From the point of view of the Advaita (Monism) Vedanta, there is the Unity of All Existence, the Divine is
Purnam, and there is nothing else beside It or before It or after It. The World is only a manifestation of the
One Absolute Brahman, and this manifestation does not affect the Brahman a bit. It remains the same. The
Supreme is immanent, and not merely transcendental. The whole cosmos is suffused with the Brahman.
Once this is accepted, it is superfluous to add that it also means oneness of God (monotheism) and that
viewed in whatever form, God is the same. In Vishisthadvaita (Qualified Monism), the world is a part of
God; it is incorporated into God as a part of His. The world is controlled by God's will. The world is more
real in this view than what is implied by treating it as only a manifestation. In the Dvaita (Dualism)
philosophy, God and the world are separate from each other, neither having beginning or end, but the latter
is completely dependent on God, subject to His control and its modifications by Him. But He is present
everywhere in the World, and the world is very much real.

Now, where do the individual selves come in? What is the status of the individual Self? What is its
relationship with the Divine? The answer is different in the three schools of Vedanta. In the case of the
Advaita Vedanta, the One appears as many only through manifestation or Maya, and the individual self in
its pure state unaffected by Maya is called Atman. At the micro or individual level, Maya becomes Avidya
(ignorance or misunderstanding), and when the self is caught in the Vyavaharik (practical) world and
identifies itself with body, it is called Jiva. When the misunderstanding is removed and the self realises its
true and pure nature, it is the same as the Brahman itself in its essence as Sachchidananda. So, Atman is
the same as the Brahman.

In the Vishishtadvaita view, the jivas are also parts or constituent elements in the Supreme, like
droplets in the ocean, or sparks from fire. They do not have an independent existence. But they are
endowed with consciousness of their own, and it is possible for them to realise their true nature as parts of
the Divine, rather than as helpless entities trapped in Sansara (the mundane world) separated from God.
Thus in both Advaita and Vishishtadvaita school, divinity of the self is accepted. In the Dvaita view, Jivas
are different from God and also from the world as separate entities, but are entirely dependent upon and
controlled by God. There are billions of them, and each Jiva is different from another Jiva, irrespective of
whether the Jivas are of human beings or of animals. The Dvaita view of Jiva seems to correspond well
with the Christian concept of the soul. Dvaita Vedanta speaks of five basic differences (Bhedas) — between
God and the world, between God and soul, between the world and soul, between soul and soul, and
between different constituents of the world. May it be noted that



only these five bhedas are recognised, and not any bheda between God and God say between Vishnu and
Shiva. Thus the unity of Godhead is firmly recognised in all the schools of thougdi i EifaGism, nough
conceptualized and worshipped in different forms. But that is another matter.

It was perhaps because of the difficulty in comprehending the Advaita view, not being amenable to
what can be called as common sense, and certainly not perceptible through the sense organs, its
philosophers had to go to great lengths to explain and defend their darshana (school of philosophy). Two
stories used for this purpose may be narrated here.

The first of these emphasises the importance of self-awareness. A group of ten men, wanted to cross a
river on foot, which they carefully did. Since the flow of the stream was rather rapid, one of them decided
to count all to see if anyone was left out. He counted up to nine and cried out — 'Oh! Someone is missing!'.
By turn, each of them similarly counted and reached the same conclusion that really someone was missing.
They became agitated and started crying loudly. A passer-by came and asked what the matter was. They
told him. He understood the problem immediately. He lined them up and said he would give a slap on the
bottom of each, and then each one should keep the count loudly. Surely enough, the last man shouted
'"Ten!' The passerby then told them that the problem was that they forgot to count their own selves!

The second story, which was a favourite of Shri Ramakrishna Paramahamsa, goes a step further and
emphasises the importance of identifying the true nature of our Self. A shepherd went to a forest with his
sheep, and found a lioness dead after delivery, and a lion cub alive near her. He took the cub home and
brought it up along with his sheep, giving it milk. The cub went out to graze like other sheep, thought of
itself as a sheep, and even started eating leaves of plants. One day, a lion came there hunting, and all the
sheep and the lion cub started running away. The lion was wonderstruck at seeing the lion cub among
sheep and behaving like a sheep. It caught hold of the frightened cub, assured it no harm, and took it to a
nearby pond to show its own reflection in the water. The lion told the cub
—'you are a lion, not a sheep; realise who you really are'. Ramakrishna says that lion performed the
role of a Guru, in making the lion cub aware of its own true self.

The Upanishads have gone to great lengths probing into the true nature of the Self. More than mere
thinking or intellection, they embody the essence of truth experienced through deep meditations of the
wise Rshis and their disciples. Rshis were not interested in polemics; they were only dedicated to the
pursuit of truth. But the Upanishads do not reflect the thought and experience of any single seer. Since
many seers were involved, and the Upanishads themselves were many (supposed to be 108 in number),
they do not present a logically unified, coherent single view of the Truth. They are, therefore, amenable to
various interpretations, as reflected in the different schools of philosophy. The three great Acharyas —
Shankara, Ramanjua, and Madhva — developed their separate views, all claiming support from the
Upanishads, the Brahmasutras (an aphoristic summary of the teaching of Upanishads said to be by Veda
Vyasa or Badarayana) and the Bhagavadgita (the Gita). On the criterion of support from these
philosophical works, one cannot therefore conclude which of the Acharyas was correct. It is left to the
personal preference and aptitude of different sadhakas (seekers of God Realisation) and the stage of their
spiritual pursuit, to see which of the approaches or viewpoints is most suitable and has the highest appeal
to them.



There is, however, a fair degree of consensus among Indian philosophers that the Self is not Ego
identifiedS¥ath the Body But 1S the spirit different from body, mind and even buddhi (intellect). My body is
not the same now as it was when I was an infant; it grew into a child, a youth, an adult and then into a
'senior citizen'. The body has changed much but I have observed it all along as a different entity. Similarly
I am not the same as my mind and its states. The favourite method of separating the self as consciousness
(Chit), is to analyse the three common avasthas (states of mind) — Jagrta (awake), swapna (dreaming) and
sushupti (deep sleep). The Self experiences all the three states, is conscious of them and yet is distinct
from them. When I wake up after a dreamless deep sleep, I say, 'Oh, I had a good sleep'. Though I may not
be conscious of it during sleep, I was a sakshi (witness) to the fact that I slept well. Who is this /7 'T' is the
consciousness with which everything is seen, heard, experienced and enjoyed. 'I' is the sakshi.'

The Self is analysed lucidly by Shankara in his Tattva-Bodhah, a translation of which with an equally
lucid commentary by Swami Tejomayananda (2001) is available. An interesting part of this concerns the
theory of Panchakoshas (Five Sheaths or layers), which are said to envelop the self (ibid: 52-66). The
'outer most' sheath if it can be so called (because, the Self penetrates or permeates all the sheaths) is the
Annamaya-kosha or the 'Food Sheath', which consist of the body, or rather the gross body (Sthula
Sharira). As we move inward, we come up with more subtle sheaths. The next to Annamaya- kosha, is the
Pranamaya-kosha (the Life-Sheath) which animates the body and its sense organs. The body functions as
an organism because of Prana (which literally means breath, and actually implies the life-force). Next
comes the Manomaya-kosha (the mental sheath) or the mind. Mind is the seat of emotions like anger,
jealousy, love and compassion and functions closely with and through the prior two sheaths. It is through
the mind that the Self perceives the objects of the sense organs. If the mind is not on the sense organs,
there is no perception even if, say, the object is before the open eyes. It is the Self (consciousness) which
puts the mind and the senses on the objects in order to attentively see, hear etc. Real perception and its
interpretation takes place through the next sheath, — the Vijnanamaya- kosha, the sheath of intellect and
knowledge. Logical analysis is possible and knowledge is acquired because of this sheath. This sheath is
also the seat of moral values and moral judgements. It is through this sheath that the right is distinguished
from the wrong, the beautiful from the ugly, and the real from the unreal. Then comes the subtlest of all
the sheaths — Anandamaya-kosha, the sheath of happiness, joy or bliss. The Self is stated to be beyond all
the five Koshas including even the inner-most and the subtlest Anandamaya-kosha. 1t is not clear from
Shankara's Tattva-Bodha why the Self is different from even the Anandamaya-kosha, because the Self is
also said to be in its essence of the nature of Sat, Chit and Ananda. How is Ananda of the last Kosha is
different from the Ananda of the Self? If the former is transient, derived from sense organs, then that
happiness belongs to the mind, and not the Self. It is tempting to take Anandamaya-kosha itself as the Self,
the core of the whole complex, endowed not only with Ananda, but also with Sat and Chit. But while the
Self, irrespective of whether it is treated as Atman or Jiva, is taken to be immortal, the Pancha-koshas are
not. They perish with the body. The Ananda (happiness) aspect of the last Kosha, therefore, should be
taken to symbolise the inherent and undying quest for happiness in every living being, the quest to live and

to enjoy.



This much of the nature of the Self can be said to be common to all the schools of philosophy in
Hinduism. But Advaita goes further and makes the fantastic assertion that the Seifris. #hé &iahman mself,
the Divine, the Ultimate, the Absolute. This needs some explanation. In the simplest possible terms, it only
means that there is divinity in all of us, in all living beings and that God is not only transcendental but also
immanent. Shankara explains in Tattva-bodha that it is like a woman who is searching for her golden
necklace all over the house, only to find it finally on her own neck. Similarly, we search for God all over,
but finally, we have to find Him in our own selves.

One way in which Shankara tries to establish the identity of the Self (Atman) with the Brahman is to
explain that both have the same unique nature. The essence of both is the same, and they can't be different.
The common essence of both the Atman and the Brahman is that they are immortal (nitya), beginningless
(anadi), endless (ananta), Sat, Chit, Ananda, and nirvikara (changeless). Both shine by themselves
(Svayam Prakashamana) and others get their light only through the Brahman at the cosmic level and
through the Atman at the micro level. The Brahman is also stated by the Upanishads to be immanent, ie.,
as present in all and everywhere, not excluding the Jivas."” Therefore, even the body acquires sanctity. The
Chhandogya Upanishad calls it the abode of the Brahman (Brahmapuri) (Chapter VIII .1.1). The
Upanishad even explains how the term Hrdayam (heart) was coined: Hrdi ayam iti Ardayam (it is heart
because He is present there) (Chapter VIII. 3.5). Shankara clarifies, however, that the identity of the
Atman w