Hindus cremale their
dead. Scaltering the
ashes fogether with
sacred mangold flowers
onto the River Ganges
ensures the soul's
conlinued life.

have gone, thev have taken with
them their culture and religious ideas
and practices.

One faith or many?
Hinduism embraces a wide diversity
of religious belief.

® The vast majority of Hindus be-
lieve in God in some way or other,
but there are some who do not.

® Some Hindus believe thar a respect
for all living creatures demands that
they be vegetarians; others will sac-
rifice amimals at the temple and
joyfully share in a roast by the
river-side.

® 5ome  Hindus worship  Shiva;
others Vishnu or his incarnations
(avatars), most notably Krishna or
Rama; others again are worshippers
of the goddesses,

® The inhabitants of one village do
not share in the precise focus of
worship which will unite the villagers
in another place.

® The individual Hindu may rever-
ence one god, a few, or many, or

—
none at all!

@ He may also believe in one
in several gods as mnnithuh‘;w '
him. gt
® He may express the ultimg, .
personal or impersonal terms.

It has been suggested thu ;
ism is ‘a federation of culy
customs, a collage of ideas and 4
tual aspirations’. So, is it possihj,
speak of "Hinduism' in the singy
or are there many ‘Hinduisms's

Under one umbrella

For Hinduism, as for other relig
traditions, the name s an um
term which does not demand 3 y
homogeneity. (To draw a parallg
the ritual of an African independen
Christian church will be far remaoyeg
from a Coptic or Armenian lim
and vet all come under the
‘Christian’.) But if Hinduism em
braces a ‘family of religious beliefy’,
we still need to find something whic
can be called the ‘ethos’ of Indus
religion.,

The flow of life
One concept which is found every
where within Hinduism today is the
idea of reincarnation or transmigne
tion. Whereas Christianity thinks @
terms of the importance of decision 3
making within one life, and sed
salvation in terms of the individul
(though not neglecting the group 6
the whole), the Hindu thinks of the
flow of life through many existences :
This lies behind the notion of samsaft
which expresses this flow from b 'I
1o death and then on to rebirth, i
30 on. As a result the limited span

of Hinduism (as we
it) go back thousands
S0 what do we know
earliest forms of relig-
» [ndian subcontinent?

iest evidence we have
n excavations that have
since 1922 in the
d the Indus Valley. A
s urban culture was
in the third millen-
and two cities have
ated: Harappa, the
capital of the Punjab
5 of the River Ravi,
0, 400 miles/
s away in Sindh, on
s of the Indus.

‘evident that the rivers
l for their inhabitants,
the broad, fertile plains

history isl]cnglhencd to hillions upo® ; mm;w;:;:}mn:m;i
billions of years. | people jent
Linked with the notion of sami® ity l’:ﬁﬂ“ﬂi‘.ﬂu

is the concept of karma. Kﬂ”’f“$~
erally means ‘work’ or “acuon s

also indicates the consequenced 02
tions within one existence whic !
into the next existence and infld :
its character—and so the L'h'-‘"!fﬂ'?t ' ir community., and 5o
on. Hindu hope, therefore, ¥ jought of as ‘rivers of

release (moksha) from this chaif =5 therefore sacred.

as they sull do 1oday).
hing was not confined
0 the baths at the sanctu-
le also bathed in the
provided the liveli-

cycle, ,
~The other great unifying ‘_“"".':;5 fﬁat'h.fmfﬂfi";
the attitude of Hinduism 10 * (OF the political and the

(see ‘Roots'), may be parallels

ots: The Development
*Hindu Religion

with the sacral kingship in an-
cient Babylon, where the ruler
was seen as a ‘son’ of the divin-
itv—in both cases a mother-god-
dess, the symbol of creativity and
the ongoing flow of life. There
arc many figurines of the god-
dess, signifving the origin of life
{a pregnant figure) or the nurture
and continuance of life (figures
which emphasize the breasts).
All the indicarions are of an early
matriarchal society as the back-
ground to the host of goddesses
in India twday. Each village
seems to have its own dess,
venerated as the giver of life and
fertility. They may also be seen
as embodiments of the female
principle, called Shaku in de-
veloping Hinduism.

There are figures of a male
god, too, with horns and three
faces (seemingly the original of
the wriad, Trimurti, later expres-
sed by the three deities Brahma,
Vishnu and Shiva). He is shown
in the position of a yogi (one
who practises yoga, the way of
self-discipline) in a stare of
contemplation. He is also seen
surrounded by animals, which
suggests that he is the original
form of the great god Shiva, who
is often spoken of as *Lord of the
Beasts'. The fertility symbols,
the lingam and voni (representing
the male and female sexual
organs), both still presenmt in

popular forms of Hinduism, have
also been found.

It would appear, therefore,
that this ancient Indus Valley
civilization shows traits which are
still a powerful force in Indian
religion.

The Aryan faith

In the middle of the second mil-
lennium 8C the Aryan (literally
‘noble’) peoples invaded India,
bringing their language and tra-
ditions and profoundly influen-
cing, although in no way ousting,
the older religions, ideas and
practices. Their language de-
veloped within India into what
we call Sanskrit—a parallel of
Greek, Latin and other Indo-
European | . It appears
that their religion, too, had close
affinities with that of Homer's
Greece. At any rate, the Arvan
pantheon recalls the gods of
The Iliad and The Odysse—
fundamentally manifestations of
nature.

Whereas the older Indus
Valley religion seems to have
included yoga, renunciation and
purification rites—all of which
continue 1o mark the *holy men'
of India—the Aryans appear to
have been much more world-
affirming. They were originally
nomads (coming perhaps from
the Baltic regions). They appreci-



merance  (prakniri). The
geen as the cosmic
which ensues in life and
ere can be no life with-
ce, we are told, and the
¢ of the World Soul are
the basis of the human
. The mouth is the

ated the ‘openness’ of nature—
trees, fields, sky and so on. Like
Homer's Greeks, they made their
sacrifices 10 gods who rep-
resented the forces of nature,
Animal sacrifice was very much
a feature of their practices.
Whereas rivers provided the

ledge') are the oldest. Many of
these religious hymns may have
been composed when the Vedic
peoples were still in central Asia,
Bur most of them probably date
from a time after the sertlement
in India. In later times they were
considered o be a revelation

lar is Indra, who is poryy,

warrior who m?::;nn:gd
powers of evil and brings
world into being. The oy
is the personification of th,
ficial fire (Latin ignis) and o [0k
earth and heaven, carryip "y
gifts which the priests poys %

Tees

meeting-place for the pre-Arvan from Brahman (the ultimate the flames into the pr.;gmw% otder (the Brahmins),
worshippers, the Aryans gath- source of all being) in the form of the gods. o ws are the rulers (Rajanya,
ered around fire and performed words, received by the inspired ‘May that Agni who s ¢, wn a5 the Kshatriya),
their ceremonies there. They sages (rishis). The sages, it was extolled by ancient and be are the land-owners,

ts and bankers (paishva)
s feet are the workers,
and serfs (shudra). (It is
that the shudras rep-
the subject-peoples who
1 the indigenous popu-
d were subordinated to
quering Aryans.)

for the priests

ity of the priestly class

would cast grain, butter and
spice into the flames.
Unfortunately there have been
no archaeological finds from the
early period of Aryan settlement,
but we do possess a literature
(written down probably about
800 »c, but reflecting an oral
poetical tradition from centuries
before). The Vedic texts (Vid
expresses ‘knowledge’) enshrine

held, had been granted the ability
to apprehend the knowledge
which was eternal (hence the ritle
sanatana—'eternal'—dharma) and
divine. The religious tradition
later distinguished between what
was revealed (shmun) and what
was remembered (smiritf) and so
possessed not direct, but only a
secondary, inspiration.

seers, conduct the gods hepe s
The divine parents, He,

and Earth, symbolize he :
panses of nature. Their marr
indicates the indissoluble link by,
tween two worlds, the celes
and the ierrestrial. V,
(Greek Uranus) is the chief of thy
gods, because ceremonial g
(rita) and law (dharma) are g4
ministered and regulated by hig,

the main evidence for the original The The cosmic order is within ki with the crucial position
Aryan faith. The Rig Veda is made up of more  control and he ensures thart thee sacrifice and the magical

of I - than 1,000 hymns, They are usu- s no transgression, cosmic o incantations. The priests
Sl]:l:lﬁ_ knowledge: ally addressed to a single god, human. d bring the people into
the Rig Veda and several dozen different gods The Veda distinguishes be the cosmic powers

ntee the continuation of
priestly ascendancy was
ed without question, as
class seem to have held
ship for much of the
was only the elaboration
Band ceremonial which in-
&d the power of the priests.
complicated the forms
p, the more essential it
¥e the expert!
Veda also reflects a
g speculanion which was
10 the Upanishads (the
ta, the end of the Veda)
thich the revealed word
terminate. In the early
myth Indra was seen as
onal agent in creation,
existence out of non-
._ln later speculation the
t%od’, described in personal
Bives way to “That One'—
sonal force of creation.
15 also a questioning

The Rig Veda (*songs of know-

feature in them. The most popu- tween the World Soul (puriha)

i hl:'m[s it for certain; who
im it here; namely, out
it was born and from
Cregtion proceeded ...
967 he made it or whether he

has not? . .. he alone knows, or,
perhaps, even he does not know.’

In this passage we have the basis
for the future philosophizing
which was happier to describe
the ultimate or transcendent in
negative rather than in positive
terms and which was to accept a
basic relativism in all attempis 1o
describe the absolute.

Classes and castes

From the four class groupings of
the poem on creation, the idea
grew that some hierarchic struc-
ture in society is a part of the
divine intention for the nawural
order. The classes (varmas—col-
ours) were later to proliferate into

The god Shiva is the destroyer, This
Nepatese carving shows him killing
an evil dermaon.

a large number of birth-groups
(janis), which differentiated
families much more according to
work done in the community.
Although some aspects of the
caste system have been outlawed
by the Indian government in
recent times, the system con-
tinues as an integral part of
Indian society. Questions of mar-
riage and eating are all linked
with the class caste groupings.
The first three classes are l:utluIT
from the fourth by being “twice-
born', or ‘the initiated”. They



The Ramayana is an egic poern
which telis the stor Rama, the
sixth incarnation of Vishnu. He was
a great hero, dedicaled fo ridding
the aarth of evil-doers.

wear the sacred thread as an
indication of superior status. In
addition, birth-groups differenti-
ale between the ‘pure’ and the
‘impure’, indicating both the im-
portance of ritual purity and the
impurity that accrues from
mixing with another group.

It is likely that the shudras were
first despised by the invading
Aryans and regarded as belong-
ing to an inferior colour (vama),
being dark instead of light-skin-
ned as they were. The idea of the

cycle of rebirth later indicated
that the shudras could hope for
salvation only in a future life, as
they were not yet among ‘the
initiated’,

The priests were gaining a
stranglehold on society through
class differentials. But this was
not to go unchallenged.

Revolt in the temple!

B[}r about 600 rc the ascendancy
of the priest in society was com-
monly accepted in  northern
India. The priestly ritual of sac-
rifice and its appropriate manira
{verbal utterance) as set oul in
the manuals of the priestly class

dominated the sacrificig
It was at this poim thay
movements of Jainisn,
Buddhism (see relevan .. ™
emerged within Hil!duism
the same time the Upgy;
provided a redirection o o8
Vedantic tradition, being

cepted as ‘revelation’ b

formed an indispensable |
dient in the new synthesis

was o emerge and he .,_-.]]I
‘Hinduism’.

! sl

The Jains
Both Mahavira (#599-577
the figure behind Jainism, g
the Buddha (abour 563483 g
the founder of Buddhism, pe
longed to small republican citye
states that had emerged a ;
the Aryan tribal units.
came from ‘noble’ familics of (he
ruling class which had once
the leadership in sociery. |
The Jains believe that Mahayw
ira was the twentv-fourth “Fords
maker' in the current era g
cosmic  decline. (The cyelicl
view of history was unquestion:
ingly accepted.) He, like the
Buddha after him, had wandered
in search of ‘release’ or “salvarion’
from the age of thirty, He found
it when he was forty-two, whes
he became a completed soul
(kevalin) and congueror (fimh
{The name ‘Jain’ is derived from
fina.) He died at Pava (near Paini
in Bihar) after teaching for thirf
years. J
Mahavira was much more of 8
rationalist than the Brahmanist
He rejected revelation unii_hﬁd
his religious scheme on logic and
experience. He accept
somewhat pessimistic view of the

human situation and was
cerned for release. As he saw B
situation, the human soul o
enmeshed in matter and ne -
to regain its pristine purty T,
thereby achieve immortality:

can only gain liberation as 1t lli:s
its sccumulation of actons S5
their consequences. Each 50! i
SEEn s an entity in its own MET
Jainism in this way u!’_hrﬂﬂm’
plurality of beings as against




-

ty {u!un.ism} which

significant affirma-
5

the existence of
beings is not ex-
d, the approach of
fundamentally atheis-
both the concept of
all thought of the
idence in the

th to knowledge is
thing, and the Jain
‘right conduct. (See

e on Jainism.) First of

5 wis non-violence
‘or what  Albent
¢ called ‘reverence for
was  adopted by

, in modern times,

the fundamenmal ele-

f Hinduism, as Mahatma

reted it. The other

! are speaking
y, chastity and
chment o worldly

sift history from
 Buddha, Siddharta
name) Gautama (his
rejected the sacri-
‘and the caste system,
new way 10 release
omn, \E'hic:l:l heh de-
{erms of a ‘quenching’
What needed quench-
esire which kept a

to the cyvele of

rebirth by reason of his actions.
If desire was the reason for the
anguish and suffering which
marked the human lot, it was
clear that the desire had to be set
aside before release was anained
and nirvana reached,

Like a doctor, he not only
analysed the symptoms of the
human malaise, but also pre-
scribed a cure, Here he pointed
to 2 ‘middle way' which came out
of his own experience. For he
had found that neither a sensual
life in the world nor the extreme
asceticism of the hermits had
satisfied him. His teaching set
forth the Noble Eightfold Path 1o
mirvana (see further the articles
on Buddhism).

The Buddha's message was
perpetuated through the com-
munity of his disciples and
Buddhism spread rapidly—to the
south of India and from there 1o
Sri Lanka and Burma. Schools of
Buddhism grew up and from the
first century BC Mahavana (*the
great vehicle’) emerged.

Mahayana Buddhism made
some accommodation to Hindu
thought and there was interaction
with it. The Buddha was thought
of as the incarnation of the ulti-
mate Buddha for this age (i.e. an
historical manifestation) and the
dharma came to be virtually iden-
tified with Brahman in the sense
of an absolute and eternal law

within the universe. Nagarjuna,
the great Buddhist thinker, intro-
duced the notion of accommeo-
dated teaching, which allowed
for a multiplicity of religious ap-
proaches, because none, as such,
was grasping at the reality. The
‘Buddha nature’ was within all
and needed to be expressed, but
the ruth was 1o be apprehended
intuitively and not through
SENSE-EXPerience.

The Upanishads

Although Jain and Buddhist
ideas had a great influence on the
development of Hinduism, later
Hindu reachers regarded them as
unorthodox. By contrast, there
was another form of semi-secret
teaching which was circulated by
teachers who were within the
Vedic heritage, but reshaped the
Hinduism of the fuwre. This
teaching came to be known as the
Upanishads (wpa = near, mi =
down, shad = sit), because those
who received it sat down beside
their teachers!

These teachers were not in-
volved in pleading with the gods
or ritual sacrifice. They were
more concerned to discover the
ground of the universe, the Real-
ity (Brahman) which was prior 1o
all other existence, At the same
time they were concerned to ex-
plore the nature of human con-
sciousness. They came 1o the




The large Hindu femples are
breathtaking builgings. This gate-
fower or gopuram leads into the
termple of Minakshi af Madura.
Minakshi is a consert of the gog
Shiva,

conclusion that what was basic to
the individual self (atman) was
none other than the Reality
which undergirded the cosmos.
Like the Jains and the Budd-
hists they were concerned o
overcome the fundamental sense
of anxiety and frustration which
marks human existence. They
also recognized the sense of flux
and impermanence in life. Bur
they looked for the essence of
permanence not only ouside

man, but also within. Their way
to salvation was that of know-
ledge or spiritual insight.

Like the manuals of the
priests, each Upamishad is at-
tached 1o one of the four Vedic
hyvmn-collections. They  are
speculative treatises which draw
upon parable 1o communicale
their view of reality, Every book
on Hindu religion quotes the
story of Svetaketu in the Chan-
dova Upanishad, He is asked 1o
split off the fruit from the banvan
tree and then continue to subdi-
vide it until he can se¢ nothing at
all, His father reminds him that
nothing comes from nothing and
that even within the infinitesi-

—
mally small there is sull

the power which pervadeg 0
whole universe and s
all existence.

‘Have faith!” he is told. "T,, .

Ry ll'.
the spint-breath (Brahm
which lies at the root of )] “?‘:"
ence, and that is whar yoy al‘
oo, Svetakem!' ‘Thar 5 o
vou are’ expresses the unijpy :
the human self (or soul) with |
ultmate Reality. He is wild, tog
to see the impossibility of exiryy,
ing salt from water in & salip,
solution. It penetrates the whalg
In the same way, he is assypag
that the reality within the humgg
self (arman) is Reality jise)f
(Brahman).

Radhakrishnan has  siressed
the subjective and the objective
sides in the Upanishads. Svegs
vatara (one of the speakers), he
says, ‘saw the truth owing to hi
potver of contemplation and the
grace of God." It follows, there
fore, that the truths are 1o be
verified not only by logical reason
but also by personal experience.

Although the Upamishads are
speaking of the ultimate there isa
great deal of personalized lan-
guage which could later be
brought into devotion (Hhakm)
We are told that *Brahman dwells
within all and outside all—
unborn, pure, greater than the
greatest, without breath, withow
mind’ and ver Brahman is "ever
present in the hearts of all—the
refuge of all and their suprens
goal'. ‘In Brahman exists all that
moves and breathes.! Brahman 18
seen as ‘the adorable one’. 10
‘*know’ Brahman is to find oncs
being within Brahman.

Age of the epics
The period from 300 B 10 AD 300
was crucial for the emergence ©
what we may call classical Hin=
duism. Although Buddhism ant
Jainism reached their WICES
growth within India during P
time, it was also the period Wh'-"f
Vedantic ‘orthodoxy’ was
veloping. Swiras were wrire®
These were for the most P8

15 the h:‘hiiﬁr

dons of aphorisms which
t to highlight the reaching
Vedas and Upanishads.
even more significantly
future of popular religion,
was the time when bhakn
gion 1o one of the gods)
«d religion, so that what was
gy part and parcel of relig-
at the grass rools received
al. There was also a wider
esis of Arvan and non-
elements in the traditon.
cdivinities of the Vedas were
ir replaced by the older gods
entified with them. For ex-
. Rudra, the powerful one
the Vedic hymns, was iden-
d with Shiva, the ‘dancing
‘whose figurines are among
finds in the Indus Valley
ations.

md and story

was also the nme for writing
ies of the past. What had
ted and been circulating
peal legends came 1o be re-
d as the best statement of
Indian view of the world.
[ there may be some his-
tal allusions to events long
the epics point rather 1o the
al struggle between good
evil, cosmos and chaos in
affairs, They provide the
ce that order will prevail
that there is a way through
g5 of doubt and puzzle-

basic thesis of both the

ana  (which has 24,000
plets) and the Mahabharara
M0 couplets) is that history is
ed into cyvcles. At the begin-
righteousness and order
Ma) marks the world. But
through four ages, stan-
deteriorate until the gods
i€ 1o destroy the world and
n it afresh. The poems in-
% the need 1o discover mean-
At purpose, even during the
of disorder.

M8 loving husband and
Sthful wife: Ramayana

Ramayana is placed within
fccond age, when order,

though wunder amack, s sull
largely intact. It is the story of
intrigue in which Rama is ousted
from the throne and his faithful
wife Sita abducted and taken off
to Sri Lanka. The monkev-god,
Hanuman, the symbol of loyal
service and ingenuity, assists in
the rescue of Sita by establishing
a monkey-bridge from the main-
land of India 1o 5ri Lanka. Rama
is the personification of right-
eousness and is looked upon as
one of the ten incarnations (av-
atars) of Vishnu. The notion
grew up that the gods send one
avatar for each age. (This same
notion of a series of ages or acons
and the appearance of a saviour-
figure in each age is also present
in Buddhist thought.)

In popular Hinduism the

Rama story 15 not only heard
from earliest childhood, but be-
comes the basis for evervday life.
Rama will be invoked at the start
of any undertaking and thanked
on its successful completion. His
exploits become an example to

follow and an encouragement 1o
upright behaviour. His name will
be used to console the apged and
chanted by the assembled mour-
ners, as the bodies of the dead are
taken away for cremation.

Sitd, too, becomes the model
of the faithful wife who is so
identified with her husband that,
at one time, she would even
ascend his funeral pyre and be
cremated with him. Sita s
praised for the virtues of piety,
lovalty and unassuming courtesy.,

‘Song of the Lord":
Bhagavad Gita

The Mahabharata story is set
towards the end of the third age.
And the civil war of which it tells
ushers in the fourth age, the era
of final disintegration and un-

it has been said that the ane
unifying theme in the giversity of
Hinduism is the honour paid lo
cows. Why they are considerad
sacred is not known, But they are
permitied lo go amywhere and eal
anything.




Twao of

righteousness.
cousins claim to be the rightful
rulers. The five Pandora brothers
prevail in the end, but only after
a hitter and lengthy conflict.

SCL8

The reaction of the five
brothers is crucial to the story.
The eldest, Yudhishthira, finds
war distasteful and wishes to opt
out of the conflict. He looks in
the direction of ascetic medita-
tion. Artention finally rests on the
third brother, Arjuna, who
shares his brother’s distaste for
war, but shows great ability as &
general,

The high point of the lengthy
epic is the section entitled
Bhagavad Gita ('Song of the
;_.Drr.i' i» where Arjuna is hesitar-
ing about entering the barle
against his kith and kin. He is
engaged in dialogue with his
charioteer, who is none other
than Krishna, the eighth incarna-
tion of Vishnu.

The Bhagavad (rita has some-

This modern carving shows the age-
old Hindu theme of the ‘wheel of
life’. The doctring of samsara
feaches thal after death the soul
moves fo a new body.

times been called ‘the bible of
Hinduism" because of its popular
appeal. There have been more
commentaries written on it than
on any other Indian writing. The
story tells how Aruna is finally
persuaded by Krishna to issue
the order for battle against the
Kuru family, Krishna argues that
death does not destroy the soul
and that a man must folfil his
duty in accordance with his class,
To perform one’s dutvy does not
involve guilt, if it is done in a
spirit of detachment, Krishna
points out that knowledge, work
and devotion are all paths to
salvation. Through devotion 1o
himself (in whom the impersonal
Brahman becomes a personal,
loving god), Arjuna can be freed

from his doubts and atiachm,
The Crita stresses that saly
available to all: class disti
are not a barrier but
securing salvation.

The Krishna cycle
There is a further cycle of g3
about Krishna, which are Widg]
circulated. The most impaiyy,
is the Bhagavata Purang, | '
stories begin with him as a prip,
of the tribe of the Yadavas, gy
there are miraculous stories of
birth and infancy. In devitiong)
art-forms he is often portrayed G
a plump baby full of vitality,
During his youth he fled frop
his wicked cousin Kamsa apg
dwelt among the cowherds of
Vrindaban. The stories tell of hig
skill as a fute-player and the
pranks he plaved upon the wives
and daughters of the cowherds,
outdoing Don Juan in his ways of
seduction. The suggestion is that
he is father, friend and elder
brother to his worshippers—but
also lover and husband. The
sexual imagery of union with
Krishna is symbolic of the inti:
macy of the worshipper with
God, which is a featurc of the
bhakti emphasis in Hinduism.
The Krishna stories are not in-
tended to be taken literally as
something to emulate!

The sacred cow

The fact thar Krishna is com-
monly portraved as the cowherd
is also significant, for it brings
Krishna-worship into the contexl
of the ancient cult of the mother
goddess. The cow is the living
symbol of Mother Earth and
the bounty she bestows updf
mankind. Feeding the cow 15 1f
itself an act of worship. Even the
cow's urine is seen as sacreds
being used, for example, in F'm.l..
fication rites by those who hi“;
broken caste taboo. (Althoug
some Hindus eat meat, the rﬂ-1:
jority are vegetarian, for n"ﬂ”;
ence for the cow 15 also a sym
of reverence for all animals

Al F
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iWedic tradition ended with
Lpanishads and the emerg-
vof the notion of the identity
g individual self (arman) with
plute (Brahman). The
p was (o see the identity
individual with every
individual and so to postu-
there is only one reality.
understanding of existence
d monism. [t is the basis of
tic philosophy and it
the main philosophical
within  Hinduizm,
with & great variety of
tation.

wariety was partly due to
mpt 1o systematize Hindu
t—done first during the
of the epics, when Hindu-
in its classical form was
. A number of sutras
of  aphorisms)
ed, but they were often oo
1o be intelligible and so a
entary was needed. The
tion of commentaries led
one hand to a tradition of
Iiun.l and on the other
SETRL varanis in nterpreta-
i The Brahma Surra (belong-
B0 the sixth cenury ap)
it 10 sum up the teaching
came 1o be known as the
8 Sutra,

illel with Vedania was a
B0l which gave pride of place
B It stressed those

proaches to Truth:
he Great Interpreters

of appeasing the gods and ac
cumulating merit [0 acquire
heavenly joy. There was also
reasoning (shankfva) which stres-
sed the two entities of spirit and
matter. Matter is withour feeling,
but spirit acts upon it and brings
about evolution within matter. It
is also seen as responsible for
human experience and misery.
The vogic philosophy followed
shankhva, but had a place for
Ishvara as the supreme, omnis-
cient, ever-existing teacher.

Much of the philosophical de-
velopment had parallels with the
earlier schools of Buddhist
thought, but there was one fun-
damental difference. Buddhism
rejected the notion of a continu-
ing self and saw everything as
subject o flux. Bur all Hindu
thought presupposes the perma-
nence of the self (the amman).

The three great interpreters of
Vedanta were Shankara (about
AD 7BE—820), Ramanuja (died ap
1137) and Madhva (about aAp
1197-1276).

Shankara

Shankara wrote commentaries on
the Brakma Swre and the
Bhagavad Crita, and also pro-
duced spiritual treatises and
hymns (for he was a worshipper
of Shiva), He was responsible for
a revival of Hindu thought, over
and against Buddhism, although

he owes a debt 1o the Buddhist
concept that nothing has sub-
stance, all being void. The mystic
appreciates this and so is set free
from a world which is mere il-
lusion. Nothing can be said about
reality; what is needed is mystical
insight. He therefore postulated
two levels of truth. At the lower
level of appreciation of the truth,
everything is provisional and
transitory. But much of life is
lived at this level.

For Shankara the world is scen
as illusion (mayva), Even the idea
of each of us as a separate self is
also regarded as illusory. The
truth, however, is that there is
only one being—the “Brahman
atman  reality’, which involves
not simply my atman, but that of
others as well, He sought to es-
tablish a link with the Vedas,
where God is seen as the wielder
of mava. But this, in turn, raises
the question of whether God is
himself an illusion and the
creator of an illusory world. It is
here that Shankara accepts being
itself as his ultimate. The world
may seem 1o be vividly real but,
from the standpoint of the higher
level of truth, it is then seen 1o be
illusory.

Ramanuja
Ramanuja came from a back-
ground with a strong tendency
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towards blaker.

The bhaknt movement had
been seen as a threat 1o Brahmin
orthodoxy, based on the Veda,
but Ramanuja sought 1o create a
bridge between the two, 1o bring
bhakei within the classical Hindu
tradition. He began by accepting
the authority of the Vedas and
the inspiration of the Bhagavad
Gita and wrote commentaries on
both the Brahma Supa and the
Crira. He saw the cosmos as
God’s body, bur, just as the sell
transcends the bodv, so God

festation. The world functions in
dependence on the purposes of
God. So karma, o, has o be
understood as the expression of
God's will.

Ramanuja  imerpreted  the
‘thou art that" in the Upanishads
as meaning not that the individ-
ual self is identical with God, but
that God is the reality within the
self. So he rejects Shankara's
threat to the religion of worship
and devotion and his assumption
that salvation comes from within.

Madhva
iﬂ_adl'ﬂ n}vas il;ﬂumred
ain ief in the differe K
tween souls: and nusfﬁ be,
matter. He therefore strq,-u,-_-,u"ﬁ!
ticularity and plurality, J, o
tulates the existence withip Do
of attributes that no other (o
could possess. In the 5umebc“l
each individual is differeny g%
every other, and no .'::qummmh ;
karma can ever be the samp of
means that each soul mus
something within itsell i,

Salvation,  deliverance, for

i, del somehow or other determines i,
Ramanuja is a gift from above.

destiny,

transcends the material mani-

1 eda the ultimate or abso-
'4 Brahman, defying all
pt at definition,

n is neuwiral and imper-
¢ origin, the cause and
of all existence. In itare
d:

being (saf);
intelligence (ct);

delight (ananda).

n is the unknowable

ed is in terms of a per-
deity. So it was natural for
ndians 1o see the several
s or functions of divinity
ed in a multiplicity of
In the Vedic hymns god is
y seen in human terms.
¢ are the manifestations
re or cosmic forces. The
names may be countless,
are all undersiood as
ions of Brahman. For, al-
it may have limitless
it is still regarded as one in

Hinduism is not troubled
fact that each village may
its own divinity or di-
. The multiplicity is not
BN a5 polvtheism, since _Brah-
it is One, The gods are simply
¥s of approaching the ult-

| '-; cepts of Hinduism

The Vedic gods
Indra is the god most frequently
invoked in the Veda and many
stories are told of his deeds of
prowess. With his thunderbolt he
was able to suppress the dragon
that sought to stem the flow of
the waters. He appears as con-
queror of the sun, releasing from
the sun's grasp the imprison:
dawns. He is depicted astride an
elephant, bejewelled and with a
kingly turban or tiara, thunder-
bolt in hand. Like the other
divinities, he has his female part-
ner, Indrani or Saci.

Agni is the god of fire and
sacrifice—the one who unites
¢arth, heaven and the aimos-

The phallic lingam pillar is the
symbol of the creative god Shiva.

phere in between. He is seen as
the life-force within nature. The
Rig Veda hails him as the one
who ‘restores life 1o all I:n:lng:‘;_.
“The all is reborn through you!
Chief of the Vedic gods is
Varuna who is the preserver of

ed the cosmic order. Heis described

as clothed in a golden mantle and
is often associated with A

(the Mithra of Persian religion—
the deity in Mithraism).

There are, of course, a number
of other gods and goddesses—
symbolizing the sun, the moon
and the stars—as well as Dyaus-
pitr. the ‘heaven father” (Jupiter



