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PROLOGUE






Much that is true of God has also been revealed in the long history of religion, and this can be demonstrated for the Christian by reference to the true standard of Christ. In the great religions which have given shape to human aspirations, God plays on an orchestra which is far out of tune, yet there has often been a marvellous, rich music made.

Alexander Schmemann1



When Hindus greet others they say Namaste or Namaskāram: this expression is a tacit acknowledgement of the divine in the ‘other’. Similarly, when Orthodox Christians meet, they give what St Paul calls a ‘holy kiss’, twice or three times on the cheek: such an action signals that they greet the ‘other’ in the name of Christ, the God-Man, or of God the Holy Trinity. Thus a symbolic recognition of the divine potential within the human person is shared by Hindus and Orthodox Christians, despite the many crucial doctrinal differences that separate them. One might say that Hindus are well-placed to empathise with the Orthodox Christian approach to the human person as being an icon of the divine.

This present book sets out to explore the spiritual terrain of both faiths in the hope of enhancing mutual understanding and appreciation, and with the intention of debating issues that may arise from what I envisage as ‘respectful conversations’.

It would be fair to confess from the outset that I am a convert to Christ from an ancient and highly distinguished Brahmin Hindu family. Though I do not tell explicitly in this book the story of my journey from being Hindu to becoming Christian, the factors that propelled me towards Christianity underpin my dialogic venture. Suffice it to say, paradoxically, that it was my earnest pursuit of Hindu spiritual ideals that led me to Christ. Whilst I was researching for my PhD from the University of Cambridge, I was baptised in St John’s College Chapel by an Anglican priest, Father Geoffrey Keable, who had served in India and taught as Vice-Principal at Bishop’s College, Calcutta.

I am deeply grateful to the Anglican Church for nurturing me as a new Christian. I value the love, generosity and gentleness, and also the quiet grace that often informs Anglican worship at its best. My study of Augustine and of the leading lights of Reformation theology (Luther, Calvin, Richard Hooker) and of modern Protestant writers such as C.S. Lewis, Lesslie Newbigin, Stephen Neill, E.L. Mascall, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Father Michael Harper (as well as the articles in his Renewal magazine) gave me a good grounding in the basics of the Christian faith. They taught me a great deal about what it means to take up one’s cross daily and to keep Christ’s commandment to love God and love one’s neighbour. I owe a great debt to the Anglican Church, just as I do to my Hindu upbringing.

It was when the Anglican Church took a direction that began to politicise worship that I began to feel uneasy. I could not but feel the faith of the Fathers was being compromised in the interests of political correctness. I became deeply troubled and felt ‘undernourished’, until I met with certain Orthodox theologians (writers such as Christos Yannaras, John Zizioulas, Sergei Bulgakov and Metropolitan Anthony Bloom) and, above all, until I experienced the Liturgies of St John Chrysostom and of St Basil. While I was discovering the riches of the Orthodox Tradition in worship, I also learned to appreciate the distinctly Orthodox approach to Christian witness and pastoral care, through the friendship of an Antiochian Archibishop, Gibran of Australasia, who eventually chrismated me Orthodox, along with my husband, Professor David Frost.

Over the years, I have experienced an ongoing internal dialogue between the faith I was born into and brought up in and the faith into which I am reborn. I am prompted by my experience to say that in worship and doctrine, Orthodox Christianity offers a fullness of truth and beauty in its quest for holiness which, I believe, can be shown to resonate with the hunger for holiness that is pervasive in Hindu traditions.

To some Orthodox Christians, it may seem a rash venture even to consider the possibility that there might be ‘truth’ and ‘holiness’ beyond the visible (one might almost say, walled) boundaries of the Orthodox Church. Such exclusivists (found particularly in those traditional heartlands of Orthodox Christianity, Greece, Russia, Romania and other Eastern European countries), whether priests, monastics or laity, tend to think that, since the Orthodox Church has the ‘fullness of truth’, there is no need to engage with people of other faiths – which they readily dismiss as ‘demonic’. A fortress mentality too easily develops that claims to ‘safeguard Orthodox Christianity’ from threatening ‘outsiders’ (a term that may even include other Christians). But such a hardline approach, motivated by a fervent desire to ‘preserve’ Orthodox Christianity, runs the risk of simply ‘pickling’ it. If one denies that the questionings of the modern world have any validity, the danger is that, when confronted by complex issues, one may resort to formulaic answers that are pastorally unsatisfying. At worst, the exclusivist attitude, founded on dogmatic rigidity, and compounded by ignorance, complacency, and even arrogance, breeds not just disregard and disrespect for one’s global neighbour but nurtures that ‘inner Pharisee’ to whom Jesus Christ directs his most severe reproofs.

However, there are other, saner, more enlightened voices within the Orthodox Christian world: priests, bishops and theologians who deplore bigotry and exclusivism and are acutely aware of the need in the modern world to engage with people of other faiths.1 They join Protestant and Roman Catholic scholars such as Stephen Neill, Lesslie Newbigin, Stanley Samartha, M.M. Thomas, Raimon Panikkar, Karl Rahner, Abhishikatānanda, Bede Griffiths, and many more who have long been engaged in an interfaith dialogue with Hinduism that for the Orthodox has remained a relatively unexplored field, even though Orthodox missions continue to expand into the Indian sub-continent and southeast Asia.

Yet Orthodox Christianity from earliest times has had a keen awareness of what one might call the ‘cosmic’ mission of Christ. That derives, among other roots, from God’s ‘universal’ covenant in the Old Testament with Noah (in addition to his historical covenant with Abraham). More importantly, it is proclaimed in the opening verses of the Gospel according to St John: ‘The true light that gives light to every man was coming into the world’ (John 1:9, italics added).2 Orthodox theology stresses that all human beings are created in the ‘image of God’ and that even after the Fall that image is still present, however badly marred and weakened it may be by human sin. One consequence of being such an ‘image’ of God is that each individual person is endowed with freedom. Thus choice, the decision about whether or not one seeks holiness, perfection and truth through baptism into the Christian faith, remains crucial. The consistency (that some might call obstinacy) with which the Orthodox Church maintains that it contains the ‘fullness of truth’ is testimony to this universalist stance. Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, who is often questioned about what appears to be an arrogant claim, likes to respond: ‘We know where the Church is: but we cannot be sure where it is not.’ Another Orthodox writer makes the point even more forcefully:


Christ is not limited by space and time; his Spirit lives, speaks, and acts in human history everywhere, often through mysterious and humanly unintelligible ways. What human being or organization can limit the Spirit’s involvement in history?1



One branch of the Orthodox Christian ‘family’ that has been engaging in a ‘dialogue of life’ with Hindus is the Syrian Orthodox Church of India.2 Known also as the Malankara Church, this Oriental Orthodox Church in India (despite its internecine problems) can authentically trace its origins back to the Apostle Thomas. Both its ecclesiastic hierarchy as well as the laity of this Church boast a long history of encountering Hindu religious beliefs at the grassroots level. And yet, until recently, the voice of this indigenous Indian (Malankara) Orthodox Church and its contribution to dialogue has been muted: partly because of its own internal turmoil, but largely thanks to the charge of ‘heresy’ levelled against it by the Chalcedonian branches of the Orthodox Church. Sadly, such charges (of Monophysitism and Nestorianism) continue to haunt it, even if progress has been made toward dispelling what has largely been misunderstanding and misrepresentation. One of the objects of this book is to restore the role of the indigenous Indian Orthodox tradition in setting the parameters for dialogue between Christians and Hindus.

Grassroots issues have triggered the writing of this book. Some years ago, I was asked by Abbot Symeon of the Monastery of St John the Baptist at Tolleshunt Knights, Essex, to help him counsel a couple who wanted to marry, one of them being a Hindu and the other an Orthodox Christian. On another occasion, I was ‘commanded’ by Bishop Theodoritos (then at the Greek Orthodox Cathedral of Sancta Sophia, London) to write an article to clarify those problems that had arisen among members of his congregation who were practising yoga. I have also been approached by Hindus who are interested in Orthodox Christianity (one being my young Hindu nephew), and by other Hindus who have converted to Christ and are concerned about how to deal with their Hindu religious heritage; and also by a number of Westerners, young and old, Christian and non-Christian, who are keen to understand Hindu religious beliefs so as to exercise discernment between what remains acceptable and what must be rejected.

This book is a response to such concerns. It is aimed both at the general reader and at scholars; at bishops, monastics, priests, teachers of religious education and anyone who has to deal with the pastoral issues that arise from Hindu-Christian encounters, from Hindus interrogating Christianity and Christians questioning Hindus.

I hope to address also the needs of those who are attempting to find within their faith-commitments, Christian and Hindu, ways and means to tackle the existential challenges of the modern world. Traditional faiths are no longer contained within geographical boundaries. The Internet has become a readily available marketplace for choosing a religious faith or a spiritual path or method. Hindu religious beliefs and practices are no longer just a phenomenon to be studied in their traditional home-base in India, for they now percolate and influence modern life globally in a variety of ways: so much so that Christians, whether they like it or not, have no choice but to prepare to meet and understand what these beliefs and practices signify in order to respond to their impact, especially in pastoral circumstances.

Aside from some incidental reflections from Orthodox writers like Father Alexander Men, Father Sophrony, Archbishop Anastasios, and Gavin Flood, there is, as yet, no book that engages fully in dialogue with Hinduism. There is much to learn, ‘inwardly digest’, and explicate. Both religions boast a strong, unbroken and still vital continuity of spiritual tradition and growth. In both religious traditions, there is a pervasive, sacramental, holistic perspective on life and a concern for beauty and rigour in worship and in the practice of rituals. Key motifs of Orthodox Christian theology offer challenging comparisons with Hindu metaphysical concepts, noted for their imaginative boldness. More often than not, it is not just what one finds in common but what one perceives as a challenge from one faith to the other that yields valuable insights in dialogue.

However, I would reiterate that Christians, especially Orthodox Christians, set great store by the uniqueness of Jesus Christ as the one and only Incarnation of God; and this God they worship as the One Undivided Trinity in Unity. Moreover, Christianity is a historical religion, in that Christians (in common with adherents of the other Abrahamic faiths) insist that God works his purposes in and through history. In contrast, Hindu traditions operate within the environment of a cyclical view of creation, and most, if not all of them, accept the concepts of Karma and rebirth unquestioningly. As we shall see in the following chapters, these basic differences cannot be simply brushed aside, because they affect everything else that happens within these traditions. To acknowledge that such articles of faith are non-negotiable need not hinder dialogue: on the contrary, a candid appreciation of difference can provide the freedom that is vital for any exploration in depth, if it is to yield fresh insights. Part of the argument of this study is that it is better, rather than seeking some watered-down common denominator between faiths, to be faithful to the distinctiveness of each, so as to arrive at a nuanced appreciation of both. Such an opportunity can be provided by the apparently paradoxical combination of an uncompromising Orthodox Christian claim to the ‘fullness of truth’ with an acknowledgement of the necessity (in theory at least) to identify the work of the Holy Spirit beyond its humanly conceived horizons.

To conduct ‘conversations’ with Hindus from an Orthodox Christian perspective is further complicated by the ambivalence that prevails in the attitudes of many in the Orthodox world towards non-Orthodox Christians. Despite manifold discussions with Christians of other denominations, even the concept of ecumenism continues to be a thorny topic in the Orthodox world.1 Though one can grieve over a sad lack of unity among Christians, it would be unrealistic and dishonest to glide over the causes of disunity. Not merely historical events, but important, subtle differences in approaches to theology, tradition, worship, prayer and ecclesiology contribute to barriers (and sometimes barricades) that preclude integration. As a consequence, an Orthodox Christian engaging with Hindu religious beliefs will frequently find that he or she has to conduct a three-way dialogue, with an eye to other Christians. No doubt this is a daunting task, yet it may provide exciting fresh perspectives to invigorate a Hindu-Christian dialogue that may seem to have reached an impasse.

Dialogue, if conducted with empathy and clarity, gives an opportunity to reduce the cacophonous contention born of ignorance and prejudice: a chance to attune oneself to the tunes of ‘the other’ that may be sometimes harmonious and at other times jarring. Such an enterprise is more than a matter of sympathetic listening. It is demanding, in the sense that it needs humility and love: one has to set aside preconceived notions, prejudice, and, above all, fear of the ‘other’. It is risky, in that one might, even unwittingly, give offence. However, such difficulties can be overcome if the partners to dialogue can be persuaded to re-view their own beliefs from a fresh, and hopefully enriched, perspective. No doubt, truth-claims will need to be candidly confronted; but there is, nonetheless, a great deal of groundwork to be done before you can even prepare to enter that arena.

Whatever may be the insights I have gained in the course of my personal struggle with a Hindu religious ethos and practice and from my ongoing experience of Christian life as a member of the Orthodox Christian Church, these have inevitably shaped the exploration I have documented in the following chapters. While mine is not a work of apologetics, it is confessional in the sense that my exercises in comparative theology are conducted from an Orthodox Christian perspective, to which I am committed. That does not mean I have negated my past, but rather that I have revisited it for a fresher, deeper, and more appreciative appraisal.

What follows is an exploratory effort in comparative theology that is conducted thematically. I have attempted to combine both the theoretical and the practical dimensions of a selected theme in a unified discussion. Wherever possible, my theological discussions are complemented by examples drawn from the lives of actual practitioners from each tradition. I have attempted a format that discusses theological issues by weaving in and out of personal experience, and by so doing, aims to establish a mode of comparative theology that can enlighten and enliven our understanding of the faiths of Hindus and of Orthodox Christians as they are lived.
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1. See Razvan Porumb, Orthodoxy and Ecumenism: Towards Active Metanoia (PhD thesis, Anglia Ruskin University, 2015).


CHAPTER ONE

Introduction: What It Means to
Inhabit a Hindu World


There is not one Hindu-Christian dialogue. There are scores of them.

Raimundo Panikkar1




Part I
Hinduism or Hinduisms?

There is no monolithic entity, one single religious tradition, that we can safely call Hinduism. It is now generally agreed by scholars that Hinduism is a rather unsatisfactory term to describe the cluster of traditions that the word represents. One can even argue that, unlike the term ‘Hindu’, which has ancient origins, ‘Hinduism’ is an artificial construct, a post-eighteenth century Western invention and should be abandoned. Yet we need a term, however unsatisfactory, to describe the religion of a people called Hindus and therefore I shall stay with it, with the caveat that whenever I speak of Hinduism, I mean a variety of religious beliefs and practices attributed to a people called Hindus.

What Makes a Hindu ‘Hindu’?

The answer to this question is so problematic that the Constitution of the Republic of India came up with a clause that is somewhat coercive in what it includes and definitive in what it excludes. Article 25 (2) of the Constitution, which explains the term ‘Hindu’, says, ‘the expression “Hindu” includes the followers of the Jain, Buddhist, and Sikh religions’ … and ‘any other person who is not a Muslim, Christian, Parsee or Jew’. What counts as the criterion for being a Hindu is solely the territory of origin – not of the people who are believers, but of their religion.1 The Jains, Buddhists and Sikhs might well protest at being classed as Hindus, but what this Article does is indicate that these religions are offshoots of Hinduism, even though they are religions in their own right.

The Great Banyan Tree

The great banyan tree provides an image that captures the symbiotic relationship between the multifarious religious beliefs that have developed over centuries and which claim the right to be called ‘Hindu’.1 A banyan tree is an impressive sight: it has a sturdy main trunk of great girth and it puts out a large number of huge branches that droop down to form adventitious roots; this process in effect creates subsidiary trees, which feed off as well as feeding the main tree. My own encounter with a banyan tree was in the grounds of the Theosophical Society, Adyar, in Chennai (Madras). Alas, the Adyar banyan is now in a somewhat denuded shape as the tree’s main trunk collapsed a few years ago, but the adventitious roots still flourish and the tree has been fenced off to help it survive, and even revive.

Unlike the Adyar banyan tree, Hinduism is in no danger as yet of collapsing at the centre. The sap continues to flow through. The core traditions comprising sacred texts, rituals, patterns of worship and beliefs which go back three thousand years or more continue to thrive; and so do the countless cults and counter-cults that have sprung up in and around it and which flourish under its vast canopy. You can believe in God or not believe in God, you can believe in gods or reject them as fantasies, you can worship one God or many gods, or not worship at all, you can perform rituals or repudiate them: in short, you can be a non-theist, theist, agnostic, sceptic, and even atheist, and still be a Hindu. The sheer variety, richness, the continuing transformations and the contradictions that constitute the Hindu religious world mean that anyone engaging in an interfaith dialogue needs to be wary of falling into the trap of reductionism and of committing that heresy of ‘essentialism’ so abhorred by post-modernists. Delving into the complex world of Hindu religious beliefs, one soon begins to appreciate the validity of Raimundo Panikkar’s remark: ‘There is not one Hindu-Christian dialogue. There are scores of them.’2

The ‘Three-Ring Circuses’

One may perceive an underlying unity in Hindu traditions, yet they coexist in a highly dynamic, at times giddy interplay of competition and even subversion. A.K. Ramanujan, a renowned scholar and translator of Hindu sacred hymns, presents a compelling if somewhat provocative image to express this situation:


I would like to suggest the obvious: that cultural traditions in India are indissolubly plural and often conflicting but are organized through at least two principles (a) context-sensitivity and (b) reflexivity of various sorts, both of which constantly generate new forms out of the old ones. What we call brahmanism, bhakti traditions, Buddhism, Jainism, tantra, tribal traditions and folklore, and lastly, modernity itself, are the most prominent of these systems. They are responses to previous and surrounding traditions; they invert, subvert, and convert their neighbours. Furthermore, each of these terms, like what we call India itself, is ‘a verbal tent with three-ring circuses’ going on inside them. Further dialogic divisions are continually in progress. They look like single entities, like neat little tents, only from a distance.1



Just to give an example of the conundrums that arise out of the interweaving and inter-reaction of traditions, let us take bhakti. Bhakti can be translated as ‘devotional love’, and it covers a wide spectrum of emotional and intellectual responses to a personal God. Bhakti is often juxtaposed with jňāna, knowledge, and to karma, ‘works’; yet its presence is by no means excluded from these other spiritual pathways. Vedānta, which tends to be highly abstract, is still underpinned by bhakti; while bhakti, regarded as simple, practical and emotive, is by no means free from doctrinal expressions, often derived from vedānta. Likewise, one can cite examples from Hindu iconography: idols in certain celebrated Tamil temples act as visual aids for prayer and petition, but they have also inspired rhapsodic theological reflections. (I shall be dealing with this theme, which resonates with Orthodox Christian patterns of worship, more fully later.) For the moment, suffice it to say that, in the interest of clarity, I have chosen to treat each theme separately, but the constantly unsettling dynamics of Ramanujan’s ‘three-ring circuses’ has to be borne in mind all the time.


Part II
Sacred Texts and Sacred Traditions

It is often asserted, somewhat glibly, that Hinduism is a ‘way of life’, not a religion determined by dogmas and doctrines. This description is meant to distinguish Hindus from Christians who are perceived to be bound to such cumbersome rigidity as is apparently demanded by a commitment to dogmas and doctrines. Apart from the fact that Christianity can equally well present itself as a way of life (after all, it was initially known as ‘The Way’), one needs to be aware that the Hindu ‘way of life’ is, more often than not, shaped by key metaphysical concepts, theological motifs embodied in sacred texts and promulgated by learned scholars and savants down the centuries up to the present. Equally, revered commentators on the sacred texts were as meticulous and fastidious in their handling of issues relating to textual, grammatical and interpretative methods as were the Church Fathers. I am sure that Śaňkara, Rāmānuja, Madhva and others of that ilk would have agreed with St Basil when he defended close attention to grammar in theological discourse by comparing theologians’ preoccupation with words and syllables to a craftsman having to learn the basics of his craft.1 Just as in Orthodox Christianity, where the writings of the Church Fathers have had and continue to have a lasting influence on all aspects of Christian life – belief, practice, worship, understanding of life on earth and life beyond, and also modes of encountering and experiencing the divine – so in Hinduism the ancient sacred texts and traditions continue to play an important part in the ways of being Hindu.

I do not propose to give a detailed account of how this is so: there are many excellent studies of Hinduism that one can consult to get acquainted with the ‘great banyan tree’ and the ‘three-ringed circuses’.1 Instead, I shall give a brief account of the key Hindu religious beliefs, their sources and the contemporary response, drawing on my personal experiences before I became a Christian, and, for the present, on a retrospective understanding of the Hindu religious world I once inhabited. My aim is to attune the reader to the Hindu religious ethos, to give some idea of what it feels like to live the Hindu ‘way’. I have selected those aspects of Hinduism that can be said to be foundational, as they deal with perennial existential questions which will be explored in subsequent chapters.

The Vedas and the Upanişads

Hindus may not be regarded by non-Hindus (or even by themselves) as ‘People of the Book’, as Jews, Christians and Muslims are held to be; yet a plethora of sacred texts, along with ‘commentaries’ written on those texts, play a key role in the life of Hindus.2 Among most ancient of all ‘sacred texts’, and in continual use for well over three thousand years, are the Vedas. These collections of hymns, incantations, and instructions for rituals not only form the primordial chords of Hinduism but continue to shape the rhythm of Hindu religious life, whether it is manifest in worship or in a philosophical quest for truth. Though these ancient texts are now available in print and on the web, they were primarily transmitted by oral tradition. They are still taught in specialised Vedic schools (pātasālas) where male candidates who aspire to be ritual-priests or scholar-pundits start their training from as early as five or six years old. In the past these schools were financially supported by kings and monasteries; now, especially in South India, they enjoy a revival, supported not only by monasteries but also by the Tamil Nādu government and pious sponsors.

Like many other Hindus, I encountered the Vedas on key celebratory occasions, such as those related to pregnancy, naming of a child, initiation, marriage, funerals and monthly and annual commemoration of ancestors, when priests conducted rituals whilst chanting verses from the Vedas. Though the four Vedas (Ŗg, Yajur, Sāma, and Atharva) may be of equal interest to scholars, they were not equally used. In the rituals of a Brahmin household such as ours, the middle two of the four Vedas, Yajur and Sāma, featured prominently, while the Ŗg and Atharva rarely appeared. The Atharva was consigned to the fringes, since it deals with the magic, spells, charms and such that comprised ancient medicine. (My grandmother, with her gross anti-Muslim prejudice, would brand Atharva as the ‘Muslim Veda’.) In contrast, the Ŗg Veda enjoys a high status but is more or less defunct in practical terms. Ŗg Vedic hymns are admired for their poetic beauty and valued as the seed-bed of subsequent Hindu religious beliefs; but they are vibrant echoes from a distant past, rather than part of a functioning tradition. Few of the gods of the Ŗg have survived intact: they tended to metamorphose or were superseded by later, subtler versions of themselves: for example, the god Rudra, fierce, destructive and also auspicious, is believed to have evolved into Śiva, who has inspired rich devotional traditions and a complex theology that continues to fascinate and empower Hindus.

Yajur and Sāma Vedas can be described as representing the ‘functional’ and ‘meditative’ aspects of rituals. Interestingly, Yajur Veda lays down practical instructions for conducting specific rituals in a somewhat prosaic manner, while Sāma Veda is totally dedicated to an ethereal musicality. Listening to the majestic, labyrinthine chanting of Sāma Vedic verses during a ritual (as I often did, since my family belonged to a Sāma Vedic clan) is comparable to experiencing Byzantine or Gregorian chants.

The practice of Vedic rituals is primarily oriented towards material well-being. In ancient times, it was to ensure all that makes for a good life: progeny, health, prosperity (measured in terms of cattle), a good harvest, seasonable weather, protection from enemies, blessing of the ancestors and so forth. The ‘wish-list’ of the performer today may be somewhat modified in its terms, but the basic thrust remains the same. One could say, by and large, that the aim of the Vedic rituals was and is to ensure a smooth pathway to obtaining the three worldly goals: law and order (dharma), wealth (artha), and sexual/erotic love (kāma). These goals are to be pursued not just for one’s own well-being but for the benefit of society at large. However, it is tacitly understood that even while one fulfils one’s ‘worldly’ obligations, one should set one’s sights beyond material well-being, towards spiritual liberation (mokşa).

The Upanişads

The priest-centred, ritualistic and unabashedly ‘this-worldly’ religion of the Vedas is therefore counterpoised (some would say, even superseded) by an ardent quest for spiritual knowledge found in the Upanişads, which form part of the Vedas. The Upanişads accrued over many centuries, between 1000 and 300 BCE. Out of a hundred or more, thirteen are popularly known. These are said to contain the ‘end’ or goal of the Vedas, and are designated Vedānta. Educated Hindus turn to the Upanişads for spiritual wisdom.

The seers (ŗişis) who composed these philosophical meditations performed an exegetical task rather similar to what certain Church Fathers did with the Old Testament. Deploying allegory, typology, dialogue and poetic speculation, they quarried the Vedic texts for spiritual meanings. For example: Vedic sacrifices involved many priests, much slaughter of animals, and pouring of clarified butter into brick altar-fires. In the Upanişads, all this undergoes symbolic transformation: the fire-ritual of the domestic hearth (agnihotra) becomes a ‘sacrifice of the fire of breath’: a form of meditation where one focusses on the inhalation and exhalation of life-breath (prā[image: image]a). (A popular joke, when pundits preach today, is that the only remaining fire-ritual (agnihotra) is smoking cigarettes.) Human life itself is contemplated as sacrifice:


Man is sacrifice. His (first) twenty four years are the morning libation. … The next forty years are the midday libation. … The next forty-eight years are the third libation …

(Chāndogya III.16.)1



There are two prayers, or ‘invocations’, that set the tone and mood of the spiritual quest that finds varied expression in the Upanişads. The first prayer reflects the close personal teacher-pupil relationship that some scholars identify as the literal meaning of the word ‘Upanişad’: what you learn by ‘sitting down near [the teacher]’. This is the prayer that marks the conclusion of an Upanişad. It is still used in Hindu schools, such as the Ramakrishna Mission School which I myself attended:


Sahanã vavatu, sahana bhunaktu, saha veeryam karavãvahai, tejasvi nãmadhitamastu mã vidwashãvahai. Om shãntih, shãntih, shãntih.

May He protect us both (teacher and the taught) together by revealing knowledge. May He protect us both (by vouchsafing the results of knowledge). May we attain vigour. May what we study be invigorating! May we not cavil at each other! Om! Peace, peace, peace.1



The significance of this prayer lies in its approach to the very notion of ‘knowledge’. The word ‘Veda’ comes from the root vidh, ‘to know’, and the knowledge that the Upanişads contain is referred to as Vedānta, ‘the end’ or ‘goal’ (anta means ‘end’) of the Vedas. This ‘knowledge’ is not just an intellectual enterprise but a quest for the divine: the goal is to achieve an intuitive perception and experience of the ultimate spiritual reality designated as Brahman. In this voyage of discovery, the teacher and pupil journey together; and success depends on a harmonious, reverential, devout, personal relationship between teacher and disciple. One finds a very similar pattern of spiritual life in many Orthodox Christian monastic circles, ancient and modern.

The second and most famous of all Upanişadic ‘prayers’ expresses that deep longing for spiritual liberation which is the common thread running through all the Upanişads. Again, I had met them at school where we used to chant this prayer at morning assembly:





	asato mã satgamaya
	Lead me from the untruth to truth



	tamaso mã jyotirgamaya
	Lead me from darkness to light



	 mrityo mā amŗtamgamaya
	Lead me from death to life




One should note that it is not clear to whom these verses are addressed. Perhaps because of this very ‘open-endedness’, and also the musical settings that these simple words have inspired, the verses have ubiquitous appeal. They are sung not only at cultural, religious occasions but have found their way into film soundtracks and pop music.1

Though it is not possible here to do full justice to the appeal of the Upanişads, I shall attempt a brief account of why Hindus find them inspiring, drawing from my experience of reading them in bilingual texts (Sanskrit-English, Sanskrit-Tamil) with commentaries, as put out by the monks of the Ramakrishna Mission.

The recurrent motif of the Upanişads is the dual concept of ātmanbrahman. Brahman (the Great One) is the term for the ultimate spiritual reality underpinning all existence, whilst ātman refers to the immanent presence of Brahman within the human person. The Upanişads explore the relationship between ātman-brahman in countless ways, using the negative (apophatic) as well as positive (cataphatic) modes of discourse.

It is not possible to assign a stable ontological identity to Brahman. There is a strong case for asserting, as Śaňkara (ninth century CE) does with superb logic, that Brahman represents that supreme spiritual reality which annuls the subject-object axis which theism implies. Likewise, Rāmānuja (eleventh century CE), an eminent theistic philosopher who disputed Śaňkara’s interpretation, can argue equally persuasively that Brahman is to be understood as the Supreme Lord and God. The contention between these two schools of theology continues to be debated to this day, despite attempts by neo-Vedāntins2 to patch over the differences.

The sages constantly proclaim that Brahman is beyond description; hence they prefer to use the language of poetry, paradox and what one might call mystical conundrums or word-plays. For example, the word for ‘fullness’ (pūr[image: image]am), meaning ‘infinite’, ‘complete’, ‘brimful’, occasions an amazingly mathematical yet profoundly mystical meditation:


Om pūr[image: image]amadhahp ūr[image: image]amidamp ūr[image: image]athp ūr[image: image]amudachyate pūr[image: image]asyap ūr[image: image]amãdaya pūr[image: image]amevavishisyate.

Om. That (Supreme or unconditioned invisible Brahman) is infinite and this (conditioned, visible Brahman) is infinite. The infinite proceeds from the infinite. Taking the infinity out of the infinity, it remains as the infinite .1



Take another example, where an abstract vocabulary of apparent contradiction is used to convey the mystery of Brahman:


That moves. That does not move:

That is far off. That is very near:

That is inside all, and That is outside all.

(Isa 5.)2



I might add that the Tamil word for God, katavul, literally means ‘outside-inside’. ‘The Self is within us all’ is a theme that runs concurrently with a magniloquent, poetic apprehension of Brahman as transcendent truth:


The Self that is subtler than the subtle and greater than the great is lodged in the heart of (every) creature. A desireless man sees the glory of the Self through the serenity of the organs, and (thereby he becomes) free from sorrow.

(Katha, I.ii.20.)3



By and large, such language is recurrent; so much so that it supports the influential view of non-dualists (Advaitins) that one should regard Brahman as impersonal. Nevertheless, there are also passages which allow for a theist reading of Brahman: for Brahman is also spoken of as the ‘Lord’ or as Puruşa, who spans everything from the infinite to the infinitesimal:


The Purusha, who is the size of a thumb (size of the lotus of the heart) is like light without smoke. He is the ruler of the past and the future. He exists today, and He will tomorrow. This is that.

(Katha, II.i.13.)4

As the moving (sun) He dwells in heaven, (as air) He pervades all and dwells in inter-space: as fire He resides on the earth; as Soma, He stays in a jar; He lives among men; He lives among gods; He dwells in space, He is born in water; He takes birth from the earth; He is born in sacrifice; He emerges from the mountains. He is unchanging; and He is great.

(Katha, II.ii.2.)1



Whichever school of interpretation a Hindu adheres to, there is no doubt that verses such as these, which are plentiful in the Upanişads, give a thrill comparable to the contemporary physicist’s passion for cosmological exploration. The destiny of the human person is set in a cosmic context that exhilarates one with tantalising spiritual possibilities. Thus many Hindus find (as I did) in the Upanişads a powerful, uplifting antidote to a daily life governed by ritualism, idol-worship and the dreary doctrines of karma and rebirth. Even as Hindus continue to adhere to the formalism of rituals, they are equally goaded to seek inward enlightenment by the ancient sages with their call: ‘Sleepers awake!’

Being Hindu means acquiring the ability from early life to accommodate differing and even conflicting viewpoints within one’s psyche. Now and then writers undertake to resolve contradictions (this pursuit is very popular among contemporary Hindus) and they attempt to provide a seamless structure, commonly hierarchical, where every view and every practice that is considered Hindu is allotted a place. The precedent for this endeavour can be found in what has become for modern Hindus the most significant of all Hindu sacred texts: the Bhagavadgītā.


[image: image]
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Part III
The Role of the Bhagavadgītā in the Modern
Hindu World

There is no doubt that many modern Hindus, from Gandhi onwards, treat the Bhagavadgītā as an all-purpose spiritual guidebook. It was not always the case. Historically, the Gītā was no doubt regarded as a succinct exposition of Vedānta philosophy and valued for its vindication of the popular tradition of devotional love (bhakti). It had inspired commentaries from eminent Vedāntic scholars, such as Śaňkara and Rāmānuja. Both used this ‘sacred text’ to stake their claims to their brand of theology: in the case of Śaňkara, non-dualism (advaita) which is impersonalist; and, in the case of Rāmānuja, ‘qualified non-dualism’ (viśiştādvaita), which is theistic and personalist. It is only since the nineteenth century that the Gītā has moved centre-stage as the ‘spiritual-guide’ par excellence and is even promoted as the Hindu counterpart to the Bible.

The Bhagavadgītā, which features in the epic Mahābhārata, is a poetic religious discourse set in the context of a battle.1 The two armies of feuding brothers, the Kauravas and the Pāndavas, are gearing up for a fight. The Pāndavas’ chief warrior Arjuna is overcome with depression at the thought of slaughtering his own kith and kin in order to win back from his evil half-brothers the lands that rightfully belong to the Pāndavas. In this battle between good and evil, the good doesn’t seem worth the bloodshed. So Arjuna lays down his arms and refuses to fight. Kŗş[image: image]a, Arjuna’s charioteer and mentor, urges him to do his caste-duty and sets out to dispel what he sees as the ignorance of his grief-struck pupil as to the nature of life and death, body and soul.

Who is Kŗş[image: image]a?

His name means the ‘dark one’ (in iconography, he is dark-blue). In the Mahābhārata, he is portrayed as a tribal chieftain, a wonder-worker, a charismatic diplomat who befriends the Pāndavas. Yet, there are episodes in the epic that indicate Kŗş[image: image]a’s divine power, majesty and compassion. The Gītā confirms this dual perspective:


O Arjuna, whenever Dharma or righteousness is in danger and Adharma or unrighteousness becomes rampant, then I manifest Myself. For the protection of the good, for the destruction of the wicked and for the establishment of Dharma, I incarnate Myself from time to time.1



Throughout the Gītā, one hears a single voice: the voice of the charioteer-friend and mentor remains the same even when Kŗş[image: image]a speaks of himself as God. It is because of these two aspects, the human and the divine, that Kŗş[image: image]a is worshipped as an avatār (‘divine descent’) by Hindus. The verse quoted above is taken by Hindus as confirming Kŗş[image: image]a’s claim to that title. An avatār’s utterances have the stamp of divine authority, and therefore Hindus regard Kŗş[image: image]a’s instructions to Arjuna as universally applicable divine guidance. Kŗş[image: image]a reasons thus:


The indwelling soul is imperishable, immeasurable and eternal but the bodies are perishable. Therefore fight.

(Zaehner 2.18.)

Just as a person throws away worn out clothes and puts on new ones, so does the soul cast off worn out bodies and enter new ones.

(Zaehner 2.22.)

Unmanifest, unthinkable, immutable is it called: then realize it thus and do not grieve [about it].

(Zaehner 2.2.)



The Gītā’s message rests on a dualistic philosophical system called Sā[image: image]khya. According to this system, the Self (Puruşa) overseeing the created order is totally divorced from Nature (Prakŗti). Nature, including human nature, is said to be composed of three ‘qualities’ (gu[image: image]as): sattva (white, gentle, truthful); rajas (red, fiery, passionate); and tamas (black, heavy, sluggish). One’s behaviour is said to be determined by the dominant gu[image: image]a. It is the gu[image: image]as of Nature, so the argument goes, that are responsible for our actions, and only the fool thinks that he is in charge. The wise man seeks the Supreme Self who is beyond Nature, for Nature (Prakŗti) traps human beings in endless cycles of birth and death. Liberation, according to Kŗş[image: image]a, comprises release from the life governed by Nature and, to attain such liberation, he preaches a triad of ‘spiritual disciplines’ (yogas).

Scholars may well argue about whether the message of the Gītā is coherent or consistent: whether there is an underlying unity and progressive development in the text or whether it is a collage of different perspectives. These issues rarely bother pious Hindus. For them, the Gītā is not for scholarly scrutiny, let alone dissection, but for reverential recitation. In Gītā classes, such as the one I was sent to as a child, one is taught to learn the text by rote and to chant it to certain set melodic patterns: music first and meaning afterwards.

The appeal of the Gītā lies in the richness, practicality and apparent simplicity of the triple-formula for life that Kŗş[image: image]a offers so persuasively to a sensitive soul in crisis: ‘the discipline of knowledge’ (jňāna yoga), ‘the discipline of work’ (karma yoga), ‘the discipline of devotional love’ (bhakti). All the three disciplines (yogas) which Kŗş[image: image]a explicates lead the listener into those mysterious caverns of Hindu religious experience where a sure-footed searcher will find rich veins to explore.

I. The Discipline of Knowledge (Jňāna Yoga)

Let us consider Kŗş[image: image]a’s description of the ‘spiritual athlete’ (stithaprjňa) or the ‘silent sage’, in the jňāna yoga sections of the Gītā:


When the mind is undismayed [though beset by many a sorrow], who for pleasures has no further longing, from whom all passion, fear and wrath have fled, such a man is called a man of steadfast thought, a silent sage.

(Zaehner 2.55.)



This ideal of dispassion is close to the Stoic goal of apatheia. The sage strives for perfect peace, for an inner equilibrium and stillness (enstasis) through a process of ‘ingathering’:


As the waters flow into the sea, full-filled, whose ground (i.e. the ocean’s) remains unmoved, so all desires flow into [the heart of] man; and such a man wins peace – not the desirer of desires.

(Zaehner 2.70.)



Thus the ‘man of steady intellect’ (stithaprajňa) is one in whom the ego is extinguished. This notion draws heavily from Buddhist sources. A Buddhist canon in Pali states that the concept of ‘I’ and ‘Mine’ are illusory: ‘Neither the body nor the “mind” nor the senses nor feeling nor perception nor consciousness nor anything associated with life in this world can be described as “I” or “Mine”.’ 1 In a similar vein, Kŗş[image: image]a describes the ‘man of steady intellect’ (stithaprajňa) as one who ‘does not think “this I am”, or “this is mine” ’ (Zaehner 2.71).

Faced with the adulation of this ideal of apparent inaction, Arjuna asks (as we might): if withdrawal into silence and stillness is so desirable, why bother to act? Why not renounce the world altogether? The answer is given in terms of the next pathway.

II. The Discipline of Works (Karma Yoga)

Kŗş[image: image]a insists that the warrior Arjuna must do his duty and fight. He argues that action is unavoidable, since we are bound in Nature and our inherent ‘qualities’ (gu[image: image]as) impel us to act. He rejects repression: ‘What will repression do?’ (3.33). He cites himself as a model to follow: in his capacity as God, he too has to act.


I, who am God, have to work for the well-being of the world, for world-coherence. Work is the element in which I move.

(Zaehner 3.22.)

If I were not to do my work, these worlds would fall to ruin, and I should be a worker of confusion, destroying these [my] creatures.

(Zaehner 3.24.)



Kŗş[image: image]a’s advice to Arjuna is to work even as he, as God, works: that is, without attachment. Then the man of action can stabilise his Self in disciplined action: he can see ‘work in worklessness’, and ‘worklessness in work’. This key notion of ‘disinterested action’ (nişkāma karma), which involves carrying out actions without any regard to gain, is valued by Hindus as a practical form of spiritual discipline. It is comparable to what Orthodox Christian writers speak of as askesis; and the two ideals offer a rich field for comparison. (This is undertaken in Chapter 5 .)

Through his triple formula, Kŗş[image: image]a articulates what seems to be a new ideal which he names brahma-nirvāna. Both literally and conceptually, brahma-nirvāna is a compound of the upanişadic brahman and the Buddhist notion of nirvāna. Individually or together, these notions would seem to present the supreme spiritual state to be sought as impersonal; and so it is, until the third discipline of bhakti is introduced.

III. The ‘Discipline of Devotional Love’ (Bhakti Yoga)

Even as Arjuna struggles to comprehend the ‘disciplines’ of ‘knowledge’ and of ‘work’, a third discipline, bhakti yoga, is introduced and extolled as the best and simplest means of accessing the divine. This ‘Discipline of Devotional Love’ (Bhakti Yoga) may at first sight seem to cancel (or ‘sublate’, to use a technical term favoured by Hindu philosophers) the previous two ‘disciplines’. However, this is not so. What is impressive is the balancing act that follows whereby the author of the Gītā, like a juggler, continues to keep all three balls in the air. Without negating the ways of ‘knowledge’ and of ‘work’, Kŗş[image: image]a presents himself as Cosmic Lord and focus of worship:


Knowing me to be the proper object of sacrifice and mortification, great Lord of all the world, friend of all contingent beings, he reaches peace.

(Zaehner 5.29.)



The ‘discipline of devotional love’ (bhakti yoga) recommended by Kŗş[image: image]a is of utter simplicity, expressed in a verse which is often quoted and cherished by Hindus:


Be it a leaf or flower or fruit or water that a zealous soul may offer me with love’s devotion, that do I [willingly] accept, for it was love that made the offering.

(Zaehner 9.26.)



This love is to extend to all because Kŗş[image: image]a as God is in all:


Who sees me everywhere, who sees the All in Me, for him I am not lost, nor is he lost to me.

(Zaehner 6.30.)



The ‘way of devotional love’ (bhakti yoga) is not merely taught, but reinforced by a theophany in chapter eleven of the Gītā: Kŗş[image: image]a grants Arjuna a ‘celestial eye’ so that he can see the ‘universal form’ (viśvarūpam) of his Godhead. Arjuna is awestruck by its terrifying majesty and incandescent light; he sees all the multiplicity of creation converging into the One: entire worlds rushing headlong into the mouth of the Godhead. He sees the past and the future. Overwhelmed and humbled, he prostrates himself before Kŗş[image: image]a and offers him praise
















Part IV
God, Gods, Goddesses, and Temples







Worship and Prayer
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