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Meet the authors


Welcome to Hinduism – An Introduction!


Vitthal (Hemant) Pralhad Kanitkar wrote the first nine chapters of this book; the remaining nine chapters were written by Dr Owen Cole.


I am widely known by my nickname Hemant and write under the name V.P. Hemant Kanitkar. I was born in 1927 into a Hindu Chitpaavan Brahmin family in Western India. After secondary schooling at Wai, I worked as a laboratory assistant for two years in Mumbai. With my brother’s help I arrived in London in 1948 and began studies in science, mathematics and the English language. I worked in an office for six years and obtained a BA degree in Sanskrit at London University by private study, and a BA in History. I then became a maths and science teacher and worked in seven Greater London schools for 26 years. After retirement in 1984 I started a detailed study of Hinduism and over the following ten years wrote 12 books on Hinduism for British schools which were published by well-known British publishers. I have experienced all the childhood sacraments including the sacred thread ceremony. I officiate as a Hindu priest for the major rites of passage, including weddings, sacred thread and cremation, and for thanksgiving and house purification pujas for various British Hindu families. I have published six novels, three of them dealing with professional Hindu immigrants’ contribution to Britain in educational, medical and socio-cultural fields. My experiential contribution to this book will help the reader to attain a clear and enriching understanding of Hinduism.


V.P. (Hemant) Kanitkar, 2010


 


 


I became aware of Hinduism as a teenager interested in history, and especially that of nations that were gaining their independence from Britain. Mahatma Gandhi may be the first Hindu of whom I actually heard. Some twenty years later I attended a course run by my friend John Hinnells which included an introduction to Hinduism. Two years later I found myself meeting Hindus in Leeds when I was appointed to be in charge of Religious Studies and Religious Education at James Graham College. The rich diversity of Hinduism has fascinated me ever since and I have been fortunate enough to have Hindu friends, including Hemant, who have been willing to help me understand the tradition, or should it be traditions? Amazingly, its members seem to live together in a mutually respectful way, unlike that of many adherents of the so-called Abrahamic faiths. During 12 visits to India I have steadily learned more about the religion, mainly through meeting Hindus. If you can follow my journey you will also experience their kind generosity. I am a student of religion and a teacher, not a Hindu, but I believe and hope that people like me can try to help others who stand outside a particular faith to understand it, and look forward to more Hindus and Jews, for example, writing about Christianity. Like Hemant, I hope that this book will widen your understanding not only of a system of belief but of Hindus themselves.


Owen Cole, 2010





1: Only got a minute?



The word ‘Hinduism’ was used by foreigners to describe the religious beliefs and practices of the people living beyond the river Indus (Sindhu). Hindus themselves call their religion Sanatana dharma or Varna-ashram dharma. It is a way of life with some apparent contradictions.


Paraphrasing Shakespeare, Hinduism may be described thus: ‘Age has not withered it, its custom has kept its variety ever fresh’. Hinduism varies across Northern India, Western India and Southern India. Although Sanskrit is the language of Hindu rituals and ceremonies, individual Hindus use a variety of languages for their everyday affairs, which are Indo-Aryan or Dravidian in origin. There is also variety in the clothing worn by Hindus and the foods consumed by them, yet their faith unites them. Men and women in Britain, Guyana, Surinam, Nepal and Trinidad may be separated by vast distances and oceans but they have one thing in common: they are Hindus. Despite much diversity there is a unity of faith.


Hindus worship One God, Brahman, which is a spirit with no form or attributes. To make Brahman meaningful, Hindus use consecrated images, or murtis, in worship. These act as aids to worship rather than objects of worship. Murtis can be male or female, human, animal or bird, and are made of metal, stone, wood, glass or clay. Thus Brahman has many names and appearances.


No text or outside agency tells Hindus what to believe or what not to believe, but their behaviour in family or society is governed by a code called dharma. This religious and social duty depends upon both social status – varna/jati (these duties remain constant), and ashrama status – based on age, family, occupation, education (these duties change).





Introduction


Hinduism is still a developing, living tradition, one which maintains a capacity to adapt and modify itself according to the needs of its believers and its perceived relevancies to the socio-religious environments in which it functions. Without such adaptability it would have rapidly deteriorated into a cracked, decaying monolith, silent and ineffective, which could have no positive communication with twentieth-century seekers after truth.


In this book we have tried to show the life of Hinduism. This life has its roots in a varied scriptural tradition, encompassing images of God in the Rig-veda; the philosophy of rebirth and liberation in the Upanishads; the tales of gods and heroes illustrating dharma in the Mahabharata and the Ramayana; the development of the personal deity in the Bhagavad Gita; and the ideas of worship in the Puranas. It nevertheless leaves room for individual and sectarian interpretations, ways of devotion, and recognitions of the Godhead in the forms of Vishnu, Shiva or Shakti, the Mother Goddess.


The Banyan tree of Hinduism draws from its varied doctrinal roots the energy to nourish the spreading boughs of expression and practice, under the shade of which the varied definitions and experiences of the faith may thrive. It has been suggested that there are as many ideas of Hinduism as there are Hindus, and Hinduism does offer the individual considerable freedom of understanding and worship; but the roots of the Sanatana Dharma, the universal rule, or duty, hold firm for all, and secure the life of the faith.


It is this life that we try to show here; we hope that readers will be encouraged to seek out individual Hindus and talk to them about their beliefs and practices; those who do so will not be overwhelmed by variety but enriched by the different experiences that are living Hinduism.
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Diversity and unity


In this chapter you will learn:




	about a British Hindu boy’s sacred thread ceremony


	about the Gayatri verse used in morning prayers


	about the importance of pilgrimage


	about priests


	about bathing in the Ganges.





‘My name is Raj Mohan Joshi and my father’s name is Mohan Ganesh Joshi. So my second name is my father’s first name, and his second name is my grandfather’s first name. Our family name is Joshi, which suggests that one of my ancestors probably worked as a priest in the village in western India from which our family comes.





Insight – Hindus in different parts of India follow varied systems of naming individuals


In northern India, a person’s name very often has two parts: the first is his/her personal name, the second is the family name. For example, Ramesh Chatterji, Hemchandra Goswami, Savitri Yadav, Uma Sharma.


 


In western India a person has three names. The first one identifies the individual, the second one is the father’s name and the third is the family name. For example, Saguna Baburao Patil, Ratan Maganlal Shah.


 


In the south a person has four names. The first initial denotes the village of origin, the second is the father’s name, the third is the person’s given name and the fourth signifies caste. A famous southern Indian was Sir C. P. Ramaswami Aiyar, Chief Minister of Travancore.





‘I was born in north London. My sister Meena was born when I was about four. My sister and I went to the local primary and secondary schools, wore European clothes and spoke English. At home my parents spoke Marathi and I picked up a few sentences, but because of the school work and constant contact with other pupils, we never learned to read and write Marathi. I am now studying for my A levels and hope to do computer science later on. My sister wants to be a doctor if she can get the necessary A levels in science and get admission to a medical college. I was born in Britain and my first language is English, but my skin is brown. When I was seven years old I became the target of name-calling in my school. Many pink-skinned boys and girls used to call me ‘you bloody Paki’ and say, ‘you Paki go home’. When I said, ‘I was born here’, they used to call me ‘a curry-smelling liar’. That experience put me off ‘spiced food’, so mum prepared sausages and beans for Meena and me, while Mum and Dad ate rice, chapattis and vegetable curry. Sometimes mum prepared chicken curry for dad, sausages or omelette for Meena and me, but she always ate only vegetable dishes.


‘Since I was about five or six I have seen Mum doing a puja after bathing in the morning. She used to stand before a little shrine which is on a shelf in our kitchen. She would wash little metal statues and dry them, then offer a couple of flowers to the statues. She would light a small lamp and wave it about along with an agarbatti (Westeners often call it a joss stick), which had a strong smell. While she was doing puja she said prayers in Marathi that I could not understand. She used to ask me to stand before the statues, joining my hands in front of me, and say, ‘Devaa viddya day’ (God grant me learning). Then she would give me a sugar crystal from the metal bowl in front of the statues. I didn’t really understand how the little statues would give me learning. I was in my primary school where the teacher was helping me to learn to read, write and do sums.


‘The name-calling I had suffered at school made me want to find out more about my Indian family and what they believed in. All of us used to visit a temple every Saturday afternoon. My parents used to take some fruit to place before the statue there, put some coins in the gift box and say prayers in Marathi, a language spoken in western India. Meena and I always did our namaskar by joining our palms together in front of us and bowing low before the statue.


‘Sometimes we visited another temple where there were many statues that looked like men and women, but two statues particularly amused me. One looked like a powerful monkey holding a club and the other was half-man, half-elephant, sitting on a chair and wearing a golden crown. Dad told me the names of the different statues, but it took me many visits to the temple before I remembered them all. He told me that these statues showed how different people imagined God to be.


‘Once we visited a third temple where people said their prayers in a language that Mum and Dad did not understand. Dad said that the language was called Tamil, which was spoken in southern India. (When we got back home I looked at the map of India in the atlas and found the words Tamil Nadu towards the pointed end of the map.) The priest in that temple applied a little ash to my forehead in blessing, but when we visited the temple with many statues (I later learned that they were called murtis) the Pandit there applied a little red powder to my forehead. Dad assured me that God’s blessing was the same; only the colour of the powder was different.


‘In our school there were boys and girls whose parents had come from India or east Africa. Their parents spoke Gujarati and regularly visited a temple which had a different murti. They said they were also Hindus but went to a temple where the grown-ups spoke Gujarati and the prayers were in Gujarati. There were two boys whose parents spoke Punjabi, but one was a Hindu and the other was a Sikh. At that age I found it all very confusing but I accepted my father’s assurance that I was a Hindu like all those people who spoke Punjabi, Gujarati or Tamil and went to different temples.



A sacred thread ceremony


‘A few months before my eighth birthday dad received a letter from my grandfather who had retired from his teaching job and lived in Pune. The letter said:


 


Raj will soon be eight years old; his sacred thread ceremony has to be performed during his eighth year. It would be a good idea if you all came to India for a short break so that our family priest can do the ceremony in our family house, where your younger brother Prakash now lives with his wife and children. Write and tell me in detail what you think of this idea and whether you four can make the journey when the time comes.


‘Mum and Dad talked about the letter and the thread ceremony for weeks. Dad spoke to the Pandit in the temple about it.


“Does the ceremony have to be performed only during the eighth year?” he asked the Pandit.


“Strictly speaking, yes, Mr Joshi, but if the circumstances are not favourable, the sacred thread can be performed up to the age of twelve. In any case it should be done before marriage. You see, Mr Joshi”, the Pandit went on, “the upanayana, which is the ceremony’s correct name, is an educational sacrament, and it should be celebrated when the boy reaches an age of understanding. He should be able to learn the Sanskrit mantras when he has reached his eighth year. That is about the time he is beginning to find his school work interesting. If you leave it too late, Raj will have considerable difficulty in learning and reciting the Sanskrit mantras.”


“But Panditji,” argued my dad, “Raj was born in this country and his first language is English. He is going to be trained in the English educational system. He doesn’t need to learn Sanskrit mantras.”


“That is true, Mr Joshi,” said the Pandit, “but by experiencing the upanayana, Raj will be initiated into the duties and responsibilities of an adult Hindu. Without the sacred thread ceremony, he will be a Hindu in name only, since he was born of Hindu parents.”





Insight


Upanayana – leading a boy to his Guru’s ashrama, where he is initiated into the vedic education. A Guru is a spiritual teacher.





‘Mum and Dad talked some more and decided that my sacred thread would have to wait until I had finished my primary school education. I would still be younger than 12 and my Dad would have time to save money for our trip to India. Then Dad wrote and explained everything to grandfather.





Insight


In ancient times, boys as well as girls, aged eight, from the three upper varnas experienced this thread ceremony. Hindu society has four varnas: Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya and Shudra.





‘Three years passed. My last term in primary school came to an end. I was to start secondary school six weeks later. During the summer holidays all four of us had arranged to visit India for my thread ceremony. Dad had booked our flight to Mumbai, and because we had British Passports our visas were also arranged in good time. Meena and I were looking forward to our first air journey. We would meet grandfather and grandma for the first time. We were asked to address them as Ajoba and Aji when we met them. We also looked forward to meeting Uncle Prakash – Prakash-kaka, Auntie Leela – Leela-kaku, our cousins Vasant and Gauri, Dad’s sister Asha-attya, her husband and their son, Arun. Mum and Dad bought saris, shirts, dresses, earrings, two watches and perfume sprays, so that everyone in our family in India would get a present.


‘When all the passengers were in their seats the captain announced that we would take off in ten minutes. Mum and Dad said a prayer to the god Ganesha for a safe journey to Mumbai.


‘There were many Indian families on the plane, but I could not tell whether they were all Hindus.


‘Our plane landed in Mumbai at midday. It had rained that morning but as we got off the plane the air was hot and humid. Passport check, security and customs formalities took nearly an hour. Prakash-kaka and Leela-kaku met us outside the airport. Dad and Prakash hugged each other. We went by taxi to Leela-kaku’s brother’s place at Dadar, a little suburb of Mumbai, where we all freshened up. Leela-kaku then lighted a little ghee lamp, put a dab of red powder on our foreheads and waved the lamp in front of us to welcome us and ward off evil spirits. We all made our namaskars to Ganesha and other gods in the shrine in the kitchen before having a late lunch.


‘The next day we travelled by train to Pune. It was very sultry in Mumbai and the noise of car horns never seemed to stop. As the train left Dadar station and travelled towards Pune, the noise and the crowds of Mumbai vanished. I enjoyed the journey through the mountains; it was less dusty and we passed through 22 tunnels. Soon we reached Pune and met Ajoba and Aji. My grandparents cried as they hugged Meena and me. Dad and Mum bowed low before them and touched their feet. Prakash-kaka and my auntie did the same.


‘Ajoba and Aji lived in a flat with two large rooms, a kitchen with a dining table and folding metal chairs, a toilet with white tiles and a pan sunk in the floor and a bathing room. At night, all the men slept in one room and all the women in the other room. During the day, the bedding was rolled up and the rooms became sitting-rooms. We stayed in Pune for three weeks. Ajoba took Meena and me to see various temples. I liked the Ganesha temple, which was about 30 years old and the Devi temple on the hill, which was over 200 years old. At the Ganesha temple I saw two holy men, which was a new experience for me. Outside the Rama temple there was a cow standing in the middle of the road, quietly eating some grass. No one tried to move the animal and many people respectfully touched its back as they passed it. Ajoba said that different Hindus see the One God in different murtis, and believe that trees and animals also have the spirit of God in them. A cow is considered holy.


‘A few days after our arrival in Pune, our family priest – whom we always called Guruji – came and discussed the arrangements for my sacred thread ceremony. It was decided to hold the ceremony in Ajoba’s flat. All our relations and some very close friends of Ajoba and Prakash-kaka attended the ceremony. I will always remember the important rituals.





Insight


The boy is invested with the sacred thread which is a loop of strong cotton thread with three strands. It is worn resting on the left shoulder, falling across the chest and back to hang below the right hand.





‘On the day of the ceremony we all bathed before sunrise. Mum and I ate a meal together. My head was shaved by a barber, leaving only a top-knot. Then I had to have another bath. Dad gave me white cotton shorts to wear and a soft cotton cloth to cover my upper body. A piece of deerskin on a cotton thread was placed round my neck like a garland. Dad and I offered puja and prayers to our family gods. Guruji lit a fire in a metal container, and Dad and I offered ghee to the fire while Guruji chanted the mantras in Sanskrit, which I did not understand. Guruji prepared the sacred thread, which was placed round my left shoulder and under my right hand. Dad touched my heart and I touched his feet. We sat before each other. A shawl covered us both. Dad said the Gayatri mantra, one word at a time, and I repeated it. Then I offered puja to a 3-foot (1-m) long staff of palasha, a medicinal plant, which is believed to stimulate intelligence. Guruji and the guests sang some verses of blessing and showered us with rice grains. Guruji then asked me to be respectful to my parents and teachers, to study hard and not to eat or drink anything that would be harmful to me.





Insight


The key prayer is addressed to the Sun god. It is in the Gayatri Chhandas – vedic meter, hence the prayer is called the Gayatri Mantra.





 





Insight – Prayer to the Sun god


We concentrate our minds upon the most radiant light of the Sun god, who sustains the Earth, the Interspace and the Heavens. May the Sun god activate our thoughts.





‘In the distant past, Hindu boys would go and live at their Guru’s home for their religious education, but nowadays boys only pretend to leave home and go on pilgrimage, often to the holy city of Varanasi, so I did this. My grandparents and parents gave me food and fruit for the journey. After the ceremony I received many rupees as presents and we had a ceremonial lunch.


‘Grandfather told me that I was now allowed to study the Hindu holy books. Throughout my childhood in London I had not been quite sure whether I was a Hindu. After the sacred thread ceremony in Pune I was no longer in doubt: I was a Hindu.’



Varanasi


Raj was given a surprise treat after his thread ceremony. He fully expected to return home to England, but his parents had planned otherwise. ‘No point in seeing only Mumbai and Pune,’ his father had told his mother. ‘Let’s give him an experience he will never forget.’ Little did Raj know that when he made as if to go to Varanasi at the end of the upanayana ceremony, he would actually be there in a few days’ time. They travelled by plane to save time, even though his uncle said that the only way to see India is to go by train – second class! Once they had reached Varanasi they used scooter taxis. Taxis get stuck in the crowds, his dad explained; and the scooters were exciting enough.


[image: Image]


Figure 1.1 A Hindu boy, after upanayana, carefully listens to the Gayatri verse at the morning prayers.


When Raj became accustomed to the crowded streets, he started to pick out individuals. One was a solitary ascetic. Once he had noticed him, he realized that he was one of many. Varanasi is famous for them. Some were young men striding out purposefully, obviously going somewhere – probably to another place of pilgrimage. He also saw an old man shuffling along the road. All were wearing russet brown robes made of a single piece of cloth, and some wore sandals, though he noticed that some were barefoot. Each carried a staff, a water pot and a gunny bag; no other possessions. They are sannyasins, he was told, holy men who have quit the world to devote themselves to the spiritual quest. Religious people everywhere are aware of a tension between the everyday life which they have to lead, and the wish to concentrate their minds on eternity. Some resolve it by embarking upon a religious life in which they leave the world behind. Sannyasins do this, and most Hindus, though not all, recognize the value of their choice.


PILGRIMS


Raj also met a family that was on a pilgrimage, and spent the day visiting temples with them. He wondered what the difference was between his tourist visit and their journey. He discovered that they were all going – husband and wife, his mother and their two children – to Vrindaban, the birthplace of Krishna (the god of wisdom). The husband’s father had died recently, and he had taken some time off work to accompany his mother to important centres of pilgrimage for those who regard Vishnu (the preserver of the universe) as the supreme manifestation of God. Even though Varanasi is particularly sacred to the deity Shiva (the god of destruction), there are associations with Vishnu. Most Hindus will find holiness in every temple or sacred place they encounter, no matter which deity they may especially worship. The old lady, the widow, was fasting, eating only vegetables and no milk products. Of course, meat had never touched her lips throughout her life. For the children, aged about seven and six, it was a holiday, a sightseeing tour, but they were picking up the spiritual significance of pilgrimage from their elders. Indian employers generally recognize the importance of domestic obligations. The man’s job would still be there when he returned home after three months, and no questions would be asked if it took four, other than an enquiry about whether his mother had found the comfort of soul which she sought. She would find it. She was going to deposit her husband’s ashes in the river Ganges at Varanasi. They hired a boat which rowed them into the middle of the river one morning at dawn.


PRIESTS


Sitting at the entrance of many of the small shrines that Raj visited, and inside the others, were men robed in white – the priests. People came singly or in groups, as Raj’s family did, bringing gifts of a few coins or fruit, which the priest offered on their behalf to the deity whose image was housed in the temple. The priest belonged to the Brahmin varna; his ritual purity set him apart from other Hindus and enabled him to represent them to God. His task is to make offerings and perform ceremonies, not to teach or give guidance. For that, Raj was told, the Hindu turns to a Guru. When Raj had made the family’s offerings the priest gave them some nuts and fruit, prasad, the symbol of God’s grace. Raj had seen priests before, of course – after all, his family was of the Brahmin varna – but never so many in one place.



BATHING IN THE GANGES



Each morning that he was in Varanasi, Raj and his family joined hundreds of other Hindus to bathe in the Ganges, just before the sun rose across the holy river.


By the time Raj returned to Pune, and then to London, he realized that Hinduism is much more varied than he had expected. He still felt that he was a Hindu, but he hoped no one would ask him what he actually meant when he described himself as one.


‘When we returned to London I noticed the dustfree atmosphere and the orderly traffic. In my new school, when the other boys and girls saw my shaved head they began to call me Hare-Krishna, but the teasing did not last long. My hair soon grew, and the experience of the thread ceremony gave me a new sense of belonging.’


After reading the experiences of a young British Hindu, you will have some inkling of the diversity and unity of Hinduism.


 





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
Language, dress and food separate Hindus from each other, yet they are united by their way of worshipping God.





	
Upanayana, the sacred thread ceremony, is a boy’s spiritual birth.





	
The first three varnas can undergo upanayana.





	
Some enlightened priests advocate upanayana for girls.





	
The sacred thread is believed to give strength to the wearer. Upanayana is an educational sacrament.





	
Hindu ceremonies are conducted in Sanskrit.





	
The River Ganges is deemed to wash away sins.





	
Bathing in the Ganges at Varanasi or Prayag is an aspect of yatra (pilgrimage).





	
The Gayatri verse from the Rig-veda is used in worshipping the Sun god.





	The sun sustains life on Earth.
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The temple


In this chapter you will learn:




	about a Christian GCSE pupil’s visit to a temple in London


	about a Hindu businessman’s visit to a temple on a festival day


	about puja, arati verses of praise for different deities


	about temples in Britain and India


	about the parts of a temple


	about locations and styles of temples


	about the consecration of a murti.





The temple is the home of the murtis (images or statues), the material representatives of the Divine Spirit. Brahman, the Supreme Spirit, is believed to pervade the land, the oceans, rivers and air, all the creatures in the universe, vegetation, the planets and stars. A part of the creative force must be seen, and remain, in the creation. For this reason the murtis representing different aspects of Brahman (God) can be male or female; human, animal or bird; or a combination of these.





Insight


A temple houses a murti, a consecrated image of God, which is an aid to worship. A Hindu scripture says that God is in the heart of every being controlling their actions.





A Hindu temple is here described by Jane, a GCSE pupil, who is Christian.





A Christian school pupil visits a Hindu temple


I had to visit a Hindu temple and write a report as a part of my project for the GCSE Hinduism course. The temple is situated in a busy road in east London. The building is of solid, red-brick construction of British design, and gave no obvious indication that it might be a Hindu temple. However, there was some decorative oriental design in plaster above the entrance and a signboard which read ‘Laxmi-Narayan Temple’. The door was closed, so I operated the push button of the electric bell and waited. The door was opened by a man in his late thirties. He was wearing Western clothes but had a red spot on his forehead. It is called tilak or tika and is a sign of spiritual purification. I explained my purpose and pointed out that I was not a Hindu.


‘No problem, miss,’ the man said, ‘you are welcome, as long as you respect the way we worship God.’ As I entered the temple, he closed the door. ‘We have to be careful and keep the vandals out,’ he explained. Just near the door there were shelves where visitors left their shoes before going into the entrance hall.


‘Why do we have to remove our shoes?’ I asked.


‘Because leather is spiritually impure; all visitors to a Hindu temple enter barefoot.’ I removed my shoes and went into the entrance hall.


As I stood in the entrance hall I noticed a small shrine behind me facing the main shrine, where the murtis of the god Vishnu and his wife Lakshmi were installed. The small shrine contained a murti of an eagle which I was told was Garuda, the vehicle of Vishnu. A brass bell hung from the ceiling near the Garuda shrine. The man who had welcomed me was the priest at the temple. He explained that the worshippers ring the bell to announce their presence before they approach the main shrine. The assembly area was 30 ft by 15 ft (9 m by 4.5 m), and fully carpeted. The main shrine was in the form of a temple with an ornate spire. There was a marble platform in front and a marble floor round it so that the worshippers could walk around – circumambulate – it.


On the left hand side of the assembly area there were two small shrines set against the wall. The first one contained a murti of the god Ganesha, and the second that of the god Hanuman. While I was there some women came into the temple, rang the bell and offered flowers to the gods Garuda, Ganesha and Hanuman, before standing in front of the main shrine with their hands joined together and bowing. After offering this namaskar greeting and saying a prayer they walked round the Vishnu shrine, put some coins in the offering box, and sat on a carpet in the assembly area facing the main shrine.


The priest had left me to look at the temple and had gone to get ready for the midday worship. When he emerged from his room in the basement, he wore a white dhoti, a necklace of sandalwood beads and the sacred thread, leaving his upper body quite bare. I left the temple, hoping to return soon to witness the evening puja and the arati ceremony.





As mentioned above, consecrated murtis of gods and goddesses live in a temple; it is their home, and the priests are their servants who take care of them and treat them as if they were human. In large temples in India, the deities are awakened, bathed, dressed, garlanded and offered puja and food in the morning. After the midday puja the doors to the inner shrine are closed so that the deities may rest. The evening puja and arati ceremony are well attended by the worshippers. At night the deities are put to sleep in a bed chamber. Worship in Hinduism usually takes place at home, and attendance at the temple is optional. The worshippers visit the temple as guests of the deities and ring the bell at the entrance to announce their presence. On festival days the deities visit the worshippers; replicas of the murtis are carried through the town or village in a procession, so that the people can pay homage and offer light, flowers and fruit to the murtis.


Here a Hindu businessman describes his visit to another temple at festival time.





The temple on a festival day


The temple I attend every Saturday is housed in a large hall. It is off the main road and there is a large parking area. After the hall was purchased a temple management committee was elected. The existing stage was removed and in its place murtis were installed. It was decided that the temple should have murtis of Krishna and Radha at the centre of the altar, with Ambaji, the mother Goddess, on the left and Shiva and Parvati on the right. This arrangement of having Vishnu (Krishna), Shiva and Shakti in the same temple was approved by all. Two small shrines on either side of, but separate from, the main altar were built to install Ganesha and Hanuman murtis. When the main altar was built, sufficient room was left round it for circumambulation. The assembly area is large and capable of seating about 500 people facing the altar, which is roped off from the worshippers. The temple is registered as a religious charity, and all expenses are met through donations from the worshippers.


Last year when we celebrated the annual birth festival of god Krishna, many Hindus from outside London attended the function and the assembly hall was packed to capacity. Normally the various Hindu festivals in Britain are celebrated on the Saturday nearest to the actual date of the festival, to enable people to take part. The evening began at about 9.00 p.m. with a discourse on the Bhagavad Gita, one of the most popular Hindu scriptures, by a guest speaker who explained god Krishna’s message about each person’s dharma, or moral and social duty. After the discourse a group of about 20 men and women led the singing of bhajans – devotional songs – in which the entire congregation joined. Two local musicians played a harmonium and a sitar (a stringed instrument), while the tabla drums and small brass cymbals provided the beat. Women and men sat separately on the carpeted floor and everyone, including the musicians, faced the altar. The singing of the bhajans went on until 11.30 p.m.


The priest read the story of god Krishna’s birth from the scriptures. At midnight, when Krishna is believed to have been born, everyone stood up and offered namaskara to the murtis in homage. There followed the arati ceremony, during which nine metal trays with ghee lamps and tablets of camphor oil were used. As the lights were waved in a vertical circle before the murtis, the priest and the men and women holding the trays sang verses in praise of the deities. The trays were then taken among the congregation for people to receive the warmth and blessing of the deities. Milk sweets were first offered to god Krishna and other deities and then distributed among the congregation as prasad, the blessed offering. The celebrations ended in the early hours of the morning. The next day a prasad lunch was provided for everyone.






Temples in Britain


A Hindu temple in Britain, unless it is in a private house, is a public building and as such is subject to fire and sanitary regulations. There are many temples in cities such as London, Southampton, Leicester, Coventry, Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, Bradford and Luton. Many have kitchens, where prasad meals are cooked for the worshippers. There is a large temple in north London where upwards of 1,000 prasad meals are served every Saturday and Sunday. Mostly women, but some men, do the cooking, and the food is vegetarian. Rules about spiritual purity and cleanliness are strictly observed (see Chapter 6 for these rules).


Worship in Hinduism takes place mainly on an individual basis. Each person offers flowers, rice, grains and prayers to murtis at the family shrine after the main puja is performed by the senior male or female. But in sectarian practice, worship becomes congregational; the priest performs the puja while the devotees closely observe the various rituals, and the whole group says the prayers together. In a non-sectarian temple in India, for example, where people gather together to celebrate a festival, at the end of a puja the arati ceremony becomes a congregational act, with the whole group joining in the singing of verse-prayers. Worship in Hindu temples in Britain is becoming more and more congregational, since a large number of people visit the temples and participate in puja, prayer and arati as a group. The arati ceremony involves the singing of prayers and the receiving of spiritual purification and the deity’s blessing, as people pass their hands over the lights and touch their eyes and head. Young Hindus experience the spirituality of the tradition more through participation in the ceremony than through distant observation of a puja or through listening to the stories from mythology.



The arati ceremony


Two ideas are prominent behind the performance of the arati ceremony. The first is that of darshan – the viewing of the murti and receiving grace through sight of the deity. The second is that of mukti or moksha (liberation). The verse-prayers figure the word mukti and seek God’s help so that the worshipper may be able to break the chain of rebirths and achieve spiritual liberation.


Here are some arati verses in translation taken from three different hymns praising the Gods Ganesha and Vishnu, and the Goddess Durga.





Ganesha


 


Maker of happiness, remover of miseries, whose grace extends love to us, and does not leave a trace of any obstacle remaining, you have a layer of red lead around your whole body and a necklace of pearls shines brightly around your neck.


 


Victory to you, victory to you o god of auspicious form. At your sight [darshan] all desires of the mind are fulfilled.


(From Paul B. Courtright, Ganesha, Oxford University Press, 1985 p. 165)





 





Vishnu


 


Om, victory to you god Vishnu, Lord of the Universe, o master, victory to you god Vishnu, Lord of the Universe. Dispel the difficulties of your devotees in an instant.


 


Victory to you god Vishnu, Lord of the Universe.


(Translation: Hemant Kanitkar)





 





Durga


 


O goddess Durga, without your blessing this life’s path is hard to traverse. O Amba, the protector of the helpless, spread over us the mantle of your compassion. I am caught up in this long cycle of birth, death and rebirth. Release me [O Mother] from this calamity. Victory to you, o goddess, the destroyer of the demon Mahisha, the bestower of boons and the protector of all the gods [and humans].


(Translation: Hemant Kanitkar)





This is a translation of an arati hymn which is very widely used by Hindus in Britain:





Victory to you O Vishnu, Lord of the Universe and Master of all. Accept our Homage, O Hari.*


 


You remove the difficulties of your devotees in an instant. Victory to you O Hari. (Verse 1)


 


You reward those who sing your praises and remove their Sorrow, O Master. Through your grace, happiness and prosperity become ours; and pain disappears. Victory to you O Hari. (Verse 2)


 


O Lord, you are my Mother, Father and only refuge. There is no one but you; I desire no other refuge. Victory to you O Hari. (Verse 3)


 


O Master! You dwell in all beings; you are perfect, all pervading, all powerful, and all seeing. Victory to you O Hari. (Verse 4)


 


You are indeed the ocean of compassion protecting all. O Lord help and save me from my ignorance and lust. Victory to you O Hari. (Verse 5)


 


You are the Life in all life, yet you are invisible to human eye. O Merciful Master, how can I find you with this burden of ignorance? Victory to you O Hari. (Verse 6)


 


You are the support of the weak and the remover of pain and suffering. Protect me and bless me with your compassionate hand as I surrender myself to your will. Victory to you O Hari. (Verse 7)


 


Cleanse me, O God, of my passion, suffering and sin. With your grace grant me firm faith, divine love and a spirit of service. Victory to you O Master Hari. (Verse 8)


(Translation: Hemant Kanitkar)






The temple as a meeting place


A temple in India mainly fulfils the religious needs of the community. A Hindu visits a temple mainly to view (darshan) the murti. Since visiting a temple is optional, a Hindu may go to the nearby temple every day, once a week or only at festival times. In Britain a temple has many social functions in addition to the religious one. By and large, Hindu families are scattered in different areas of Britain, although in some districts in London Hindus live in large numbers. Temples are not always conveniently situated for many people, and visiting a temple at the weekend may involve travelling 20–30 miles (30–50 kilometres). The temple therefore becomes a meeting place for distant families, who may phone each other and arrange to visit the temple on the same afternoon. Meeting friends, exchanging news about relatives in India and renewing friendships are very important social aspects enjoyed on temple visits.





Insight


Hindus visit a temple in the UK for social as well as religious reasons where they can view the murtis and later meet friends. But Hindus need not visit a temple if they do not wish. Temple attendance is optional.





Hindu families do not always do an elaborate puja at the home shrine, so full ritual in a temple, performed by a priest chanting the appropriate mantras, sacred phrases and verses from the scriptures, is very significant in instructing children in the religious tradition. Many temples hold three pujas every day, but the evening pujas and arati ceremonies at the weekends are attended by many worshippers, as they are free to do the necessary travelling. Various Hindu festivals are enthusiastically celebrated in the temples.


British-born Hindus speak English as their first language, and only a few are equally familiar with the language that their parents speak at home, such as Gujarati, Hindi or Bengali. Even fewer youngsters can read and write their parents’ language. This language barrier often hampers everyday communication between parents and children, and also prevents the younger generation from fully understanding the sacred phrases and prayers, which are in one of the Indian languages. Many temples are remedying this situation by conducting language classes, where children are able to learn their parents’ language.


Some temples hold music classes, where children can learn to play an Indian musical instrument, a sitar or a harmonium, for example. Other temples are fortunate enough to find qualified dance instructors to enable girls to learn classical Indian dance. Facilities for table tennis are possible at temples with larger premises. Hindu weddings or sacred thread ceremonies are performed at some temples.


A temple in Britain is not only a place of worship but also a community centre; as such, it plays a large part in the social life of Hindus of all ages.



Temples in India


In India, temples vary enormously in size. A shrine dedicated to some minor deity and situated near a winding mountain road is no larger than a medium-sized fridge. It is constructed with roughly hewn stone slabs, and an egg-shaped stone covered with red lead symbolizes the deity. As it is believed to protect travellers, drivers of bullock-carts and heavy lorries stop to make offerings of food or small coins.


A temple in a village could be the size of a double garage and dedicated to Hanuman or a local version of Shiva. It is usually brick-built, with a short spire above the murti. Inside there is just enough room for three or four worshippers to make offerings and circumambulate the murti, always in a clockwise direction, taking God’s grace in their right hands.


In a prosperous village, a temple dedicated to the patron goddess of the place could be twice as large as the Hanuman temple described above. The shrine housing the murti of the goddess is perhaps stone-built with a spire, while the assembly area in front of the shrine (capable of seating 50 people) has a corrugated iron roof. All newborn babies from Hindu families in the village are brought to the temple on their first outing.


In many small towns near rivers all over India, there are stone built temples above the steps leading down to the river. They are dedicated to Shiva, Vishnu or the Mother Goddess and given the local names of these deities. Some temples are situated in high mountains; others are on the sea shore. Some well-known Shiva temples are Kedarnath in the Himalayas, Somnath in Gujarat, Vishveshwer at Varanasi, Trimbak near Nasik in western India, and Rameshwer at the southern tip of India.





Insight


In the four corners of India, where 82 per cent of the population are Hindus, there are temples dedicated to Vishnu, Shiva and the Mother Goddess. Well-known Shiva temples are Kedarnath, Somnath, Vishveshwer, Trimbak and Rameshwer. Popular pilgrimage sites are Vishnu temples at Badrinath, Puri, Tirupathi and Trivandram. Famous Mother Goddess temples are at Kolkata, Varanasi, Kolhapur and Madurai.





When a British pilgrim to Mathura asked his guide about the number of temples there, he was told that there were perhaps 500, perhaps 5,000! The guide was pointing out that Hindu homes are temples since they have home shrines where consecrated murtis are worshipped.



Parts of a temple


TEMPLE DESIGN


Hindu temples are built according to a plan, and each of the various parts of the structure has a special significance. A temple, or mandir, is a dwelling place for a god or a goddess, whose consecrated murti is installed in the inner sanctum, called the garbha-griha (literally, ‘womb-house’). Directly above the inner sanctum is built a tapering tower or spire called the shikhara. The whole shrine containing the garbha-griha is called the vimana, which refers to the heavenly chariots of the deities mentioned in mythology. The shikhara symbolizes the sanctity of the vimana. The development of the temple as it is seen today was gradual, and the various parts were added to the initial essential element. The devotees who came to worship stood in front of the shrine. The space in front was cleared, and raised to form a platform, and an assembly area with a roof and pillars was built, evolving into the pillared hall called the mandapa. The mandapa was detached from the vimana at first so that there were two separate buildings, one for the deity and the other for the devotees. These two buildings were joined by a covered interspace, while at the front end of the mandapa was added a covered porch, a half-mandapa with steps leading down from the temple. However two distinct styles of temple are seen in India.
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