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1 About the Author

Bans Pandit
Author of Hindu Mind & Hindu Dharma
e-mail: hindumind@vyahoo.com

Website: www.hindumind.org
Mailing List: True Essence of Hindu Religious Thought (TEOHIN)

Bans Pandit is a nuclear engineer by profession. He has been a student of Vedanta and has been
associated with the Vivekananda Vedanta Society since his college years. In 1981, he joined the Self-
Realization Fdlowship (founded in the United States by Parmahansa Yogéananda) and completed a
three-year home study course on yoga and meditation. He was initiated into Kriya Yoga in 1983 in
the spiritual lineage of Parmahansa Yogénanda, which he has been practicing under the spiritual
guidance of the Self-Realization Fellowship. In 1988, he stayed at several ashrams in India practicing
yoga and meditation.

Bansi Pandit is a writer and speaker on Hinduism and is listed in Who is Who in America. He has
published numerous articles illustrating various aspects of Hindu reigion and spirituality. He has
taught Sunday school classes and has spoken at many temples, colleges, universities, and churches.
He is a recommended spesker on Hinduism at the Council of World Parliament of Religions,
Chicago, on inter-religious dialogue. He is a consultant to the Hindu Student Council (HSC) of
America on Hindu philosophy and culture.

Bansi Pandit is the author of two books: The Hindu Mind: Fundamentals of Hindu Religion &
Philosophy For All Ages and Hindu Dharma. Many scholars have declared these books to be
treatises on Hindu religion and spirituality. Mr. Pandit is currently writing a new book to introduce
Hindu spirituality to the Western world.
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2 Books by the Author

I l II.. llltluu wullu

Ko e @

Bansi Pandit

CONTENTS OF THE BOOK:

The aim of this book is to present the fundamental concepts of all aspects of the Hindu rdigious,
philosophical, and cultural heritage, the world’'s oldest living tradition, in a simple and
straightforward language for the readers of all ages. Thus, the basic concepts are exhaustively
discussed and illustrated with the hope that once the reader has attained an understanding of the
fundamentals of the Hindu heritage, he (or she) can proceed on his own accord to gain a better
understanding of the higher teachings contained in other advanced books. Accordingly, this book
includes the following features:

The book is divided in five parts (40 chapters, 448 pages). Part | through Parts IV discuss the
fundamental concepts of all aspects of the Hindu religious, cultural and philosophical tradition.

Part V includes tables, figures, appendices, works cited, suggested readings for higher studies,
glossary with pronunciation guide and an alphabetical index.

Each chapter is complete in itself and can be read independently of others. Cross-references to other
sections of the book have been provided, as necessary, for a more comprehensive understanding of
the contents

Hereis what the experts and readers say about this book:

“...aremarkable and highly rewarding book. It is rational, objective, interesting, relevant
and meaningful....”

Dr T K \/enkateaamran
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Emeritus Professor of Hinduism,
University of Detroit.

“The Hindu Mind provides an excellent introduction to the historical, philosophical,
ritualistic, social, and ethical dimensions of Hinduism. The mgjor contribution of the book
is that it shows the interconnections among these diverse dimensions.”

Rajeshwari V. Pandharipande
Associate Professor, University of Illinois, Urbana

“It is well-written, informative and timely...thereis no other book available at that leve
where Hindu Americans can get answers to different questions about their religion and
heritage....”

Subhash Kak
Professor, Lousiana State University.
“As a husband and father of two children, | have found The Hindu Mind to be an
extraordinary book that my entire family can read, comprehend, and follow.”
H. D. Sharma
President, Hindu Temple of Greater Chicago.
“Thisis one of the best books that provides the present generation, especially the young
and dlite, with the genuine fundamental concepts of Hinduism.”

Dr. C. L. Shastri
Former Professor of Sanskrit,
University of Gujarat, India.

... excdllent material... The book is veritably a treasure-house to anyone beginning to learn
about therdigion....”

Dr. Alagappa Alagappan
Honorary President, The Hindu Temple
Society of North America.

“Theauthor skillfully uses American phrases to make one more familiar to the ideas
and concepts of Hinduism.”

Vikas Deshpande, Hindu Student Council, U.SA.
“This book is an dixir, a cathartic, and an opiate simultaneoudly....”
India Light, News Journal, Illinois, U.SA.

“1 along with several of my students have benefited from The Hindu Mind. | find it an
invaluable resource.”
W. Jay Wood
Associate Professor, Wheaton College, Illinois, U.SA.
Thank you for having written such a concise and easy understandable book on a complex
topic. Itisatreasure of wisdom and knowledge to me."
Dr. A. Rolfes
Newrybar, Australia
“A very useful book for reference, being comprehensivein its scope. Thereis something
for the reader of all ages.”
Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, Bombay, India
“...an interesting and useful book. | think everyone---Hindu and non-Hindu---can benefit
by reading this well-written book. It is required reading for all Hindus of all ages.”

Swami Brahmarupananda, Vedanta Society
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“...provides a well-crafted and complete overview of the fundamental concepts of
Hinduism. Thiswork is an invaluable resource.”

Hinduism Today, U.SA.
“...lucidly explains Hinduism in a nutshell.”
News India-Times, New York.

“The book is packed with excellent material...is being sold in the Temple and almost
everyone who has bought it has appreciated the contents.”

Dr. Uma Mysorekar
President, The Hindu Temple Society of North America

“1 have read many books about Hinduism and Indian culture, but thisis the best one | have
ever encountered. It explains many issues that are otherwise confusing to an Indian, such
as mysdf, who was born and aised in America.”

Deepa Patel, Burlington, New Jersey.
“A wonderful book, easy to understand.”

Nisha Patel, 13-years old, Voorthees, NJ.
“Nothing surpasses the research assembled in this book.”
Dinesh Kampani, Hollywood, CA.

“This book has the depth of knowledge which every Hindu and non-Hindu can utilize and
gain from.”

Abnash Narula, Hari Om Mandhir, IL

“1t combines erudition with simplicity of stylethat is rare among I ndian authors of books
on Hinduism.”

Bandana Purkayastha, Weatogue, CT.
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Hindu Dharma
A New Comprehensive Guide to Hindu Way of Life
ISBN: 0-9634798-3-0, soft cover, 120 pp. plus nine color pictures of popular Hindu deities

Hindu Dharma explains the symbolism of the Hindu deities and includes nine beautiful color pictures
of the popular Hindu deities. These pictures can be used for daily puja (worship) in the home shrines
by the devotees. The book also includes the historic address of Swami Vivek@nanda on Hinduism at
the 1893 World Parliament of Rdigionsin Chicago. The book explains:

What are the essential features of the Hindu way of life?

What is the Hindu concept of a harmonious family?

What is the Hindu vision of a harmonious world?

What are the responsibilities of parents, teachers and eders in Hindu culture?
What is the Hindu mannerism and etiquette towards elders?

What is the Hindu definition of right and wrong?

What is the daily routine of a devout Hindu?

How can today’ s youth and young adults benefit from Hindu religious and spiritual teachings?
What is the message of Vedas for mankind?

What is the Hindu spiritual vision of legal, political and economic systems?
Arethe Hindu religious doctrines relevant to the modern world?
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What contribution have Hindus made to the world culture?

What exactly did Swami Vivekénanda say at the 1893 World Parliament of Redigions in Chicago that
helped the Western world to understand and finally appreciate the Hindu religious tradition?

Why do Hindus call their religion a universal religion (Sandtana Dharma)?

Hereis how to order these books:

Item NoO ISBN g::%e Shipping | Total
Hindu Mind, soft cover 0963479849 | $16 |$3 $19
Hindu Mind, hard cover 0963479822 | $24 | $3 $27
Hindu Dharma, soft cover 0963479830 |$9 | $3 $12

Make check for the total amount payable
to B&V Enterprises, Inc. and mail to:
925 Maryknoll Circle, Glen Ellyn, IL 60137
(Allow two to three weeks for delivery)
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3 The Hindu Temple Society of North America
Sri Maha Vallabha Ganapati Devasthanam

Even though Swami Vivekdnanda introduced and popularized the Hindu system of beief and
philosophy in the North American Continent in 1893, the movement of Hindu Temples began and has
gathered momentum only in the last quarter of this century. It is Lord Agastya, the pre-eminent sage
now living in the astral world, who took the initiative to direct the establishment and growth of the
New York Ganesha Temple and several other major temples in this land.

Lord Agastya when invoked by sincere devotees regularly through what is called Jiva Nadi or Live
Nadi, communicates with His devotees in the form of letters. These sacred letters appear to the
trained mediums only at the time of reading the sanctified ancient palmyara leaf scriptures. In August
1968, Dr. Alagappa Alagappan, a former U.N. Civil servant, was instructed to come and listen to the
Nadi readings. On the first day, he was informed that L ord Ganesha would take an abode in a city, the
name of which began with the letter "N." When asked to come on the following day, he was informed
as to how this temple would develop deep and abiding ties with the ancient heritage in India. The
third time he was summoned to come, he was instructed to take on the task of building the Ganesha
temple.

Every endeavor in Hinduism begins with the worship of Ganesha and it was indeed appropriate that
the first major temple in this continent be built for Lord Ganesha. Dr. Alagappan proceeded to
organize a team under the leadership of Mr. C. V. Narasimhan and established the Hindu Temple
Society of North America on January 26, 1970. Generous financial and technical support were
provided by the T.T. Devasthanam and the Endowments Department of the Government of Andhra
Pradesh, India. Literally thousands of devotees contributed their time and money and the temple was
consecrated by His Holiness Sri La Sri Pandrimalai Swamigal on July 4, 1977.

Since then the spectrum of worship has broadened at this temple to include the major Hindu forms of
worship and practices prevailing in different parts of India. The Ganesha Temple which has taken the
name of Maha Vallabha Ganpati Devasthanam has drawn devotees in ever widening concentric
circles.

On September 21, 1995 more than eght thousand devotees came unannounced and had the privilege
of offering milk to Lord Ganesha.

The New York Ganesha Temple has actively participated in securing temple architects, artisans and
priests for several other temples in this continent. Since religion must be relevant to daily life, every
endeavor is made to organize activities which would contribute to the welfare of devotees. Several
cultural activities including instruction in dance, music and Indian languages have been undertaken.
The auditorium and Kalyana Mandapam which will soon be in operation will provide some of the
largest facilities of their kind in New York. Over the years one of the main objectives of the temple
has been the organization of several growing social service programsin India.

Recently a program has been launched to disseminate substantive material pertaining to the Hindu
religion and culture. A one hour weekly TV broadcast was initiated on December 23, 1995. Another
major effort isto provide publications in simple and easily understandable English.

We are sponsoring publications such as this for the benefit of a wider and young readership. Our
biannual newdletter which reaches more than 15 thousand readers also includes articles in popular
terms explaining the various aspects of Hinduism.

Dr. Uma Mysor ekar
President
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4 Chapter 1: What is Hindu Dharma

Hindu Dharma, popularly called Hinduism, is the religion of over a billion Hindus, who mostly live
in India, but have large populations in many other countries. Hindu Dharma is also known as Vaidika
Dharma, meaning "religion of the Vedas," the ancient Hindu scriptures. The original name of Hindu
Dharma is Sanatana Dharma, or "universal religion.” (See Chapter 12).

Unlike other rdigions, Hindu Dharma did not originate from a single person, a single book, or at a
single point in time. The foundations of this oldest surviving religion were laid by ancient rishis
(sages), who taught their disciples the eternal principles of life they had discovered through ther
meditations The rishis did not claim authorship of these spiritual principles. Although some names
are mentioned in scriptures, nobody knows exactly who these people were or when they lived. Thus
Hindu Dharma is essentially a religion of principles rather than persons.

Hindu Dharma is analogous to a fruit tree, with its roots representing the Vedas and the Upanishads,
the thick trunk symbolizing the spiritual experiences of numerous sages and saints, its branches
representing various theological traditions, and the fruit itsdf, in different shapes and sizes,
symbolizing various sects and subsects.

Although there is no hard and fast line between one period and the next, the evolution of Hindu
Dharma may be divided into three periods: the ancient (6500 BCE-1000 AD), the medieval (1000-
1800 AD), and the modern (1800 AD to present). The major evolutionary milestones during these
periods are summarized in the following table:

Date Activity

- 6500]Composition of the early Rig Vedic hymns (according to
(minus |David Frawley, a Vedic scholar from the US). Current
denotes |archeological evidence shows that Shiva worship existed
BCE) |[in th(n1 Indus Valley Civilization in approximately 6000
BCE.

- 5000 |Beginning of the Indus Valley Civilization of Harappa
and Mohenjo-daro, that climaxed in 3700 BCE and
ended in 1500 BCE dueto natural causes.

- 4700 |Period of Lord R&ma and sage valmiki.

-3138 |The Mahabhérata war took place in 3138 BCE and the
Bhagavad Gita was recorded during this war.? The Vayu
Purdna (a Hindu scripture) states that Lord Krishna
entered into mahasamadhi (yogi's conscious exit from
the body) 36 years after the war and Kaliyuga began on
his mahasamadhi.

- 2609 [Period of Sage Vishvamitra, in whose reign a majority of
the Vedic hymns were composed. The Yajur and Atharva
Vedas were composed around 2400 BCE.

- 2393 |King Bharata, an ancient king and sage (the 44" in the
Puranic list of kings and sages) was born. The original
name of India is Bharat, after the name of this ancient
king.
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- 1450 |End of narration of the Vedic Samhitas.

- 500|The Bhagavad Gitd was compiled between BCE 500-
to 200. Nyéaya, Sankhya, and Brahma S(tras were recorded,
200 AD |which later gave birth to six popular schools of Hindu
philosophy. Buddhism and Jainism also deveoped

during this period.
200 Final versions of Purdnas, Tantras, and other sectarian
to literature were devel oped.
750
750 Development of six popular schools of religious thought,
to establishment of Shankara's Advaita Vedanta, and
1000 decline of Buddhism are the main landmarks of this
period.

1000 |[This period saw the rise of devotional movements led by
to Ra@ménuja, Ramananda, Tukar&m, Guru Nanak, Surdas,
1800 |Chaitanya, Mirdbai, Tulsi Dés, and many other saints.

Modern Hindu Renaissance (1800 AD - Present)

During the domination of India by foreign rule, many social and religious vices appeared in Hindu
society in India. There were many leaders of the modern Hindu renaissance including the following
saints, scholars, social and religious reformers, who brought the society back into the tradition of
Hindu Dharma:

Ram Mohan Roy (1772-1833), a social and religious reformer, and founder of the Brahmo Saméj.

Swami Dayénanda (1824-1883), a saint, Vedic scholar, social and religious reformer, and founder of
the Arya Saméj.

Mrs. Annie Besant (1847-1933), an Englishwoman, translated and popularized the Bhagavad Git4,
and established the Hindu College in Banéras, now known as the Bandras Hindu University.

Sri R&makrishna (1836-1886), a famous sage of modern times, infused the true spirit of Hindu
Dharma into his followers, who came from all walks of life to seek his spiritual help.

Swami Vivekdnanda (1863-1902), the beloved disciple of Sri R&makrishna, ducidated Hindu Dharma
in and outside of India, and introduced the Vedanta philosophy to the West (see Chapter 19).

Sri Aurobindo Ghose (1872-1950), doquently interpreted the basic concepts of Hindu Dharma, and
expounded yoga philosophy for the transformation of human consciousness.

Rabindrandth Tagore (1861-1941), one of the greatest mystical poets of the world, expounded the
Upanishadic philosophy through his songsin Gitanjali and in many of his other works.

Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948), extended non-violence, a Hindu cardinal virtue, to social, national,
and international affairs.

Ramana Maharshi (1879-1950), another famous sage of modern times, expounded the teachings of
Advaita Vedanta to his disciples, who came from all parts of theworld to seek his help.

Dr. Sarvepdlli Ré&dhakrishnan (1888-1975), a philosopher, statesman, and the second President of
India, interpreted the classical Hindu philosophy in the context of the modern world through his
numerous scholarly works, such as Hindu View of Life.
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5 Chapter 2: Hindu View of God, Individual and World

Hindu religious thought is based upon the belief in the Ultimate Reality (Brahman of the
Upanishads), faith in the reality of the spirit (&tman), and faith in the spiritual order of the world.
Through their spiritual experiences, the ancient rishis (sages) discovered that there are different ways
to approach the same goal, catering to different people exhibiting different levels of spiritual
development. Enormous diversity is thus an essential feature of the rdigious life of Hindus.

Hindu View of God
Hindu view of the Ultimate Redlity is expressed in the following reveation of the Rig Veda, the
oldest Hindu scripture;
"Ekam sat vipraha, bahudha vadanti."
"Truth is one, the wise call It by various names."

This doctrine recognizes that the Ultimate Reality possesses infinite potential, power and intelligence,
and therefore cannot be limited by a single name or form. Thus, Hindus view the Ultimate Reality as
having two aspects: impersonal and personal (see Figure 1). The impersonal aspect of the Ultimate
Reality is called Nirguna Brahman in Hindu scriptures. Nirguna Brahman has no attributes and, as
such, is not an object of prayer, but of meditation and knowledge. This aspect of the Ultimate Reality
is beyond conception, beyond reasoning and beyond thought.

The personal aspect of the Ultimate Reality is known as Saguna Brahman, that is Brahman with
attributes. Saguna Brahman is the creator, sustainer and controller of the universe. Saguna Brahman
cannot be limited by one form and is therefore worshipped by Hindus in both male and female forms.
As the male aspect, Saguna Brahman is called by various Sanskrit names, such as Ishvara,
Parameshvara, Paramétma, Maheshvara, and Purusha. These Sanskrit names repre-sent more or less
the same concept as the word God in other rdigions.

As the female aspect, Hindus refer to Saguna Brahman by various names, such as Divine Mother,
Durga and Kal1. Hindus further worship the male and female aspects of Saguna Brahman in many
forms, called deities. Refer to Chapter 3 for an understanding of the significance of deity worship.

Hindu View of the Individual

Hindu scriptures teach that an individual is essentially atman clothed in a physical body. The Sanskrit
word atman, meaning "God within," is usually translated as soul, sdf, or spirit. If the physical body of
an individual were compared to a computer, the &man would represent the eectricity that operates
the computer. Thus, without &man, the human body is insentient. In a human body &manis the
source of the mind, intellect and ego sense.

Hindu scriptures declare that &man isimmortal and divine. In Hindu view, therefore, an individual is
potentially divine and eternally perfect. There are two states of existence associated with &tman: the
bound state and the liberated state. In the bound state, &man is associated with a physical body. Asa
result of this association, &man is subject to maya, which causes it to forget its true divine nature and
commit evil deeds in the world. The powers of méya are two-fold. As cosmic ignorance, maya
deludes the dtman into forgetting its own true nature. As creative energy (shakti) of Brahman, maya is
the material cause of the universe. In the liberated state, atman is said to have attained moksha
(spiritual perfection) and consequently enjoys union with God. Moksha simply means freedom of the
individual fromignorance, i.e. realization of one's own true divine nature, or union with God.
Although there are various viewpoints, the predominant Hindu view is that the same &tman dwellsin
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all beings. Thus, all human beings have a common source and are interconnected in a subtle way. The
reason humans are different from each other (or at least think they are different) is that the
manifestation of &tman in a physical body depends upon the type and construction of the physical
body. Just as the same eectricity manifests as cold in a refrigerator and heat in an oven, the same
atman manifests as a saint in one human body and a sinner in another human body, owing to the past
karma (see Chapter 6). Thus a sinner of today is a potential saint of tomorrow.

In Hindu view, an individual is not born a sinner, but commits sin due to maya. Just as darkness
quickly disappears upon the appearance of light, an individual's delusion vanishes when he gains sdlf-

5-11

PDF created with FinePrint pdfFactory Pro trial version www.pdffactory.com



http://www.pdffactory.com

Hindu Dharma by Bansi Pandit

knowledge. Sdlf-effort and guru's (spiritual preceptor) graceis all that is needed to dispel one's
ignorance and attain self-knowledge.

Hindu View of the World

The Sanskrit word for creation is srishtf, which means "projecting gross phenomenon from subtle
substance." In Hindu view, creation originates from the Ultimate Reality, Brahman.™* When a potter
makes a pot from clay, he makes the process happen and is the efficient cause. The whed he uses to
spin and mold the pot is the instrumental cause, and the clay is the material cause. Unlike Jewish,
Christian and other Western theologies, the predominant Hindu view is that Brahman is the efficient
cause, the instrumental cause, as wdl as the material cause of the universe. Thus Brahman is the
whole universe, animate and inanimate. With this thought in mind, Hindus worship God as abiding in
all created things and beings.

Brahman manifests as consciousness (&tman) and nature (matter) in the phenomenal world. This
manifestation is made possible by méya, the inherent creative energy of Brahman. Hindu scriptures
reveal that the manifestation of Brahman as the things and beings of the world is a divine sport (li18).
In this eternal sport Brahman manifests in diverse forms in the phenomenal world (creation), staysin
that mode for a time (sustenance), and reverts back to the original state (dissolution). This process of
creation, sustenance and dissolution is repetitive and occurs in cycles without beginning (an&di) and
without end (ananta). Thus, in Hindu view there is no absolute beginning or end to the universe.
Whenever the words "beginning" and "end" appear in Hindu scriptures, they simply mean the
beginning and end of a particular cycle of creation.

In the beginning of creation, consciousness is wrapped up in matter. Through the process of
evolution, consciousness evolves from lower forms to higher forms of life until it becomes aware of
itself in a human body. From that stage onwards, it struggles to freeitsdf from physical limitations
(through spiritual discipling) and attain union with Brahman, the original source of consciousness.

In Hindu view, individuals go through the repeated cycles of birth and death, while time goes through
the repeated cycles of creation, sustenance, and dissolution. Thus, the Hindu notion of timeis cyclic
and both time and individuals are viewed as non-unique entities. The Western notion of timeis
unidirectional and in the Western system both individuals and time are viewed as unique entities.

Practical Significance

The Hindu view of God allows one to exercise complete freedom in worship. A Hindu may worship
any deity as he chooses based upon his own mental constitution. He knows that different modes of
worship are just different roads to the same destination of union with God. He has no quarrel with
other religions as he considers them as different rivers flowing to ultimately merge in the same ocean.
As such, he has no urgeto forcibly convert other people to his own faith.

The belief in the existence of the all-pervasive Divinity in the universe creates an attitude of
acceptance, reverence, benevolence and compassion for all things and beings in the mind of a Hindu.
He does not see any intrinsic evil in Nature. He sees the ground, the sky, the trees, the hills and
mountains, and the rivers all sacred.

The Hindu concepts of theindividual and the world eliminate the fear of God or eternal hdl from
onegs mind. A Hindu considers life a divine pilgrimage from "unreal to real, darkness to light, and
death to immortality.” * Being on this road of pilgrimage, a Hindu has no intention to hurt anyone. He
is thoroughly convinced that whatever he does in this life will come back to him in the next life. Thus
he must do good and be good now, as he will have to come back again and again in this world until
all scores are settled.
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6 Chapter 3: Why Hindus Worship Deities

Just as a single force in space can be mathematically conceived as having various spatial
components, the Supreme Being or God, the personal form of the Ultimate Redlity, is concelved by
Hindus as having various aspects (see Chapter 2). A Hindu deity (god or goddess; note small g)
represents a particular aspect of the Supreme Being. For example, Saraswati represents the learning
and knowledge aspect of the Supreme Being. Thus, if a Hindu wants to pray for acquiring knowledge
and understanding, he prays to Saraswati. Just as sunlight cannot have a separate and independent
existence from the sun itslf, a Hindu deity does not have a separate and independent existence from
the Supreme Being. Thus, Hindu worship of deties is monotheistic polytheism and not simple
polytheism.

Hindus declare that thereis only one Supreme Being and He is the God of all religions® Thereis no
"other God." Thus the Biblical Commandment "Thou shalt have no other God before me" really
means, "Thou shalt not deny the Ultimate Reality or worship any power other than the Ultimate
Redlity." (See also Reference 5 in Works Cited.)

Hindus view cosmic activity of the Supreme Being as comprised of three tasks: creation,

preservation, and dissolution and recreation. Hindus associate these three cosmic tasks with the three
deities, Brahmd, Vishnu and Shiva. Lord Brahma brings forth the creation and represents the crestive
principle of the Supreme Being. Lord Vishnu maintains the universe and represents the eternal
principle of preservation. Lord Shiva represents the principle of dissolution and recreation. These
three daities together form the Hindu Trinity.

One must clearly understand that Brahm@, Vishnu and Shiva are not three independent deities. They
represent the same power (the Supreme Being), but in three different aspects. Just as a man may be
called a doctor, father or husband based upon the tasks he performs, the Supreme Being is called
Brahma, Vishnu or Shiva when conceived as performing the three different cosmic tasks of creation,
preser-vation, and dissolution/recreation. "The oneness of the three gods Brahma, Vishnu and Shivais
brought out by the mystic symbol AUM () where'A' represents Vishnu, 'U' Shiva and 'M' Brahméa."®
Hindu religion is often labeled as a rdligion of 330 million gods. This misunderstanding arises when
peoplefail to grasp the symbolism of the Hindu pantheon. According to the Hindu scriptures, living
beings are not apart from God, since He lives in each and every one of them in the form of &tman (BG
10.39). Thus each living being is a unique manifestation of God. In ancient times it was believed that
there were 330 million living beings. This gave rise to theidea of 330 million deities or gods.
Actually, this vast number of gods could not have been possibly worshipped, since 330 million names
could not have been designed for them. The number 330 million was simply used to give a symbolic
expression to the fundamental Hindu doctrine that God livesin the hearts of all living beings.™*

"The Hindus have discovered that the absolute can only be realized, or thought of, or stated through
therdative, and the images, crosses and crescents are simply so many symbolsso many pegs to hang
spiritual ideas on," explained Swami Vivekénanda at the World Parliament of Religionsin 1893 (see
Chapter 19). A Hindu thus uses a picture or an idol (usually made of metal, wood or clay) to
symbolize a deity. The picture or theidol is used as an object of concentration to help concentrate
one's mind on the worship, contemplation and meditation. Theidol itsdf is not God, but servesas a
symbol of God.

Just as people associate their ideas of infinity with the image of the blue sky or of the sea, or connect
their ideas of holiness with the image of a church, a mosque, or a cross, Hindus associate their ideas
of holiness, purity, truth, and omnipresence with different images and forms. If somebody were to ask
me, "Whereisthe sky?' | would most probably raise my finger up pointing towards the sky. My
finger is not the sky, but it points towards the sky. Similarly, an idol is not God, but a pointer which
directs the attention of the devotee towards the Divine.
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Thewholefabric of Hindu religious thought revolves around the freedom to worship whichever
aspect of the Divine one reveres most, based upon one's own mental constitution. This catholicity of
Hindu religious outlook is deeply rooted in numerous revelations in Hindu scriptures, such as:

"In whatever way they [human beings] love Me [God],

in the same way they find My love. Various are the ways for them, but in the end they all cometo
Me." (Bhagavad Gita 4.11)

"Truth is one, wise call it by various names."

(Rig Veda 1.164.46)

"Heis the One, the One aone; in Him all deities become One alone.” (Atharva Veda)

"Just as therain water that falls from the sky eventually reaches the ocean, so aso the worship offered
to Him, by whatever name you wish, or in whatever form you like, ultimately goes to the One (the
only One) Ultimate, Infinite Supreme Reality. (Mah&bharata)

The symbolism used in Hindu scriptures expresses the attributes and the qualities of the personal
aspect of the Ultimate Reality (Saguna Brahman) as concelved by rishis of the yore. Just asamap is
used by atraveler as an aid for reaching the destination, symbolismis used by Hindus as an aid in
comprehending the Infinite Reality, and for traveling on the spiritual path to the final destination of
union with God. The following discussion, based upon the common symbols used in Hindu
scriptures, illustrates the symbolism associated with some of the popular deities worshipped in
contemporary Hindu religion. Following this discussion is a color plate of each of these deities.

Lord Ganesha

L ord Ganesha-the Hindu deity in a human form but with the head of an € ephant-represents the power
of the Supreme Being that removes obstacles and ensures success in human endeavors. For this
reason, Hindus worship Ganesha first before beginning any religious, spiritual or worldly activity. In
Hindu mythology, Lord Ganeshais the first son of Lord Shiva and the Divine Mother Pérvati. Their
second son is Lord Subramanya and their daughter is Jyoti. As explained below, the portrayal of Lord
Ganesha as the blend of human and animal parts (see color plate 2) symbolizes the ideals of
perfection as concelved by Hindu sages and illustrates some philosophical concepts of profound
spiritual significance.

Elephant head, wide mouth, and large ears: the large head of an eephant symbolizes wisdom,
understanding, and a discriminating intellect that one must possess to attain perfection in life. The
wide mouth represents the natural human desire to enjoy lifein the world. The large ears signify that
a perfect person is the one who possesses a great capacity to listen to others and assimilate ideas.

The trunk and two tusks with the left tusk broken: thereis no known human instrument that has an
operating range as wide as that of an dephant's trunk. It can uproot a tree and yet lift a needle off the
ground. Likewise, the human mind must be strong enough to face the ups and downs of the external
world and yet delicate enough to explore the subtle realms of the inner world. The two tusks denote
the two aspects of the human personality, wisdom and emotion. The right tusk represents wisdom and
the left tusk represents emotion. The broken left tusk conveys the idea that one must conquer
emotions with wisdom to attain perfection.

Elephant eyes: the e ephant eyes are said to possess natural deceptiveness that allows them to
perceive objects to be bigger than what they really are. Thus the eephant eyes symbolize the idea that
even if anindividual gets "bigger and bigger" in wealth and wisdom, he should perceive others to be
bigger than himsdf; that is, surrender one's pride and attain humility.

The four arms and various objects in the four hands: the four arms indicate that the Lord is
omnipresent and omnipotent. The left side of the body symbolizes emotion and the right side
symbolizes reason. An ax in the upper left hand and a lotus in the upper right hand signify that in
order to attain spiritual perfection, one should cut worldly attachments and conquer emotions. This
enables oneto live in the world without being affected by earthly temptations, just as a lotus remains
in water but is not affected by it. A tray of Ladd(s (a popular snack) near the Lord denotes that He
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bestows wealth and prosperity upon His devotees. The lower right hand is shown in a blessing pose,
which signifies that Ganesha always blesses His devotees.

A human body with a big belly: the human body possesses a human heart, which is a symbol of
kindness and compassion toward all. Ganesha's body is usually portrayed wearing red and yellow
clothes. Yellow symbolizes purity, peace and truthfulness. Red symbolizes the activity in the world.
These are the qualities of a perfect person who performs all duties in the world, with purity, peace,
and truthfulness. The big belly signifies that a perfect individual must have a large capacity to face al
pleasant and unpleasant experiences of the world.

A mouse sitting near the feet of Ganesha and gazing at the tray of Ladd(s. a mouse symbolizes the
ego that can nibble all that is good and noble in a person. A mouse sitting near the feet of Ganesha
indicates that a perfect person is one who has conquered his (or her) ego. A mouse gazing at the
Laddls, but not consuming them, denotes that a purified or controlled ego can live in the world
without being affected by the worldly temptations. The mouse is also the vehicle of Ganesha,
signifying that one must control ego in order for wisdom to shine forth.

Right foot dangling over the left foot: as stated above, the left side of the body symbolizes emotion
and the right side symbolizes reason and knowledge. The right foot dangling over the left foot
illustrates that in order to live a successful life one should utilize knowledge and reason to overcome
emotions.

Lord Subramanya - K érttikeya
Lord Subramanya symbolizes a perfect individual who has realized the Sef (i.e. attained union with
God). Hindus worship Lord Subramanya to acquire worldly as well as spiritual prosperity. In
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mythology, Lord Subramanya, also called by other names such as Karttikeya, Murugan, Kuméra,
Skanda, and Shanmukha, is the second son of Lord Shiva and Goddess Parvati, their other sonis Lord
Ganesha and their daughter is Jyoti.

In His popular images, Lord Subramanya is depicted in the human form possessing six faces. He
holds a spear in His hand. A peacock is shown next to the Lord. This symbolism associated with Lord
Subramanya illustrates the following spiritual theme:

Blue color symbolizes infinity. The blue background in the image of the Lord (see color plate 3)
denotes that the spiritual essencein all human beings is the Infinite Reality in the form of &man.

The six faces of the Lord (for simplicity the color plate shows only one face) signify that the Infinite
Reality manifests Itsdlf as God-in-man through the six instruments comprised of the mind and its
associated five sense organs-sight, sound, smell, touch and taste.

A spear in the hands of Lord Subramanya symbolizes His power to destroy the enemies of man, such
as lust, greed, fear, anger, pride, and hatred.

A peacock feds extremely delighted to seeits colorful feathers spread out beautifully when it dances.
A blue peacock next to the Lord conveys the idea that man should be very delighted to know that he
is essentially &man-symbolized by the blue color of the peacock-and is not limited by the body and
mind.

Some images show the peacock holding a live snakein its grip. Just as a snake carries poison for its
protection, the ego carries the mind for its survival. The peacock holding the snake captive, but not
killing it, conveys the idea that man does not have to destroy the ego, but must control it so that its
energies can be channeled to discover the Supreme Sdif.
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Lord Shiva

Lord Shiva represents the aspect of the Supreme Being (Brahman of the Upanishads) that
continuously dissolves to recreate in the cyclic process of creation, preservation, dissolution and
recreation of the universe. As stated eerlier, Lord Shiva is the third member of the Hindu Trinity, the
other two being Lord Brahma and Lord Vishnu.

Owing to His cosmic activity of dissolution and recreation, the words destroyer and destruction have
been erroneously associated with Lord Shiva. This difficulty arises when people fail to grasp the true
significance of His cosmic role. The creation sustains itself by a ddlicate balance between the
opposing forces of good and evil. When this balance is disturbed and sustenance of life becomes
impossible, Lord Shiva dissolves the universe for creation of the next cycle so that the unliberated
souls will have another opportunity to liberate themselves from bondage with the physical world.
Thus, Lord Shiva protects the souls from pain and suffering that would be caused by a dysfunctional
universe. In analogous cyclic processes, winter is essential for spring to appear and the night is
necessary for the morning to follow. To further illustrate, a goldsmith does not destroy gold when he
melts old irreparable golden jewdry to create beautiful new ornaments.

Lord Shivaisthe Lord of mercy and compassion. He protects devotees from evil forces such as lust,
greed, and anger. He grants boons, bestows grace and awakens wisdom in His devotees. The
symbolism discussed below (see color plate 4) includes major symbols that are common to all
pictures and images of Shiva venerated by Hindus. Since the tasks of Lord Shiva are numerous, He
cannot be symbolized in one form. For this reason the images of Shiva vary significantly in their
symbolism.

The unclad body covered with ashes: the unclad body symbolizes the transcendental aspect of the
Lord. Since most things reduce to ashes when burned, ashes symbolize the physical universe. The
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ashes on the unclad body of the Lord signify that Shiva is the source of the entire universe which
emanates from Him, but He transcends the physical phenomena and is not affected by it.

Matted locks: Lord Shivaisthe Master of yoga. The three matted locks on the head of the Lord
convey the idea that integration of the physical, mental and spiritual energiesistheideal of yoga.
Ganga: Ganga (river Ganges) is associated with Hindu mythology and is the most sacred river of
Hindus. According to tradition, one who bathes in Ganga (revered as Mother Gangé) in accordance
with traditional rites and ceremonies on religious occasions in combination with certain astrological
events, is freed from sin and attains knowledge, purity and peace. Gangd, symbolically represented on
the head of the Lord by afemale (Mother Gangd) with a jet of water emanating from her mouth and
falling on the ground, signifies that the Lord destroys sin, removes ignorance, and bestows
knowledge, purity and peace on the devotees.

The crescent moon: is shown on the side of the Lord's head as an ornament, and not as an integral part
of His countenance. The waxing and waning phenomenon of the moon symbolizes the time cycle
through which creation evolves from the beginning to the end. Sincethe Lord is the Eternal Reality,
Heis beyond time. Thus, the crescent moon is only one of His ornaments, and not an integral part of
Him.

Three eyes: Lord Shiva, also called Tryambaka Deva (literally, "three-eyed Lord"), is depicted as
having three eyes: the sun is His right eye, the moon the left eye and fire the third eye. The two eyes
on theright and left indicate His activity in the physical world. Thethird eye in the center of the
forehead symbolizes spiritual knowledge and power, and is thus called the eye of wisdom or
knowledge. Likefire, the powerful gaze of Shiva's third eye annihilates evil, and thus the evil-doers
fear Histhird eye.

Half-open eyes: when the Lord opens His eyes, a new cycle of creation emerges and when He closes
them, the universe dissolves for creation of the next cycle. The half-open eyes convey the idea that
creation is going through cyclic process, with no beginning and no end. Lord Shivais the Master of
Y oga, as He uses His yogic power to project the universe from Himsdf. The half-open eyes also
symbolize His yogic posture.

Kundalas (two ear rings): two Kundalas, Alakshya (meaning "which cannot be shown by any sign")
and Niranjan (meaning "which cannot be seen by mortal eyes") in the ears of the Lord signify that He
is beyond ordinary perception. Since the kundala in the left ear of the Lord is of the type used by
women and the one in His right ear is of the type used by men, these Kundalas also symbolize the
Shiva and Shakti (male and female) principle of creation.

Shake around the neck: sages have used snakes to symbolize the yogic power of Lord Shiva with
which He dissolves and recreates the universe. Like a yogi, a snake hoards nothing, carries nothing,
builds nothing, lives on air alonefor along time, and lives in mountains and forests. The venom of a
snake, therefore, symbolizes the yogic power.

A snake (Vasuki Naga): is shown curled three times around the neck of the Lord and is looking
towards His right side. The three coils of the snake symbolize the past, present and future-timein
cycles. The Lord wearing the curled snake like an ornament signifies that creation proceeds in cycles
and is time dependent, but the Lord Himsdf transcends time. The right side of the body symbolizes
the human activities based upon knowledge, reason and logic. The snake looking towards the right
side of the Lord signifies that the Lord's eternal laws of reason and justice preserve natural order in
the universe.

Rudr&ksha necklace: Rudrais another name of Shiva. Rudra also means "strict or uncompromising”
and &ksha means "eye." Rudraksha necklace worn by the Lord illustrates that He uses His cosmic
laws firmly-without compromise-to maintain law and order in the universe. The necklace has 108
beads which symbolize the d ements used in the creation of the world.

Varda Mudra: the Lord's right hand is shown in a boon-bestowing and blessing pose. As stated
earlier, Lord Shiva annihilates evil, grants boons, bestows grace, destroys ignorance, and awakens
wisdom in His devotees.
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Trident (trislla): a three-pronged trident shown adjacent to the Lord symbolizes His three
fundamental powers (shakti) of will (icchd), action (kriyd) and knowledge (jndna). The trident also
symbolizes the Lord's power to destroy evil and ignorance.

Damaru (drum): a small drum with two sides separated from each other by a thin neck-like structure
symbolizes the two utterly dissimilar states of existence, unmanifest and manifest. When a damaru is
vibrated, it produces dissimilar sounds which are fused together by resonance to create one sound.
The sound thus produced symbolizes Nada, the cosmic sound of AUM (), which can be heard during
deep meditation. According to Hindu scriptures, Nada is the source of creation.

K@mandalu: awater pot (Kémandalu) made from a dry pumpkin contains nectar and is shown on the
ground next to Shiva. The process of making Ka@mandalu has deep spiritual significance. A ripe
pumpkin is plucked from a plant, its fruit is removed and the shell is cleaned for containing the
nectar. In the same way, an individual must break away from attachment to the physical world and
clean hisinner self of egoistic desiresin order to experience the bliss of the Sdf, symbolized by the
nectar in the K&mandalu.

Nandi: the bull is associated with Shiva and is said to be His vehicle. The bull symbolizes both power
and ignorance. Lord Shiva's use of the bull as a vehicle conveys the idea that He removes ignorance
and bestows power of wisdom on His devotees. The bull is called Vrisha in Sanskrit. Vrisha also
means dharma (righteousness). Thus a bull shown next to Shiva also indicates that He is the eternal
companion of righteousness.

Tiger skin:. atiger skin symbolizes potential energy. Lord Shiva, sitting on or wearing a tiger skin,
illustrates the idea that He is the source of the creative energy that remainsin potential form during
the dissolution state of the universe. Of His own Divine Will, the Lord activates the potential form of
the creative energy to project the universe in endless cycles.

Cremation ground: Shiva sitting in the cremation ground signifies that He is the controller of deathin
the physical world. Since birth and death are cyclic, controlling oneimplies controlling the other.
Thus, Lord Shivais revered as the ultimate controller of birth and death in the phenomenal world.

Goddess Durga

Goddess Durga represents the power of the Supreme Being that preserves moral order and
righteousness in the creation. The Sanskrit word Durgd means afort or a placethat is protected and
thus difficult to reach. Durg4, also called Divine Mother, protects mankind from evil and misery by
destroying evil forces such as sdlfishness, jealousy, preudice, hatred, anger, and ego.

The worship of Goddess Durgé is very popular among Hindus. Sheis also called by many other
names, such as Parvati, Ambikd, and Kali. In the form of Parvati, She is known as the divine spouse
of Lord Shiva and is the mother of Her two sons, Ganesha and Karttikeya, and daughter Jyoti. There
are many temples dedicated to Durga's worship in India.

In Her images, Goddess Durgé is shown (see color plate 5) in afemale form, wearing red clothes. She
has eighteen arms (for simplicity the color plate shows only eight arms), carrying many objectsin Her
hands. The red color symbolizes action and the red clothes signify that She is always busy destroying
evil and protecting mankind from pain and suffering caused by evil forces. Following is the
symbolism associated with Goddess Durgé:

A tiger symbolizes unlimited power. Durgéa riding a tiger indicates that She possesses unlimited
power and uses it to protect virtue and destroy evil. The eighteen arms of Durga signify that She
possesses combined power of the nine incarnations of Lord Vishnu that have appeared on the earth at
different times in the past. The tenth incarnation, the Kalkin (a man on a white horse), is till to come.
Thus, Goddess Durga represents a united front of all Divine forces against the negative forces of evil
and wickedness.

The sound that emanates from a conch is the sound of the sacred syllable AUM (), which is said to be
the sound of creation. A conch in one of the Goddess's hands signifies the ultimate victory of virtue
over evil and righteousness over unrighteousness.
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Other weapons in the hands of Durgé such as a mace, sword, disc, arrow, and trident convey the idea
that one weapon cannot destroy all different kinds of enemies. Different weapons must be used to
fight enemies depending upon the circumstances. For example, selfishness must be destroyed by
detachment, jealousy by desirelessness, preudice by sdlf-knowledge, and ego by discrimination.

Goddess L akshmi

Lakshmi is the Goddess of wealth and prosperity, both material and spiritual. Theword "Lakshmi™ is
derived from the Sanskrit word Laksme, meaning "goal." Lakshmi, therefore, represents the goal of
life, which includes worldly as well as spiritual prosperity. In Hindu mythology, Goddess L akshmi,
also called Shri, is the divine spouse of Lord Vishnu and provides Him with wealth for the
maintenance and preservation of the creation.

In Her images and pictures, Lakshmi is depicted in a female form with four arms and four hands (see
color plate 6). She wears red clothes with a golden lining and is standing on a lotus. She has golden
coins and lotuses in her hands. Two eephants (some pictures show four) are shown next to the
Goddess. This symbolism conveys the following spiritual theme:

The four arms represent the four directions in space and thus symbolize omnipresence and
omnipotence of the Goddess. Thered color symbolizes activity. The golden lining (embroidery) on
Her red dress denotes prosperity. The idea conveyed hereis that the Goddess is always busy
distributing wealth and prosperity to the devotees. The lotus seat, which Lakshmi is standing upon,
signifies that while living in this world, one should enjoy its wealth, but not become obsessed with it.
Such aliving is analogous to a lotus that grows in water but is not wetted by water.

The four hands represent the four ends (see page 55) of human life: dharma (righteousness), kédma
(genuine desires), artha (wealth), and moksha (liberation from birth and death). The front hands
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represent the activity in the physical world and the back hands indicate the spiritual activities that lead
to spiritual perfection.

Since the right side of the body symbolizes activity, a lotus in the back right hand conveys the idea
that one must perform all duties in the world in accordance with dharma. This leads to moksha
(liberation), which is symbolized by a lotus in the back left hand of Lakshmi. The golden coins falling
on the ground from the front left hand of Lakshmi illustrate that She provides wealth and prosperity to
Her devotees. Her front right hand is shown bestowing blessings upon the devotees.

The two dephants standing next to the Goddess symbolize the name and fame associated with

worldly wealth. The idea conveyed hereis that a true devotee should not earn wealth merely to
acquire name and fame or only to satisfy his own material desires, but should shareit with othersin
order to bring happiness to others in addition to himsdlf.

Some pictures show four eephants spraying water from golden vessels onto Goddess Lakshmi. The
four eephants represent the four ends of human life as discussed above. The spraying of water
denotes activity. The golden vessds denote wisdom and purity. The four elephants spraying water
from the golden vessd's on the Goddess illustrate the theme that continuous sdf-effort, in accordance
with one's dharma and governed by wisdom and purity, leads to both material and spiritual prosperity.
Goddess Lakshmi is regularly worshipped in home shrines and temples by Her devotees. A special
worship is offered to Her annually on the auspicious day of Diwali, with religious rituals and colorful
ceremonies specifically devoted to Her.

Goddess Saraswati
Saraswati is the Goddess of learning, knowledge, and wisdom. The Sanskrit word sara means
"essence’ and swa means "sdlf.” Thus Saraswat! means "the essence of the self." Saraswati is
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represented in Hindu mythology as the divine consort of Lord Brahm@, the Creator of the universe.
Since knowledge is necessary for creation, Saraswati symbolizes the creative power of Brahmé.
Goddess Saraswati is worshipped by all persons interested in knowledge, especially students,
teachers, scholars, and scientists.

In Her popular images and pictures, Goddess Saraswati is generally depicted with four arms (some
pictures may show only two arms), wearing a white sari and seated on a white lotus (see color plate
7). She holds a book and arosary in Her rear two hands, while the front two hands are engaged in the
playing of alute (veena). Her right leg is shown slightly pushing against Her left leg. She uses a swan
as Her vehicle. Thereis a peacock by Her side gazing at Her. This symbolism illustrates the following
spiritual ideas:

Thelotus is a symbol of the Supreme Reality, and a white lotus also denotes supreme knowledge. By
sitting on a lotus, Saraswati signifies that Sheis Hersdlf rooted in the Supreme Reality, and
symbolizes supreme knowledge. The white color symbolizes purity and knowledge. The white sari
that the Goddess is wearing denotes that She is the embodiment of pure knowledge.

The four arms denote Her omnipresence and omnipotence. The two front arms indicate Her activity in
the physical world and the two back arms signify Her presence in the spiritual world. The four hands
represent the four ements of theinner personality. The mind (manas) is represented by the front
right hand, the intellect (buddhi) by the front left hand, the conditioned consciousness (chitta) by the
rear left hand, and the ego (ahankéra) by the rear right hand.

The |eft side of the body symbolizes the qualities of the heart and the right side symbolizes activities
of themind and intellect. A book in the rear Ieft hand signifies that knowledge acquired must be used
with love and kindness to promote prosperity of mankind.
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Therosary signifies concentration, meditation, and contemplation, leading to samé&dhi, or union with
God. A rosary in the rear right hand representing ego conveys that true knowledge acquired with love
and devotion mdts the ego and resultsin liberation (moksha) of the seeker from the bondage to the
physical world.

The Goddess is shown playing a musical instrument that is held in Her front hands, which denote
mind and intellect. This symbol conveys that the seeker must tune his mind and intellect in order to
live in perfect harmony with the world. Such harmonious living enables the individual to utilize
acquired knowledge for the welfare of all mankind.

Two swans are depicted on the left side of the Goddess. A swan is said to have a sensitive beak that
enables it to distinguish pure milk from a mixture of milk and water. A swan, therefore, symbolizes
the power of discrimination, or the ability to discriminate between right and wrong or good and bad.
Saraswati uses the swan as Her carrier. Thisindicates that one must acquire and apply knowledge
with discrimination for the good of mankind. Knowledge that is dominated by ego can destroy the
world.

A peacock is sitting next to Saraswati and is anxiously waiting to serve as Her vehicle. A peacock
depicts unpredictable behavior as its moods can be influenced by the changes in the weather.
Saraswatl is using a swan as a vehicle and not the peacock. This signifies that one should overcome
fear, indecision, and fickleness in order to acquire true knowledge.

Sitd, Rama, L akshmana and Han(iman

Lord R&ma is the seventh incarnation of Lord Vishnu. The worship of Lord Rama is very popular
among all Hindus, as is evident by the numerous temples dedicated to him in India. In the temple
images, Ra8ma is usually shown with his faithful wife Sitd, devoted brother Lakshmana, and his
beloved devotee HanOmén (see color plate 8). The life story of Rama and the main purpose of his
incarnation (to destroy the demon king Ravana) is described in the great epic R&méayana. A study of
the epic R&mayana reveals the following theme:

Ra&ma represents an ideal man, as conceived by the Hindu mind. In the story of R&méayana, Rama's
personality depicts him as the perfect son, devoted brother, true husband, trusted friend, ideal king,
and a noble adversary.

In images and pictures, R&ma is shown carrying a bow and arrow. The bow and arrow convey that
Rama is always ready to destroy evil and protect righteousness. Heis himsdf an embodiment of
dharma.

Sitd symbolizes an ideal daughter, wife, mother, and queen. Whereas Rama symbolizes standards of
perfection that can be conceived in all the facets of a man's life, Mother Sité represents all that is great
and noble in womanhood. Sheis revered as an incarnation of Goddess Lakshmi, the divine consort of
Lord Vishnu.

Lakshmana symbolizes the ideal of sacrifice. He leaves his young wife behind in the palace and
chooses to accompany his brother (R&ma) in exile. He sacrifices the amenities of his personal lifeto
serve his elder brother.

HanOman, the great monkey hero, also called Maruti, assists Rama in his battle with Ravana to rescue
Sit&, who had been kidnapped by Ravana. Haniméan symbolizes the qualities of an ideal devotee of
God, which can be represented by the letters of his name, as follows:

H = Humility and hopefulness (optimism)

A = Admiration (truthfulness, devotion)

N = Nobility (sincerity, loyalty, modesty)

U = Understanding (knowledge)

M = Mastery over ego (kindness, compassion)

A = Achievements (strength)

N = Nishk&ma-karma (sdlfless work in service of God)

After his coronation, following victory in the battle with Ravana, R&ma distributed gifts to all those
who had assisted him in his battle with R&vana. Turning towards Hanimén, R&ma said, "Thereis
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nothing | can give you that would match the service you have rendered to me. All | can doisto give
you my own sdf." Upon hearing these words, Haniméan stood by Rama, in al humility, with hands
joined together in front of his (Haniméan's) mouth, and head slightly bent in the pose of service for
Ré@ma. To this day, this picture of Haniman, as a humble devotee of the Lord, is the most popular
among the admirers and worshippers of Haniman.

The worship of Haniméan, therefore, symbolizes the worship of the Supreme Lord, for acquiring
knowledge, physical and mental strength, truthfulness, sincerity, seflessness, humility, loyalty, and
profound devotion to the Lord.

Ré&dha and Krishna

Lord Krishna (see color plate 9) is the eighth and the most popular incarnation of Lord Vishnu. He
was born in approximately 3200 BCE in Vrindavan, where he was brought up by the cowherd family
of Yashoda and Nanda. His childhood playmates were gopas (cowherd boys) and gopis (cowherd
girls), who were greatly devoted to him. Of all gopis, Radha loved Krishna the most.

In theforests of Vrindavan, Krishna often played his flute and gopis danced with him in ecstasy. The
Gopis represent the individual souls trapped in physical bodies. R&dha symbolizes the individual soul
that is awakened to the love of God and is absorbed in such love. The sound of Krishna's flute
represents the call of the divine for theindividual souls.

Thegopis lovefor Krishna signifies the eternal bond between the individual soul and God. The dance
of the gopis and Krishna (Résa L1l&) signifies the union of the human and Divine, the dance of the
souls. In the forest, the gopis dance with Krishna and are absorbed in their love for him. This
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