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FOREWORD

Dr. David Frawley a.k.a. Pt. VamadevaShastri, is no stranger

to India. A scholar and practitioner of Sanatana Dharma, Yoga,

Ayurveda and Jyotisha, Dr. Frawley has been visiting India

since the 70s. He lives in Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA and

has followers across several countries in the world. He has

authored several books on Hinduism, Yoga, Vedanta etc. His

commentaries on the contemporary civilizational and cultural

issues of India reflect his deeper understanding of the Indian

reality and his profound love for the people of Sanatana

Dharma.

He was in India in February – March 2012 to attend some

Yoga conferences. Upon the request of the India Foundation

he agreed to travel to four cities – Hyderabad, Kolkata,

Bengaluru and Pune – and address different groups on

different topics.

His address at Hyderabad was to an enlightened audience

invited by a prominent intellectual group ‘Social Cause’. In

Kolkata the audience comprised of city’s elite professionals

– the CEOs and CFOs of big enterprises. For many in his

Contd...
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audience it was a first exposure to such erudition on Sanatana

Dharma and Hinduism.

In Bengaluru Dr. Frawley was hosted by a prominent interfaith

group called the Bangalore Initiative for Religious Dialogue

(BIRD). He was invited to deliver ‘Stanley Samartha Memorial

Lecture’ organized annually in the memory of Fr. Stanley

Samarth, a prominent Christian scholar of Bengaluru who

strove for interfaith understanding and harmony. In Pune

PrabodhanManch, a local group of intellectuals hosted his

lecture, which was attended by the city’s elite.

Dr. Frawley chose four different topics for the programs and

delivered scholarly and perceptive lectures that received rave

accolades from the audience.

India Foundation Paper 17 is a compilation of Dr. Frawley’s

scholarly speeches at the above programs.

Director

India Foundation
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Hinduism in the Twenty-First Century:

Challenges and Opportunities

Hinduism and its New Expansion in the
Global Context

ur discussion today will address Hinduism more in

the global context. As an organization centered in

India based on social causes, you will ordinarily focus on

India based issues, which are naturally of great importance.

So this talk may provide another angle or perspective. Most

of the issues of Hinduism in the global context do involve

Hindus in India as the largest group, and some of the issues

are the same, but the issues of Hinduism and Hinduism in

the rest of the world bring in additional perspectives.

Though the talk is entitled Challenges and Opportunities,

I will give more emphasis to the opportunities, including

that missed opportunities can be a great challenge. This is

not to downplay the challenges but to put them in a broader

perspective.

Hinduism as a religion predominates in India and Nepal

and influences the surrounding countries in a major way,

Talk at Hyderabad
March 1, 2012
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as far as Indonesia, where traces of older Hinduism remains, particularly in Bali. This is

part of the earlier historical spread of Hinduismbut still constitutes the major Hindu

population in the world today. Since India’s independence in the middle of the last century

Hinduism and Hindus have gained in resources and power, though they have had to

compromise a lot along the way.

There has been a tendency to identify the main issues of Hinduism with those of India or

Hindus in India, which remains very important. However, today now this India-centered

Hinduism has two new related worldwide movements that add a new dimension to what

Hinduism is.

The first aspect of Global Hinduism outside of India is the well known Hindu Diaspora,

much of which consists of recent immigration of well-educated Hindus to the United States,

Canada, UK, Australia and a few other countries in the world mainly over the past three

decades. There are now strong Hindu communities and beautiful Hindu temples in most

major cities of the western world. Notable in this regard has been the work of the

Swaminarayan order and its great temples in India and the West, including London, Toronto,

Chicago, Atlanta, and Houston as well as Nairobi in Africa. These Hindu communities are

generally respected for their affluence and education, as well as for their peaceful and

tolerant nature. Though Hinduism as a religion is accepted in these countries at a political

and legal level, it is still often denigrated at a social and cultural level.

Yet there is also an older diaspora of Hindus, largely as laborers in the nineteenth century,

to the Caribbean, and Hindu migrations to Africa, Fiji, even Malaysia over the past two

hundred years. These communities have their prominence as well. For example, Trinidad

has elected recently a woman Hindu prime minister. This Hindu group has been more

under siege and has suffered a lot in recent years and is still struggling to hold its identity.

The second aspect of Global Hinduismis the spread of Hindu based teachings through

various gurus from India in the related fields of Yoga, Vedanta, and Ayurveda, including a

number of modern movements starting with the Ramakrishna-Vedanta movement in the

late nineteenth century. This group is only vaguely Hindu in religious identity but much

larger in numbers than the Hindu diaspora. It is non-Indian in ethnicity and consists of

individuals from various religious backgrounds, who have changed their religious beliefs

to a great extent. It extends by various estimates to well over one hundred million people,

with as many as one quarter of the population in countries like the US accepting the theory

of rebirth, such as found in Hinduism but not in mainstream Christianity.
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Suchglobal followers of Hindu based teachings include many groups and individuals taking

up some form of Yoga, meditation, mantra, or healing practices rooted in the Hindu tradition.

This Yoga group, one should note, does have a tendency to adapt or even change Hindu

teachings to something more modern, secular or even hedonistic, and to downplay their

Hindu connections, but Hindu elements continue to emerge within it and continue to

characterize it. For example, one should note the new popularity of Kirtan music in the

United States, which though highly Americanized in its musical styles still has millions

of people doing chants to Rama, Krishna, Shiva, Devi and Ganesha – to Hindu deities

and gurus.

Over the past thirty years, I have been able to work extensively with all three aspects of

global Hinduism, including many Hindu groups in India, the Hindu diaspora in several

countries (US, UK, Trinidad), and followers of Hindu based teachings on several levels, as

I also work in the fields of Yoga, Ayurveda, and Vedic astrology. I have been involved

with many of the associations and institutions in these fields, with over forty of my

books on different aspects of Hindu and Vedic knowledge published in nearly twenty

languages worldwide.

What I have found in my travels all over the world, which includes North and South America

and Europe, is that there is tremendous interest in yogic and Vedic teachings among many

people. This interest does not always extend to the majority population but does include a

significant minority, extending to ten percent of the population in many areas. Most of

those who are willing to follow these yogic teachings are also interested in deities and

rituals, including pujas and yajnas, if these are explained to them properly.As people

take a more synthetic approach to religion, Hinduism and its modern gurus are becoming

more appealing.

Generally I would identify a person as predominantly Hindu in practices and beliefs, who

holds to the theory of karma and rebirth, acknowledges a higher Self or Atman, a cosmic

creator or Ishvara, and a universal rule of dharma, as well as being involved in practices

associated with these teachings, like Yoga, mantra and meditation. In the Western world

many people are giving up religion altogether or moving from religion to some sort of

experiential spirituality of mysticism, Yoga and meditation, which often involves some

Hindu teacher or inspiration.

Such de facto Hindus are probably in the tens of millions, though few would be active
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defenders of Hindu dharma overall. Even in India the people claiming not to be religious

but to be spiritual are still following teachings rooted mainly in the Hindu tradition.

In addition, Hinduism has become a much more positive term in the West than it was even

a couple of decades ago, and has lost a lot of its negative colonial and missionary stereotypes.

That Hindus in the West have a very high level of income and education, and upper level

jobs, has gone very far to change the image of Hindus as poor and superstitious, and makes

them into an appealing commercial and political group.Hindus are now the best educated

and most affluent minority in the US except for the Jews and have an average income twice

that of other religious groups.

The second generation of American Hindus is likely to continue this movement and is

more likely to occupy important leadership positions in the country, particularly in science,

medicine and in the media world. The same is true of Hindus in other English speaking

countries, particularly UK.

Continued Challenges

Challenges of course remain, not only from outside forces but also from a lack of unity

among Hindu forces, and particularly from a lack of good education about Hinduism as a

whole to be found in Hindu families and communities both East and West.

In India, Hinduism remains under siege by secular, missionary, Marxist and commercial

forces of various kinds, and still often seems to be more contracting than expanding.These

challenges remain critical and require a much better and stronger response. Yet some positive

trends are there. Hinduism has become more visible and assertive and is mounting a better

defense, extending to the media, though it is still often only in the background. The current

generation of gurus in India more actively embraces Hindu practices of rituals, mantras,

deities, Ayurveda and Vedic astrology than did the last generation and is not as wary of

Hindu identity.

In India there is a general rejection of any Hindu political self-expression or taking up of

any Hindu causes, including the mistreatment of Hindus overseas. Strangely Hindus as

minorities in more liberal western countries like the US and UK are more able to raise

these issues, without being regarded as communal for doing so, because every minority

religion in the West promotes its interests. The West at the same time will look after the



{ 9 }

rights of Christians overseas. Yet India, the main Hindu majority country in the world

refuses to extend the same rights to its own majority religious community. In this regard I

remember the issue of the Italian Hindu Union that a few years ago invited the ambassadors

from the world’s major countries in Italy for a special gathering. Ambassadors from many

European countries came, but the ambassador from India declined, stating it was because

India was a secular country!

Hindus should also note that despite the overall decline of Christianity in the West, there is

a growth in certain Protestant, evangelical groups, particularly in North and South America,

though so far not so much in Europe. In Brazil, for example, over the past two decades

about twenty percent of the population has converted from Catholicism to an evangelical

movement. These evangelicals are the most aggressive groups for proselytizing in India,

and have become quite active in South India, notably here in Andhra Pradesh. However, it

is interesting to note that the children of evangelicals in America frequently turn against

their parent’s religion. It remains to be seen how enduring this movement will be.

The Hindu diaspora is also a target to missionary forces, but has fared relatively well

among the more educated Hindus. This is largely because western missionary forces

represent less educated and more backward social groups that are not usually appealing to

the educated in the West.Evangelical Christians, in particular, with their distrust of science

are more likely to become employees of western Hindus, who are prominent in high tech,

business and medicine, than to become their employers. Their backward form of Christianity

is keeping them handicapped in the developing job market. Yet some Hindus convert

to Christianity for social benefits or social help more so than for any spiritual or

theological reason. Uneducated or poor Hindus in India may be more vulnerable to

such conversion efforts.

The attack on Hinduism from the Marxist left is now largely confined to India and to a few

western academics. Generally those who take up Hindu-based practices in the West or

follow Hindu gurus are of the left persuasion politically, though not Marxists.

However, denigrations of Hinduism as caste or anti-women continue to some extent and

keep certain social liberals who otherwise practice yoga or follow Hindu gurus from

identifying specifically with the Hindu tradition. I have found a number of western Buddhists

to be philosophically Hindus or Vedantins. They accept karma and rebirth, the existence of

the Atman, Brahman, Ishvara, but identify themselves as Buddhists because of



{ 10 }

their identification of Hinduism with reputed caste and other social inequalities.

Western commercial and multinational business forces also have targeted India and Hinduism

in various ways, mainly as a new consumer market. Yet they are willing to allow an Indian

or Hindu face for their operations. Their aggressive commercialism is as much a threat to

India’s culture as to Hinduism, as well as to the environment, but is not overtly promoting

conversion. Yet on the positive side, many Hindus are excelling in the global business economy.

Islam is mainly a threat to Hinduism in India, though to some extent in UK, where Muslim

boys target Hindu girls for marriage and conversion Unfortunately, the Hindu policy of

appeasement and compromise with Islam, rather than strength and emphasizing a Hindu

identity, has not succeeded. It needs to be changed with a more self-confident and expansive

Hinduism or more erosion is likely.

In addition, besides challenges to Hinduism specifically, there are many social, economic

and political challenges in the world today that are likely to grow in coming decades of

greater population, scarcer resources and increased global pollution, particularly in India

itself. These need a separate examination. But it is likely that the planet is in for a rocky

road ahead in coming decades, as our unsustainable and adharmic way of life will have its

long term consequences. Hinduism can provide much of the solution in terms of ideas

and practices, if it is taught and articulated in the right manner, and its dharmic values

brought out.

Opportunities for Growth and Expansion

Overall, I would like to make the point that Hinduism has a great potential for growth

worldwide and through a number of angles, which is likely to increase in future decades.

We need not look only to those who are formally becoming Hindus, though this group is

increasing, but to the spread of Hindu based teachings, ideas and influences.

However – and this is equally important – to make this expansion truly helpful to Hinduism

overall, the Hindu basis or origin of these teachings needs to be made more obvious to

others, and in a clear and rational manner by those who are well informed and articulate

about the issues. This Hindu view is deficient at present, though slowly improving. This

means new schools or textbooks are required on Hinduism and Sanatana Dharma, rather

than just on one sampradaya or another, but teachings that have a futuristic orientation and

appeal, not simply cast in an old language, platitudes or stereotypes.
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These teachings need to take a scientific or knowledge-oriented approach rather than belief

oriented approach as well. Promoting Hinduism is not just a religious issue but also a

matter of a spiritual science of the highest order.

Hindus need to make others aware of the background system of Hinduism or Sanatana

Dharma behind the many yoga related movements and gurus in the world. This process is

already happening to some degree as many yoga groups take up kirtan, rituals, puja and

other more obviously Hindu practices, and more are visiting India for pilgrimage, as already

noted.But several notable gaps exist.

In this regard, it is helpful to understand that western Yoga has become divided into two

groups (which we see developing also in India today). The first are the more visible physically

based asana Yoga groups such as are common in various gymnasiums, spas and healing

centers. These physical yogis tend to avoid the spiritual and specifically Hindu connections

of Yoga. This is somewhat understandable as most of these Yoga asana teachers are teaching

to a general public more interested in fitness, than spirituality, and their audience usually

includes those of other religious backgrounds who may be protective of their own beliefs.

But it can go to extremes of denial of the connection of Yoga and Hinduism, or making that

something of the past only.

The second group consists of more spiritually based Yoga groups that are more actively

following a guru, lineage or Raja Yoga approach, placing meditationor devotional practices

above any physical practices. These groups also continue to grow in numbers and popularity

worldwide and actually have considerably more resources and larger centers than the asana

groups, excluding large properties, ashrams and schools in many countries of the world.

The asana yogis in the West today usually don’t like to call this second spiritual group by

the term yoga any more, which term they identify only with asana. The spiritual yogis at

the same time often refer to the asana yogis as merely physical or as only Hatha Yogis, not

as true yogis in the deeper sense of the term. This second group of spiritual Yoga was

actually the first to come to the West and includes various international organizations like

TM, Self-realization Fellowship, ISKCON, Sivananda, Sai Baba, Mata Amritananandamayi

and many others.

Please note that the spiritual Yoga groups usually do not usually overtly style themselves

as Hindus either, though that number among them is growing, but they do stress some
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Hindu based guru and lineage as a path to Self-realization or union with Divinity. They

usually have pictures or murtis of Hindu deities and celebrate Hindu festivals (though

often adding a few from other religions as well). However, they often make their particular

guru the founder of a new universal religion that includes all religions.  These same

movements in the India context also often try to keep a distance from simply being called

Hindu and like to be regarded as universal, as including and transcending all religions.

In this regard, Hindus must stress that any universality of any Yoga or Vedanta teachings is

already inherent in Hinduism itself as Sanatana Dharma. This universality does not belong

to and is not an invention of any modern guru or Yoga movement. No offshoot or sampradaya

of Hinduism can claim a universality for itself apart from the tradition of Sanatana Dharma

on which it relies.

A number of such spiritual Yoga groups call themselves Vedic but not necessarily Hindu, a

trend started by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, but now widely adapted by many other groups as

well.Any Yoga group that regards itself as Vedic is already almost Hindu and will use

pujas, yajnas, mantras, Ayurveda, Jyotish and other aspects of Hindu dharma, as well as

Vedic mantras and study of the Vedantic texts.

Vedanta was a more visible term and movement in the West in the early twentieth century

with the Ramakrishna-Vedanta movement. However it is coming back again, sometimes as

allied with people who call themselves Advaitins or non-dualists. Such western Advaitins

also try to take a Universalist view but usually follow a teacher from the Hindu tradition

like Ramana Maharshi. Bhakti Yoga is similarly gaining a new appreciation in the West,

particularly with the kirtan movement, but also with the accessibility of Hindu temples to

experiences yajnas and pujas. In this regard, the Hindu diaspora in the West is allowing

such other aspects of Hindu Dharma to spread.

The Way Forward

The ability of Hindu Dharma to spread in the coming century depends upon two factors:

the first is better education in Hindu dharma and Hindu culture; the second is revealing

greater connections between Hindu-based yoga and healing movements. These two factors

go together and rest upon a renaissance on Hindu learning and teaching, as well as a clearer

sense of Hindu identity. They both require a more articulate and supportive Hindu

community, with different Hindu sampradayas coming together under the common banner
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of Sanatana Dharma. They rest upon a stronger and more self-confident form of Hinduism

that does not need to include other religions as part of its own self-definition.

It is important that individual Hindus learn at least the basics of Vedanta, including answers

to such important questions as who we are, why are we born, and what is the real goal of

life. The main weakness in Christianity is its theology, which Vedanta easily can

expose.Hindus need to learn the basics of Sanatana Dharma, including being able to

explain,”What is Hinduism?” “Why I am a Hindu?” and “What is the benefit of Hinduism

for the entire world.”

In this new articulation of Hinduism, it is crucial to avoid the self-effacing apologetic

Hinduism of “I am a Hindu but I accept all other religions as well.””I read the Gita but also

accept the Koran and the Bible!” That does not appeal to anyone or encourage any confidence

in ones traditions, not even in ones children.

Certainly, we should all be tolerant and honor freedom of religion as a political and social

principle. That is an inherent aspect of Hindu Dharma. But this does not mean that we have

to give up our own religious identity or spiritual values in the process, watering down a

deeper Yoga and Vedanta teachings to equality with belief based conversion creeds that

have a simplistic view of life and the Divine.

Hinduism in India has been hindered in its self-definition by political compulsions of the

independence movement and then by thepolitical needs of running a society in which several

religions must coexist. There is nothing necessarily wrong with this at a political level, but

one need not denigrate one’s own religion in the process or compromise it.One can be an

assertive Hindu but also honor democracy and freedom of religion.Modern political Hindus

seem to always be willing to sell out any regard for Hindu Dharma when minority votes are

concerned. This situation should come to an end.

One does not have to hide one’s Hinduism to be politically tolerant, and that is not expected

of other religious groups. In fact, Hinduism as Sanatana Dharma provides a good foundation

for a universal culture and spirituality that can meet the local needs of every place and

person. But Hinduism does this by promoting Self-realization for all, not by blinding equating

all religious doctrines as of the same value, or causing Hindus to ignore well funded efforts

to convert them.

For a greater Hindu renaissance to flourish, what is necessary is a new emphasis on Viveka

or discrimination and discernment, which aims at the highest truth, not simply at pleasing
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everyone. This new viveka should extend to Hinduisms’ relationship with other religions.We

Hindus need to be more discriminating about the spiritual and religious ideas and practices

we follow than about any other aspect of our lives, as it is the most important. Lack of

discernment between spiritual teachings is not a virtue but ignorance in another form that

only serves to weaken the value and power of Sanatana Dharma.

We should certainly accept diversity and differences in religious beliefs and practices, just

as in art or science, including the scope for people to be wrong or to make errors. We should

strive to find the higher truth, which naturally will be different than the beliefs of the masses.

But we need not give up Hindu values or denigrate any Hindu identity in the process.

The Upanishads say that the path to truth is as sharp as the edge of a razor. We need good

Hindu thinkers who can move along that path, not simply to protect Hinduism but to promote

the greater Sanatana Dharma or universal truth that true Hinduism is based upon.

The challenge and the opportunities for Hinduism in this twenty-first century rest upon a

more aware, articulate and confident presentation of Hinduism for all, and the building of

Hindu communities that can address the practical needs of people as well. A Hindu century

for the world is possible, but only through Hindu unity and a willingness of Hindus to

expand and share their deeper teachings, even if it means taking a different view and approach

than the other religions of the world.
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Vedic Knowledge and the Coming Century

he Vedas represent a profound and vast legacy of

higher spiritual knowledge, perhaps unparalleled in

the history of the world. They are the basis of many

philosophies and paths of Yoga, as well as an entire range

of philosophies and sacred sciences that have developed

and flourished over the last five thousand years or more.

Yet besides reflecting the wisdom of the past, the Vedas

also indicate the wisdom of the future, portraying

consciousness as the supreme reality and the entire universe

as a single family, such as is necessary to support a real

planetary age and global harmony.

Veda means knowledge or science of a cognitive nature,

which is rooted in a direct perception of the higher truth or

universal reality.The Vedas relate both to the highest Self-

knowledge and the broadest cosmic knowledge, which are

viewed as two aspects of the same reality of the self-aware

universe. By the term Self or Atman in the Vedas our inmost

consciousness is indicated beyond the body and mind,

which are but instruments of our outer manifestation. By

cosmic is indicated the self-existent reality that both

pervades and transcends all existence. As such, the Veda

Talk at Pune
March 25, 2012

T
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remains relevant to all fields of knowledge and to all of human culture, reflecting our

highest aspirations as a species and our deepest interconnections with the whole of life.

The older Vedic textsare composed in profound and cryptic mantras, a language of cosmic

sound and symbol, almost like a mathematical formula. This is particularly true of the

Rigveda, the largest and most important Vedic text, on which all the other Vedic teachings

are based. Such Vedic mantras remain very difficult for us to understand today without the

proper key and right mental preparation, which very few people are likely to have by nature.The

Vedas represent the teaching of another Yuga or different world-age for a different type of

human culture and one that was more intuitive than intellectual in its orientation.

However, with effort, concentration and the right guidance we can begin to uncover the

inner significance of the Vedic mantras even today. Vedic mantras have a tremendous power,

if we can get a sense of both their sound and their meaning. They can help us unlock the

secret powers of the brain, the nervous system and the higher mind. The famous Gayatri

mantra is but one of these transformative Vedic verses, of which there are thousands, whose

sound patterns reflect the higher potentials within us and can stimulate these to manifest if

we repeat them with devotion, dedication, concentration and attention.

The Upanishads that came from the end of the ancient Vedic age present the Vedic teaching

in a clearer, more rational and philosophical language that is easier for our intellects to

grasp. That is why many studies of Vedic philosophies begin with the Upanishads and

neglect the older Vedic hymns. The Upanishads remains the most accessible way to approach

the older Vedic teachings and intimate for us the secret teachings that were present in the

Vedas all along, hidden in the Vedic mantras. The Upanishads provide the foundation for

the profound system of Vedanta, which as a term has come to reflect the Vedic philosophy

overall. Advaita Vedanta is perhaps the best developed of these Vedic systems, proclaiming

the ultimate unity of all reality in our own inmost consciousness. Many great Vedantic

teachers have arisen in modern India to carry on this tradition of the deeper Vedic knowledge,

which represents the soul of the country.

Yoga in the broader sense of the term indicates the practice of the Vedic knowledge as

means of integration and unificationwith the greater universe of consciousness. This greater

tradition of Yoga includes meditation, mantra, pranayama, ritual and many other yogic

techniques and methods. Yoga reflects an understanding of the deeper consciousness at

work both within the human being and in the universe as a whole. Veda as wisdom always

implies Yoga or integrative action as its expression, and Yoga as practice always implies

Veda as its deeper knowledge.
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Vedic knowledge has its roots in the cosmic mind and is not simply a mere human production.

It was seen or cognized by various seers or rishis, not simply invented by them. Vedic

mantras reflect the language of the cosmic mind, which is one of light, sound and symbol,

beyond the limitations of ordinary human language.Through the right understand of the

Vedic mantras we can access the greater wisdom of the universe beyond our merely human

ignorance and arrogance.

Reviving Our Global Vedic Heritage

Vedic knowledge was once spread throughout the planet by the travels of great rishis and

yogis, who had extraordinary powers and stamina. They brought various aspects of the

Vedic knowledge to help spiritualize the different cultures of the world in early ancient

times. We can find traces of Vedic knowledge and Vedic culture in all the great ancient

civilizations from Mexico to China and in all the native traditions from the Pacific Islands

to pre-Christian Europe and its Celtic and Greek traditions. The Vedas remain our best key

to the ancient spiritual wisdom of our species, and allow us to connect once more with our

spiritual and yogic ancestors. The Vedas reflect the older more spiritual humanity that we

have perhaps not so much progressed from as fallen, at least on the level of higher awareness.

We need today to integrate that older spiritual knowledge so that we can go forward with

our science and technology with the proper wisdom and compassion.

Over the long course of history, this Vedic knowledge contracted, sometimes disappeared

in places, and eventually became largely confined to India. Even in India it was subject to

efforts to marginalizeor even exterminate it over the centuries of foreign rule. In modern

times, since the late nineteenth century when Swami Vivekananda first introduced the

Vedantic message to the world as a whole, Vedic knowledge has begun to spread globally

once more. It now has followers in every major country of the world. It has emerged as

perhaps the most important trend in human thought and spirituality in modern times,

providing a vision of the future as well. Many new trends in spirituality, religion, art and

science, including the new emphasis on Yoga, meditation and spiritual healing reflect such

Vedic influences.

Vedic knowledge is the basis of the many Vedic sciences, the most prominent of which are

Ayurvedic medicine, Vedic astrology or Jyotish, and Vastu Shastra, the directional science.

These too are beginning to spread globally and to have a great impact both in their fields

and on the culture as a whole. Ayurveda as the healing application of Vedic knowledge is

particularly relevant as it shows us how to harmonize body, mind and deeper consciousness,

the individual, society, nature and the Divine for optimal well-being, peace and happiness.
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In time the Vedic teachings are likely to develop and spread further, mingling with all

aspects of the spiritual search, scientific knowledge, artistic inspiration and cultural

excellence that have been developed throughout the world. The Vedas are the key to all

higher potentials within the human being and can unfold these in any individual who is

receptive to the deeper Vedic message.

The Vedic vision rests upon a recognition of the same Self and consciousness in all beings

and in all of nature. Vedic knowledge teaches us that the minds and bodies of creatures are

all different, each with its own unique behavioral patterns, needs and desires that require

their special adaptations. But the deeper underlying awareness in all creatures is one. We

need to respect our outer differences but honor our deeper unity as well. This is like

recognizing the vastness of a great banyan tree with its main aerial and earthy roots, branches,

and massive trunk of what is actually a single tree.

Veda teaches us that we must be rational and should rely upon our own direct perception

and direct experience of life. We cannot live through another, however great that person

may be. And we cannot find truth by being irrational, emotional and reactive, or by simply

asserting a faith or belief as beyond question. Yet the Vedic rationality is one of the Absolute,

eternal and infinite, not merely of the outer world of time and space. It says that we should

base ourselves in the eternal and timeless as the ultimate truth, and take only the transient

world as an outer appearance to help us return to our internal unity with all.

This eternal Vedic message is always relevant to every individual and to each time, place

and culture. But it is not an abstract message. It requires that we recognize the eternal and

the sacred in every aspect of life, however transient or limited that might appear to be.

Today we are caught in media appearances and computer games. We live in nearly a virtual

reality created by the various screens that we spend most of our time looking at. Whatever

screen we look at is not the reality. It is but the shadow of an appearance. It may have

informational value but cannot substitute for life, action or our own direct experience.

The Veda provides another type of knowledge and vision. It opens us up to the greater

universe in which we live, not simply as an outer phenomenon but as a manifestation of our

own deeper consciousness. It is this Vedic vision that allows us to see the universe as it

really is, which is Being-Consciousness-Bliss, Sat-chit-ananda. Ultimately the entire universe

dwells within our own hearts. It arises from the Divine Word or unstruct sound that dwells

at the core of our being. The Veda teaches us how to discover and merge into that primal

sound that carries all things and pervades all things with happiness and peace.
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It is important that India as a country and Hindus as a religion work to preserve and spread

this Vedic heritage, not merely as a point of pride for themselves, but as a great resource for

all of humanity. It can help renovate and transform all of human civilization and lift us into

a new age of consciousness far beyond any mere information or media revolution.

Many modern teachers have helped to develop this Vedic heritage including Swami

Dayananda of the Arya Samaj, Sri Aurobindo and his disciples like Kapali Shastri,

Kavyakantha Ganapati Muni, the chief disciple of Ramana Maharshi, and his disciples like

Brahmarshi Daivarata, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and many others. Their Vedic teachings

need to be studied and developed further, particularly for understanding the spiritual and

yogic messages of the Vedas.

A new generation of historians and archaeologists have also affirmed the antiquity of the

Vedas in India for more than the last five thousand years, particularly with their notable

discovery of the Sarasvati River of Vedic fame. Their work also needs to be studied and

developed further, particularly relative to the cultural and historical implications of the Vedas.

Vedic mantras like the Gayatri are now being chanted all over the world. This trend is

bound to increase in coming decades as we once more come to appreciate the wisdom of

the ancients and its continued relevance for the future. It is my sincere with that all of you

in the audience can participate in this renaissance of Vedic knowledge that the world so

desperately needs today and for which India can lead the way.

In my work of several decades now, I have gone through the Vedic Samhitas, particularly

the Rigveda, and translated many of its verses. I have studied the Upanishads and Vedantic

texts. I have practiced in Raja Yoga in its various aspects.

I have studied and taught Ayurvedic medicine and Vedic astrology and made these my main

means of livelihood. I have explored how Hinduism and Sanatana Dharma reflect the deeper

and older Vedic vision. Yet even today I find the Vedic teachings to be so vast and profound

so as to be difficult to explain.  The Vedic mantras have so much depth that they cannot be

adequately rendered in a modern language like English even with pages of commentaries.

Ultimately it is best to learn some of the Vedic mantras in the original Sanskrit, not only in

terms of their pronunciation but also in terms of their meaning. Vedic mantras are not

merely condensed sound patterns but concentrated knowledge. Each mantra should be able

to inspire us with a deeper vision of life and afford us new angles to see the higher

consciousness within all things.

May you also enter into that Vedic journey that is an adventure in one’s own highest potential!
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Pluralism and Universalism Within Hinduism

Hinduism and Sanatana Dharma

induism has always traditionally referred to itself as

Sanatana Dharma or the ‘Eternal Dharma’. Sanatana

implies however not simply eternality but perpetual

renewal and by implication universality. As such,

Hinduism encompasses many different sects or

sampradayas, both ancient and modern, and allows for a

great diversity of spiritual practices and philosophies –

almost bewilderingly so to the non-Hindu, and probably

more so than any other religion in the world today.

Yet Hinduism is also a way of spiritual knowledge and

Self-realization, which we find embodied in the many

Vedantic and Yogic philosophies and practices. It is not

simply a religious belief or a church, but encompasses

also mysticism, philosophy, art, science and the occult. It

has an extensive literature and teachings in all these areas,

often of enormous proportions, going back many centuries.

However, even the term Hinduism, which does not itself

imply universalism but rather a local culture, actually arose
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because of this older universal view of Sanatana Dharma. Followers of Sanatana Dharma

did not need to define themselves relative to another religious group, as they did not see

religion and spirituality as something divisive, which needed to be placed in competing

camps. The result was that they were given a limited identity from the outside.

Followers of Sanatana Dharma and its various sampradayas ended up being defined as

Hindus by other groups that usuallydid not share the same universal view, and whose priority

was to convert Hindus to their own beliefs. Hindus became identified by what they were

not, which was not a member of certain other religions, rather than what they were. Hindu

teachings were also denigrated accordingly and the deeper philosophies of Hinduism were

often ignored, including their universal relevance. For conversion purposes it was easier to

define Hinduism in a limited way as a local phenomenon.Yet the universality of Hindu

teachings continued, though few outside of India understood this until recent years.

This background universalism of Sanatana Dharma affords Hinduism a synthetic tendency,

an ability to incorporate within itself a diversity of views and approaches, including those

from groups outside of Hinduism or even opposed to Hinduism. Because of this syncretic

view, sometimes Hinduism is equated with a blind universalism that accepts without

discrimination anything that calls itself religious or spiritual, as if differences of spiritual

teachings did not matter.

While this may be true of certain Hindus, the Hindu tradition also contains a lively tradition

of free debate on all aspects of theology, philosophy and metaphysics, acknowledging

differences as well as similarities, and not simply equating all teachings as they are.A good

example of this is the many debates between the dualistic and non-dualistic schools of

Vedantic philosophy, but many other examples exist as well. The different sects within

Hinduism have always been free to disagree, though each sect has its particular guidelines

and there is an overall respect for Dharma.

Pluralism and Hinduism

Universalism implies pluralism, a diversity of views, not mere uniformity or one view or

belief for all. We live a in a vast and diverse world with considerable variations in individuals,

communities, cultures, and climates. We have local variations in food, clothes and seasonal

activities. There is no one size to fit all, to use a modern phrase. The same is true in terms

of religion and spirituality. Religion in the world is a highly diverse phenomenon with a

wide variety of views and practices that are at times in variance with each other. Religion
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is as diverse as any other aspect of human life. That diversity has been a point of conflict

but can be a point of enrichment as well.

What makes a culture great is a rich diversity of deep thought and free creativity, which is

not anarchy, but embracing the entire human potential to transcend, whether through religion,

art, science, mysticism or other disciplines. This allows each individual to find his or her

path that will likely have some uniqueness about it, and which will be based upon inner

discovery, not upon outer dictates alone.

The modern world is based upon pluralism at a social and political level, at least in theory,

as well as pluralism in culture, art and science. However, while the western world embraces

pluralism at an outer level, it generally lacks the same pluralism at an inner level of spiritual

practices, though this is beginning to change as eastern teachings are becoming more

commonly accepted in the western world. A Hindu type spiritual pluralism seems an

appropriate spiritual counterpart to western cultural pluralism. Pluralism has its value both

in science and spirituality.

The unity of the universe is like the gigantic banyan tree with numerous leaves, branches,

aerial and ground based roots. Sometimes that deeper unity is hard to find, missing the

forest for the trees as it were. It can be easier to try to impose an artificial unity on the

diversity of life, which is what the human intellect and emotions are inclined to do, than it

is to accept all of life’s differences, but such an artificial unity eventually breeds division

and conflict, and must eventually break down. We see Hindu pluralism is the great variety

of Hindu groups, sects or sampradayas on one level and in the great variety of Hindu

teachings and culture that includes the many paths of Yoga, the different philosophies and

schools of Vedanta, Ayurvedic medicine, the Vedic Sciences, Hindu music and dance, and

the great Sanskrit language.

This diffuse, inclusive and universal nature of Hinduism can bevery different than the

more singularistic orientation of Abrahamic religions, though it is a view generally shared

by pagan traditions. It has caused some followers of Abrahamic religions to view Hinduism

not as a religion, which to them implies One God, One Book and One savior or prophet, but

as a collection of cults with little in common, much as the early Christians viewed the

pagan world around them.

Yet what may be regarded by outsiders as Hindu polytheism, much like pagan polytheism,

is not a belief in separate and warring Gods but a form of pluralism, with a background

recognition of One Divinity, truth or reality, Ishvara, Atman or Brahman. One is reminded
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of the pagan Greek philosophers like Plato and Aristotle from whom much of the classical

theology and philosophy of western religions derives, who had a clear conception of Deity

and the Absolute even long before the Christian era. The ancient Egyptians similarly

recognized the Sun as the supreme deity behind all other deities, not as a mere outer light

but as a symbol of the light of awareness. The Native Americans had their recognition of

the Great Spirit long before the Europeans came to convert them, and it was they who held

to their word and honored all treaties that the white man broke.

The ancient Hindus back to the Vedas have a recognition of the One Reality that became

embodied in the great Vedantic philosophies of the Absolute and non-dual Brahman. This

was not a different trend than their recognition of many deities or Devatas but an extension

of that same regard for the sacred presence that resides in all things. The same views and

practices exist in Hinduism today.

Yet once we recognize the universality of truth and spirituality, we must also recognize that

there is no separate religious identity by birth. No one is born into one particular religion or

another or has a religious identity stamped upon him or her in the womb. Religions are

given to individuals by their families and cultures, sometimes as a blessing, but sometimes

merely imposed upon them in an artificial manner that can become a limitation.

We all inherently belong to the one religion that is the basis of all life.There are certain

natural religious tendencies in all human beings: capacities for devotion, service or

meditation, for example, which different religions adapt or mold according to their own

views, considerations or compulsions. The ultimate goal of religion is to know the Divine,

which is to know one’s Self.This means that religious conversion is only an outer

phenomenon and may be of no value at all. We are all inherently one with the Divine.

Spirituality is a self-discovery, which is a shedding of outer attachments.This at least has

been the Hindu approach through history, which has never embraced any aggressive form

of conversion.

A universal approach to religion should approximate this natural religion of humanity,

with its efforts to relate to the sacred nature of all life and to discover the spiritual nature of

one’s own being. Hinduism to a great extent has been able to do this and most great Hindu

teachers continue to strive in that direction.

Hinduism is very much a religion of nature. Hindus have innumerable holy places in nature,

sacred mountains like Kailas, or sacred rivers like Ganga, whose sanctity rests upon their

natural power, not upon human activity. We need to honor this natural religion beyond all
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socially defined religious beliefs, which is the religion of the greater conscious universe

that is our inmost Self and divinity.

If a particular religious teaching does not honor that universal spirituality, we should note,

it can lose its ability to benefit our inner being or to unite humanity. Religion as competing

beliefs and identities tends to remove us from our natural inclinations and can distort them.

Hopefully their era is coming to an end and humanity can once more return to a universal

sense of spirituality and the diversity of approaches that it can honor.

Pluralism and Unity

Yet there has been a confusion between pluralism and unity, even among Hindu

thinkers.Pluralism teaches that there are many paths, but it does not teach us that all paths

are ultimately the same, or that it does not matter what path we may chooseto follow. Many

Hindus quote the Vedic verse that Truth is one but the paths are many. Yet this statement

affirms not just a unity of truth but a pluralism of paths as well.

This statement also needsto be interpreted in light of the Upanishadic verse that the path to

truth is as sharp and narrow as the edge of a razor. This Upanishadic statement is not to

narrow truth to one doctrine or creed, but to show us that to perceive the highest reality

requires tremendous discipline, concentration and determination.It does not come without

some sort of striving, dedication or sadhana.

Hindu pluralism rests upon viveka or discrimination. We should cultivate even more

discrimination relative to the religious and spiritual teachings that we follow than we do

relative to our food, work or relationships, as after all the spiritual factors are more important

and enduring.What may be good for one person may not be good for another. Within Hindu

dharma are a variety of teachings, doctrines and practicesin its differentsampradayas. In

fact one could argue that there are more religions inside of Hinduism than outside of it, in

that Hinduism has never rejected any helpful approach to truth or Divinity, religious or

non-religious, through the long course of its history.

Pluralism states that one should allow everyone to find their own path, but it does not say

that all paths will necessarily be right and good for everyone. It is the same as in

science:science cannot say that all scientific theories are correct even if their motivation is

good.Pluralism also allows people to make mistakes. Pluralism in food choices means that

one is free to choose whatever food one likes, but this does not mean that there are no

health consequences in bad food choices, or that the same food will be equally good for

everyone and at all times.
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Dharmic Pluralism

Yet ‘Hindu pluralism’ is not western social pluralism, which is often a form of relativism,

or lack of values. Hindu pluralism rests upon eternal principles and a sense of dharma, but

also on an adaptation of these eternal principles to actual changing life circumstances, in

which they cannot simply be enforced from the outside.

Hindu universalism is a dharmic universalism. It accepts all dharmic teachings but cannot

embrace adharma out of tolerance or synthesis.Hinduism rests upon certain teachings that

cannot be compromised, a sense of eternal values, which is dharma. Hindu pluralism is a

dharmic pluralism. It is not an adharmic pluralism and does not accept adharma as an

alternative. Dharma is pluralistic in the sense that it is adapted to the changing needs of

time, place and person, not in the sense that it can be compromised.Our highest dharma is

to seek to know the Divine within us. This should not be subordinated to any lesser

motivations.

One is reminded of the ecological principle of the need to think globally but act locally.

That expresses the natural and organic relationship between dharmic universality and

dharmic pluralism.

Faith and Other Approaches to the Spiritual Life

Dharma is a universal principle like the law of gravity. It is not a matter of one faith or

another and remains in operation for everyone whether they believe in it or not. A particular

faith, we should note, cannot be universal, whatever value it may have. There can be no

final name, form or personality, book or historical revelation as universal or as representing

the supreme. There can be no one such faith for all humanity, whether it is a faith in Jesus,

Buddha or Krishna, or in any name or formulation of divinity.

This is not to say that faith is not important. While faith in truth or divinity can be helpful

and can take us very far, faith in a particular formulation of truth or divinity is an affair of

one community and cannot be for all, however much it may be able to inspire certain

groups or individuals.

Hindu thought, notably, the Bhagavad Gita, discusses faith or shraddha as threefold like

all of nature as sattvic, rajasic, and tamasic, enlightened, egoistic, or destructive. There is

the famous English statement about the danger of blind faith. Just because something is

someone’s faith does not make it necessarily true, good or beyond question. This is
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particularly true when the faith is not in some universal principle but in a localized or

divisive belief. We must be discriminating relative to faith as we are to all aspects of life.

Different faiths belong to different communities and may help them approach dharma,

truth or divinity. But the higher truth is beyond all names, forms and personalities. Different

sampradayas or branches of Sanatana Dharma can also have their different faiths, as they

have their different founders, teachers, and doctrinal variations. But they recognize

the existence of other sampradayas that may have different foundations, teachers, and

doctrinal variations.

Hinduism moreover is a sadhana or spiritual practice tradition and emphasizes individual

spiritual experience through Yoga and meditation. All doctrines are to be put to the test of

inner practice and made our own, or their real value cannot be realized. In Hinduism, belief

is not enough for union with the Divine or for Self-realization. Religion in the outer sense

of belief is meant to take us to that place of inner practice, in which the divisions of belief

pass away. Our true spiritual work is on ourselves. While we should seek to improve the

outer world as well, we should do so from a position of an inner change of consciousness,

not through imposing our personal ideas or emotions on others.

Moreover, dharmic traditions do not alwaysemphasize faith as the supreme principle. In

Hindu and Buddhist thought, liberation or nirvana, is achieved through knowledge born of

meditation. Belief and faith are at best preliminary factors.

In some Bhakti movements, liberation is gained by surrender (the Ishvara pranidhana of

Yoga). Surrender, however, is also not accepting a particularized faith as an end in itself,

but only as a means of mergence into the deity. One could call surrender the highest act of

faith, but it is also going beyond any particularized belief.

A universal tradition can accept any number of faiths, but would integrate that faith in a

broader pursuit of inner spiritual experience. We must honor pluralism in faiths as well as

the specific role of faith in Dharma. To define religions as faiths, as is the current tendency,

particularly in interfaith movements, can be misleading, particularly for the knowledge-

oriented traditions like Hinduism and Buddhism. Dharmic traditions would recommend

not merely interfaith dialogues as ‘inter-knowledge’ dialogues, a common seeking of truth

beyond the boundaries of all divisive beliefs.

The issue of faith brings up the greater issue of devotion. Hindu thought allows for a great

variety of devotional forms and approaches to the deity within, accepting all variations.

Whether it is honoring God as the father, mother, brother, sister, friend, or lord. All these
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devotional moods are there in Hindu mantras, chants and rituals. Whether it is imaging the

Divine in nature, in the human form, animal form, plant form, rock or mountain, abstract,

numerical or geometrical forms, all options are allowed.Hindu Devatas like Shiva, for

example, can have forms and manifestations on all these levels, yet represent the Absolute

beyond all time and space as well. To reject certain forms of devotion as unholy is not

the sign of a universal view and easily breeds sectarianism. Hinduism embraces both

the form and formless aspects of deity and says that these can be complementary rather

than contradictory. Yet we must also discriminate between Bhakti or devotion and Bhakti

Yoga or the Yoga of Devotion. Bhakti or devotion remains but a feeling unless it is cultivated

through Bhakti Yoga, which implies a regular devotional practice or sadhana to experience

the Divine within. Such sadhanas again will be designed according to the individual and

have their variations. They will allow different relationships to the deity or different forms

of deity worship in a pluralistic and universal approach.

Pluralism and Self-realization or the Atman

Hindu pluralism like Hindu universalism rests upon a recognition of the Atman or the One

Self in all Beings. In Hindu thought, Self-realization is through the individual, not en masse,

though certainly there are many helpful group practices that one can do. This Hindu view

of Self-realization requires an adaptation of the eternal teaching to the living individual,

the embodied soul or Jivatman. The Hindu way is from Jivatman to Paramatman, from the

individual to the Supreme Self. For this, a belief in God or a creator can be helpful, but can

also at times become an impediment, particularly if that deity is formulated only as an

external entity.

Hindu universalism is similarly based upon an understanding of the Purusha, that the entire

existence is a single being and the universe is a single organism. We all live in the great

cosmic ocean of consciousness. All the differences between people and creatures are but

waves on the same ocean. The Vedas in this regard are said to be Apaurusheya or impersonal

as they are not rooted in the separate personal ego but in the cosmic Being. Universalism

implies going beyond any limiting concepts of time, place and personality. These can be

used as a point of access to the transcendent but cannot represent the transcendent itself.

Universal Hinduism (Sanatana Dharma) and Universalized Mod-
ern Hindu Based Movements

Many modern Hindu based movements starting with the Ramakrishna mission in the

nineteenth century have formulated themselves as much as universal as Hindu. Some appear
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to deny their Hindu basis and project their own movement as a greater universal teaching

that includes Hinduism along with the other religions of the world as but one option. Some

have portrayed their founder as a universal avatar, encompassing all the religions of the

world. Much of this may be semantics, as the term Hinduism does not usually suggest

universality to most people, particularly to those outside of India and particularly during

the colonial era.

However, one should remember the universal background of Hinduism itself when

considering the universal claims of any Hindu based teacher or teaching. Hinduism

formulates itself as the same Sanatana Dharma or universal teaching that such modern

movements appear to claim for themselves. This means that the claim for universality that

we find in modern Hindu based movements is nothing new but a characteristic factor of

Hinduism itself.  It has been part of the greater Hindu tradition and has been so all along,

since the Vedas themselves.It is inaccurate to present Hinduism apart from this universal

background.

Hinduism in its broader formulation as Sanatana Dharma is not meant to be one religion

among others, but a synthetic approach to religion, spirituality, science and culture, that

can encompass many religions or sampradayas, as well as many different cultural forms

and ways of knowledge.

The different sampradayas within traditional Hinduism like the Vaishnava, Shaiva or Shakta

are older than most other religions and have a more extensive literature, and could equally

constitute religions of their own. One could say that there are more religions inside of

Hinduism than on the outside. Often Buddhism and Jainism were accepted as part of a

greater Dharmic tradition as well.

The question then arises whether Hindu pluralism and universality can encompass other

religions or even atheists. There is theoretically no limit to the number of views that Hinduism

can accept, if they are sincere efforts to find truth and rooted in a sense of dharma, and

respectful of other dharmic approaches.

Yet this also depends upon the willingness of other groups to honor Hinduism. So far, in

spite of a strong sense of unity and universality in religion projected by modern Hindu

gurus, Hindus remain perhaps the most significant religious community in the world to be

targeted for conversion, often by groups who do not even try to understand the spiritual

teachings, practices and benefits already existing within the Hindu tradition.

Of course there are inequalities and ignorance in Hindu society that need to be addressed
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and corrected, as there is in most of the countries of the world. But there are teachings

within the Hindu tradition that do address these and can correct them if implemented properly.

These reform movements within Hinduism need to be strengthened for Hinduism to reclaim

the universality it was originally based upon.

Hindu Pluralism and Social Ramifications

Reflecting pluralism in religious and spiritual teachings, we must at a social level respect

freedom of religion, extending even to atheism. We should be willing to grant freedom of

views even to those whose theology we may not agree with. Note that in Hindu philosophy,

even the views of the atheistic CharavakaSchool were examined with care, and there was

not any attempt to suppress them.

Yet while recognizing that there are important doctrinal differences between various religions

and spiritual paths, we should also strive to create common ethical values for all humanity.

These universal values consist of truthfulness, non-violence, compassion, respect, tolerance

and kindness. Such values should be acceptable to all religious or non-religious groups

based upon a common human courtesy, regardless of theology or philosophy.

In this regard, Hindu universalism promotes a dharmic pluralism, a freedom of religious

beliefs and spiritual practices on all levels, even for teachings that Hindus may not agree

with, as long as such teachings do not violate the common ethical foundation of human

society and human values.To accept pluralism and universalism is not to encourage conflict

or competition, but rather to promote tolerance and a freedom for all to approach or discover

the truth according to their own angle of approach.

Return to Sanatana Dharma

It is important that all Hindu based movements recognize the greater tradition of Sanatana

Dharma behind them. Otherwise Hinduism itself can become limited and sectarian. It is

important that Hindus today embrace Sanatana Dharma in the broader sense, regardless of

the particular Hindu movement that they may follow. No one group or teacher or sect

within Hinduism can claim universality or Sanatana Dharma for themselves. They must

recognize the greater universality behind Hinduism and its various branches, including

such important teachings as Yoga, Vedanta, Ayurveda, and the Vedic sciences and their

relevance for all humanity.

There are many good examples of this. There is the Swaminarayan Hindu Mission and its
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magnificent modern temples built throughout the world, including the largest in Delhi.

While promoting their own sampradaya, they honor all aspects of Hindu dharma. Another

group is the American magazine Hinduism Today, which though Shaivite in origin has

taken such a broad view of global Hinduism. Yet another is the publishing house Voice of

India, particularly the books of Sri Ram Swarupthat formulate Hinduism in a universal

light. Swami Dayananda of the Arsha Vidya Gurukulam is a prominent example of a Hindu

Vedantic leader, who shows the role of viveka in his analysis of religion. Such groups and

individuals neither hide their Hinduism nor fail to honor the greater Sanatana Dharma

behind what they do.

At the same time, other religions in the world should recognize that Hinduism also has its

foundation in a sense of universalism, great philosophies of the Divine and the Absolute,

and great systems of Yoga, and is not limited merely to ethnicity or caste,as it is often

portrayed to be, particularly for purposes of conversion. As a western born Hindu, I have to

frequently deal with such misinformation and even hostility when I try to explain my religious

views to non-Hindus in the West.

Hinduism in its broader foundation is not merely one religious belief among many but has

the capacity to integrate the different spiritual and religious urges of humanity. This consists

of showing how all the human tendencies towards devotion, knowledge, work, service and

the application of various Yoga practices of pranayama, mantra and meditation can be

employed for the benefit of all.

The world as a whole needs a new universal and pluralistic spiritual tradition that can

embrace what is valuable and beautiful in all spiritual traditions, including native and

indigenous approaches, without having them lose their unique forms and practices in the

process. Hinduism and its tradition of Sanatana Dharma offers a good foundation to do

this.It does not seek to convert or conquer the world. Rather it aims at helping us understand

that already the entire universe dwells within our own hearts. We are all part of one family

but a family in consciousness that includes all existence, embracing all of nature.
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First of all, what does religion mean?

y religion we usually refer to one of the world’s major

organized religions, to which a great majority of

human beings have some sort of adherence.

Religion is an English word meaning ‘to link together’ and

implies unification. But religion as it is practiced in the

world today largely consists of being a member of one

religious belief or another, whose ability to accept other

religions is often limited.

The world’s dominant organized religions reflect a Biblical

model of One God, One scripture, One primary prophet or

savior, sin and salvation, an eternal Heaven for the believers

and an eternal hell for the non-believers. Religious activity

consists of good works, prayers and faith to promote that

belief and make it triumphant over all others. Faith is the

main factor of salvation and religion as faith rejects any

questioning of its primary dogmas. This is the main type

of religion that we find in Biblical traditions, including

Christianity, Judaism and Islam, with some notable

exceptions. Probably more than half of humanity follows

these traditions.
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Yet the concept of religion has been extended to other groups as well, though often with

some reluctance or confusion. These ‘other religions’ include Eastern Dharmic traditions

like the Hindu, Buddhist, Jain and Sikh. Here however the equation changes with karma

and rebirth being the main factor of embodied existence, and transcending the cycle of

rebirth being the goal. This occurs through devotion, meditation and Yoga practices and

cannot be achieved by belief alone. There is an effort to use the terminology of Biblical

traditions like faith, belief, salvation, God and scripture for the principles and practices of

these other spiritual traditions, though their primary tenets are different and make more

sense according to their own terminology.

The third main religious groups in the world are native and indigenous traditions. Some of

these like Taoism in China or Shinto in Japan have extensive literatures. Many others, like

the Native American, African and Pacific Island are largely oral traditions. These aim more

at harmony with the universe but often do have a profound conception of divinity or higher

consciousness. They have many points in common with dharmic traditions.

There are also a few older religions like the Zoroastrian that continue to have a few adherents

and can be placed in different areas.

Religion, Mysticism and Self-realization Teachings

Yet religion in the broader sense of the term is something far more than organized religion.

And the religious experience is something that no religion can claim to own or control.

In this regard, I would like to propose that we discriminate between three factors of 1)

organized religion, 2) mysticism, and 3) Self-realization teachings, though these can cross

over to some degree.

Religion by itself can be too vague a designation and does not necessarily refer to all

aspects of the spiritual life. The religious experience generally belongs more to mysticism

and Self-realization than to organized religions that emphasize belief and identification,

and which places the authority of the church or institution over the religious experience of

the individual. Organized religions in the Biblical tradition are largely social organizations

and emphasize belief, identity, ritual and prayer given out on a mass level. The focus is on

a church or community of believers, including a savior, prophet or messenger who serves

to mediate between the believers and the Divine, with the usual goal of some heavenly

world for the believers.

Dharmic and native religions are less organized and have a greater variety of practices,

rituals, festivals and practices, but do have their social dimension as well. Organized religions
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are often more a matter of social identity than deep spiritual practice, though some spiritual

practices can be found in them to various degrees. Mysticism, on the other hand,always

involves some higher or altered states of consciousness that are sought through prayer,

mantra, meditation and other methods. Emphasis is more on individual spiritual practice

than outer ritual or social identity. Self-realization teachings can be defined as the highest

form of mysticism or religious experience aiming at Self-realization or union with the

deity.These are clearly articulated in dharmic traditions, but are found in many other mystical

traditions as well, at least to some degree.

However, mysticism, we should clearly note, is also of many kinds and levels, not all of

which aim at Self-realization. Some mysticism consists of occultism or working with the

subtle forces of nature. Some is devotional in nature and emphasizes communion with the

deity, rather than union with the deity. There are even militant forms of mysticism that can

promote conflict and war, such as abounded in the religious wars of the Middle Ages. We

cannot necessarily equate all forms of mysticism, nor regard them all as necessarily beneficial

for Self-realization.

Certain organized religions groups disapprove of mysticism, at least of certain types of it,

and Self-realization approaches. This is usually because inner approaches to spirituality

make the belief or church unnecessary and give more importance to the individual. There

is a history of a number of mystics being oppressed both in medieval Europe and in the

Islamic world. Even many yogis and sadhus in India were oppressed during periods of

foreign rule.

A New Era of Experiential Spirituality, Yoga and Meditation

Based on this threefold distinction, I would like to make the proposition that in world today

we are largely moving away from organized religion to individual spiritual experience, or

mystical and Self-realization teachings.We will be moving overall from religion as belief

to spirituality as an art and a science, and from exclusive to pluralistic approaches to the

spiritual life. Hindu and Buddhist traditions are generally more oriented towards individual

experience than are the Biblical traditions. This gives them a special importance globally

as we move more towards experiential spirituality.

We are entering into a new era of spiritual experience at an individual level through

mysticism, Yoga and meditation. The era of organized religions, churches and dogmas

dominating humanity will be slowly coming to an end. The age of a global dharma will be

beginning and India, with its tradition of Sanatana Dharma, can be an important if not

central voice in the issue. However, organized religion, particularly in the western world,
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remains very powerful at a political level, even in countries like Italy where the churches

are largely unattended.

The problem is that organized religions, particularly of a conversion based nature, are still

strong and will oppose this new movement towards spirituality. We have seen this in Catholic

edicts against Yoga or other spiritual practices rooted in India based traditions. Organized

religions continue to target certain groups for conversion, and India remains high on the

target list, with its comparatively greater openness to missionary activity compared to the

rest of the world. Yet in the long run, any religion that does not open itself to being recast

in terms of Self-realization teachings is likely to decline and be discarded. This process

may take some time, perhaps centuries, but is inevitable.

Hinduism, Religion, Mysticism, Spirituality and Self-realization

Hinduism is a vast tradition of Sanatana Dharma that contains all aspects of religion,

mysticism and Self-realization based teachings. It also has an extensive art, science and

philosophy behind it. Yet it is the Hindu teachings of Self-realization through Yoga and

meditation that are becoming more prominent.

Hinduism is a religion in the sense that it contains priests, monks, holy days, pilgrimage,

rituals, prayers, and shows us how to attain immortality. Yet it differs from western creedal-

based religions, in the sense that it is not limited to one book, savior, church, or formulation

of Divinity. Hinduism is a form of mysticism in that it honors a great variety of mystical

experiences and teachings. It is a form of spirituality in that it contains a great diversity of

spiritual paths, traditions and sadhanas.

Hinduism is also a science or way of knowledge in the sense that it contains the spiritual

sciences of Yoga and Vedanta. Yet even the rituals and mantras of Hinduism are connected

to a higher Self and cosmic knowledge. Yet it is not so much important the particular name

that is used as it is to preserve and expand these Self-realization and experiential spirituality

based teachings and traditions and to allow them flower without the overt control of

organized religion. For Hinduism to survive and spread its important teachings, it must

embrace and expand its mystical and Self-realization approaches and return to its original

nature as Sanatana Dharma or an approach to the Eternal truth.There is a great opportunity

for that both today and for decades to come. It will provide a good example for other

religions to follow. Particularly these deeper Self-realization teachings are not only the

essence of all religion but of all science and spiritualty.
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Hinduism in 21st Century:

Global Challenges & Opportunities

n October of 2010, we did a world conference with

Sadguru Sri Shivananda Murthy in Bheemili on

 mundane astrology dealing with the issue of 2012, of what

will happen to the world in the year 2012. Various groups

including the Mayan thinkers have said: “It will be the

most crucial year for humanity”. Astrologically we can

say that not much is happening in 2012 in specific sense

but rather, we see a difficult era coming up for humanity

in years to come. These new kind of troubles are not like

one charismatic event or a big war but continued pressure

of problems socially, environmentally or economically. In

the wake of so many difficulties the world is facing today,

my heart goes out to the younger generation because the

older generation has left a lot of positives to look forward

to. The older generation has given the younger generation

some tools, but the world in the 21st century, as Sri

Aurabindo has said, “is a make or break crisis”.

The US is a great progressive country scientifically and

technologically, but it is a victim of mismanagement. In

I
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2011, the US Government took in $ 2.2 trillion and they spent $ 3.8 trillion. If this trend

continues, by the year 2019 United States will be a bankrupt country. So far there is no plan

to deal with that debt. Europe is also under tremendous debt right now. Also they have a

welfare state that they are unable to fund properly and yet at the same time these are the

countries running the global economy. If these countries go down economically and socially

the rest of the world goes down including India and China. We have already seen the pressure

coming on India and we see India’s own problems particularly, the tremendous amount of

corruption. India has a Government which has no accountability. This is not a political

criticism but the Government overall has no sense of responsibility for what goes wrong

and no willingness to take the blame or to correct the problems going on. There is rapid and

continuous growth of consumerism all over the world, tremendous growth of media and so

many unrealistic desires that people have.

We have a generation of young people, which has seen all these technological and media

based wonders but at the same time many or most of them do not have the means to get

these for themselves. So there is a great frustration that is growing in the population. In

India that has a very large population, large extent is not a part of the economic development

or boom that is going on. In the US there is depression all around, particularly affecting the

people of the age group of 50 but also the population as a whole. The cause of the depression

is very simple - “Stimulation”. The more stimulation you take from the outside the more

depression you have inside because you are depending upon the external for your happiness.

The level of stimulation continues to increase over time and this becomes more vehement.

They become more sensual and more disturbing because of the need for more stimulation.

The minds of the average human being who spends more time behind the box (the box is

the screen) also behaves like a box, becoming more mechanical, more superficial and more

politically reactive.

Even today the religion has become mainly a political phenomenon and there is very little

of Sadhana left within the religions of the world today. What we call religion is largely an

illusion; there are no separate religions of the world. The separate religions are like national

boundaries. There are national boundaries with India, Pakistan, China, countries of Europe,

United States and so forth. There is no real place on the geography of the globe that these

differences which are manmade, truly exist. Religion is also a manmade difference. Religion

means to unite, but mostly it is used to divide people. We may have one God, but we have
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two humanities as the ‘saved’ and the ‘not saved’, as ‘chosen by God’ and as the ‘rejected

by God’. So the religion is not serving its worth.

When a human beings are born they do not have the religious identity stamped upon their

body, it is something that is given by the society. In India there is this religion called

Hinduism. Why is it called Hinduism? Because it did not need to define itself against the

other. Other religions have their chosen people in and others outside. The Hindus did not

have an outside. As the Sanatana Dharma they were able or willing to include every one;

there is not in Hinduism an address of one community. It is Manavatha Dharma, the Sanatana

Dharma, Universal Dharma, Human Dharma, universal in the sense of seeking the actual,

which is eternal and relevant to all human beings. So it is essentially the one spiritual path

or collection of the paths as the Sanatana Dharma. It is also the religion of the nature, in the

sense that it includes all of nature, all of life, all natural and all historical approaches to the

spiritual life. And that teaching is still with us today.

It is survived because of India, but that teaching was once spread all over the world and to

certain extent we can find aspect of that or fragments of that all over the world, particularly

when we look back in time to the pre-Christian era, to the era when religions were not

organized. During such time something like Sanatana Dharma was followed all over the

world where people worshipped the sacred fire, the sacred waters, the sacred plants, the

cosmic consciousness and the Sun. We were living with harmony in the great universe not

simply as a material phenomenon but with the whole greater universe of consciousness,

and we clearly see this early influence in Europe through the pre-Christian traditions, in

the cults particularly of the Greeks, the Romans and even all the Slovak-Germanic traditions.

In the US, the Native Americans are unfortunately still being suppressed and in some areas

there are still genocides against them going on. They also follow the tradition of the sacred

fire, the sacred dances, the sacred chants, honoring of the universe with the sky, the waters,

the clouds etc. So that tradition also stays.

Organized religion came on to the scene pitting one community against another. On one

hand it denied the validity of the local traditions; on the other hand it spread this idea of

religion as a belief and salvation by belief. Actually, there is no salvation by belief. In fact

there is no salvation at all. Salvation is a human term. We are naturally part of that Universal

Dharma and our duty is to know that dharma, be in harmony with that dharma and to be a

part of that dharma of universe in our entire daily life. That is why Hinduism is a way of
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life. It is not simply a belief that you can take up in a short ceremony and then suddenly say

- some force or some being has changed your name or changed your identity. So Hinduism

represents a universal religion that has prevailed all over nature and prevailed all of life.

Now, even historically Hinduism was a predominant religion along with Buddhism, another

Dharmic related path, followed in Philippines, in Indonesia to East and well onto

Afghanistan, Iran and even further to the West even in the last 1500 or 2000 years. Vietnam

was also largely a Hindu country until 17th century. There was also the spread of classical

Hinduism, which is why we have Angkorwat in Combodia, and so many Hindu temples

and monuments throughout South East Asia.

When India itself came under seize through foreign invasions and by the missionary efforts,

Hinduism became contracted and to a certain extent closed down to itself and also did not

welcome outsiders because, in outsiders they saw people seeking to destroy all and plunder

the country. This situation changed at the end of the 19th century with Swami Vivekananda

and Hindu teachings began to spread worldwide again. The most progressive trends of

spirituality in the western world over the last 100 years have their roots in the Hindu dharma.

Whether it is the movement towards yoga, meditation, natural healing, mantras or many

such things regarding psychological well being, Hindu dharma has had a very powerful

effect at the level of ideas.

We are also entering a new phase in which the Hindu Dharma can expand and grow globally

in a very significant way and will continue to do so for the future. The main problem today

is that the people following these things do not always know where they come from and

they do not always credit India or Hinduism for it because many groups have taken these

ideas and given credit to themselves for that. They put their name and brand on it. Even in

America today there are so many brand names of yoga, they ask “what yoga do you follow

by brand name”. Yoga is nothing but a different style of asana. So as Hinduism began to

spread, again there was a global acceptance of many of the great Hindu ideas and practices.

But there was no background understanding of Hinduism or Sanatana dharma that goes

along with it.

We cannot entirely blame the teachers who brought Hinduism to the west because Hinduism

was a negative term for people in the west. In fact, a document signed by a Governor of

State of California in 1910 stated that Hindus were heathens, they were unclean and they

should not be allowed in the State by point of law. This was just 100 years ago. When
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Swami Vivekananda visited the western world, tremendous prejudice was going on. Swami

Yogananda had several threats on his life while he was in the United States. Because of this

though the Hindu gurus who came to the west did not make Hinduism so well known. They

emphasized on yoga, or on their own Sampradaya or they said, “I am a universal teacher

and I teach all religions including Hinduism, I have people of all religions following me”.

Here there is some critic or difference with some of the modern teachers for their way of

expression. Any Hindu teacher coming out of Hindu tradition is going to have a sense of

universality, and that is coming from the Sanatana Dharma itself. It is not simply coming

from that teacher or from that particular Sampradaya. Hinduism itself or Sanatana Dharma

is inherently universal. It is not one religion among many, so one sect of Hinduism cannot

say we are universal. Hinduism is part of many religions that are a part of us. We need to

resurrect that greater sense of Sanatana Dharma behind the teachings of all these great

teachers and now is the time where we can do that again, not only in India but also in the

western world.

It is interesting to know that, today in America and also in UK, the Hindus are the most

affluent religious community along with the Jews. The average Hindu in America makes

twice the amount of average Christian and has a much better education. That has also

changed the image of Hinduism in the West. We also see that as far as the pervasion of the

Hindu ideas is concerned, more than a quarter of the people in US believe in, as several

surveys suggest, the principle of rebirth and karma, even though they may not religiously

define themselves formally as Hindus. A city in the US with a population of about 100

thousand people has over 65 yogic teachers and also has more than 20 meditation

teachers. Sri Mata Amritanandamayi comes to the US and in a city which is in the middle

of southwestern desert, not one of the major urban areas, often there are as many as 5000

people attending the event. We see a widespread interest in these ideas. I have been active

in all these related fields of various types, Ayurvedic medicine, Vedic Astrology, Yoga,

Raja Yoga, Vedanta, Vedic studies, translation of Vedas etc for over the last 20 or 30 years.

Our work is also to draw the connections between these things for people so that they can

see the greater Sanatana Dharma behind that. We are now seeing more of that occurring.

For example, now a lot of the yoga centers in America have Ayurveda; some have jyothish

poojas and yagnas and we see this trend growing more and more. There is at least a realization

of the Vedic connection between all these teachings and disciplines. Then, we try to take

them one step further and ensure greater connections with the Sanatana Dharma.
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However, outside India we look at the Sanatana Dharma in a very different way, in the

sense that we are not looking so much at India’s problems. However I would like to state

that India has its own special problems and Hinduism seems to be more under seize inside

of India than outside of India and it seems to have less governmental support inside of

India than outside of India. I have some friends in Italy who run the Italian Hindu Union.

Until a few years ago Hinduism was not recognized as a religion in Italy. Now this group

got Hinduism recognized; there are Hindu marriages in Italy today. So, they had a meeting

and decided to invite all the ambassadors from all countries of the world to their opening

ceremony in Rome and they did so. So many ambassadors came, like the Russian, the

Hungarian and other European, the British and so on but the Indian ambassador declined to

come saying “we are a secular country; so we cannot attend this event”.

We also see another very interesting phenomenon in the western world - there is an overall

decline in Christianity. The churches in Italy are almost empty. The churches in Great

Britain are largely being sold to other groups. The younger people in the West, particularly

in Europe, are abandoning Christianity and also to a great extent in the US.

However, there is one notable difference; the evangelical movement or the American

fundamentalist as we call them, is growing. Even though Christianity overall is declining,

that group is growing particularly in US; they haven’t been accepted in Europe so far, and

that is also the main group coming to India and their central point is Andhra Pradesh. It is

interesting to note that they represent an educationally backward part of American culture.

They oppose, for example, the teaching of the theory of evolution in schools.

It is interesting to know that the Christianity we find in India is more backwards than the

Christianity we find in the US. Remember this book Da Vinci Code? The film made based

on that book was banned in India, a non-Christian country. There was not a single Christian

country where it was banned and it is available at every major theatre in the US. Apart from

a few grumblings by the Vatican, there were no real major protests or attempts to stop that.

We also have seen in South America, which is largely a Catholic country, evangelicals

have gone up to at least 20%. When we asked them, ‘why did you become evangelical?’

they said “well, everything is easier; you can go to heaven immediately, you don’t have to

do any sadhana; you don’t have to do any work. Salvation is all by belief and once you

accept Jesus, you don’t need to go to Church anymore. You are free and if you commit sins

then you just ask for forgiveness again.”
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Some years ago in America, when they explained “Christianity is salvation from sin” to

native Americans, the native Americans said “Wow, doesn’t it encourage you to do sin

more. After all you sin, God will forgive you. You can sin again and God will forgive you

again.” But this is the group that has been causing the trouble. This is the group that a lot of

Republicans are involved with. This group will not come to power in US but it will cause

some difficulties. And it is this group that is causing trouble in India and it is also targeting

the poor. We found that not only in India but also other countries of the world, because of

this evangelical threat, the Catholics have also taken up the conversion calls more strongly.

So, there are many threats to Hinduism. There are of course many inside of Hinduism

itself. In fact, lack of unity among the Hindus is one of the worst causes. There are so many

Hindu organizations that call themselves Hindu, but will not emphasis on the Sanatana

Dharma in order to cater to the Americans, rather than uniting the Hindu forces. At the

same time, there are a number of groups that are doing something different like the Swami

Narayan organization. They have this wonderful Akshardham temple in New Delhi. They

also call themselves Swami Narayan Hindu nation. In all their temples they teach Hinduism.

In the Delhi temple, they have a huge display on Hinduism, it is almost like the Disney

World. They have a ten-minute boat ride down the Saraswathi River, and outside of the

beautiful temple, which is over 200 ft high designed with handcrafted marble, they have

the heads of all the Sampradayas of all the Hindu orders represented, even though they

hold on to their own Sampradaya.  And this is what the Hindus need to understand, that you

can hold on to your own Sampradaya, and yet embrace the Sanatana Dharma as a whole.

Hinduism doesn’t require that we all look alike, dress alike and follow the same exacts

creeds or repeat the same prayer every day at same time. That is not a sign of spirituality.

That is a sign of social control and domination from the outside. So it is very important that

the Hindus unite and we also need some teaching of what Hindu Dharma is.

Every Hindu child wants to ask these basic questions - Who am I? What is God? What is

Dharma? What is Hinduism? Why am I a Hindu? How is Hinduism different than the other

religions of the world? We have an answer. It is very clear that all religions are not the

same. It is certain that there is thinking that all religions are equal. There is one level where

all human beings are same but at another level all human beings are different. And the

other thing is, we need to introduce in the same regard ‘Viveka’ – discrimination - back

into Hinduism - that you need more discrimination about the spiritual teachings you follow

about work, relationship, diet and any other aspect of life. You cannot say that all food is
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the same, because it is called the nutrition. It doesn’t matter what food you eat, or when you

eat it, that everybody shall be equally healthy and happy regardless of your dietary

inclinations, because food is one and we all need food. And that is what the Hindus do with

the spiritual law.

They say all the religions are same because there are certain principles in common. But

that is not enough. If you look at the teachings, Hinduism is first of all a Sadhana, which

means individual spiritual practice. Most of the religions in the world are not Sadhanas.

They teach salvation by proxy, salvation through another, salvation by belief. There is no

Sadhana. That is why they have so much of energy for converting others because they have

no Sadhana. Their Sadhana is to convert only.

Now, how can a soul be saved? Soul is a spiritual principle. When Pope came to India he

said, we look to a new harvesting of souls in the upcoming millennium. How can you

harvest a soul, who is going to harvest it? Soul is an invaluable spiritual principle, so

Hinduism is Sadhana based. Why are people attracted to all these Hindu practices outside

India like meditation, chakras, Kundalini, and Yoga? So, people want practices. They want

things to change.

Now Science is becoming aware of higher states of consciousness. Where are these higher

states of consciousness defined and explored? Where are the practices for them? These are

coming out of India, from these Dharmic traditions. They are not found in the belief based

traditions. Another movement we have today in the world is the interfaith movement.

Dialogue and discussion between all groups is always welcome. At the same time a lot of

the interfaith movements often represent something like political gatherings, where the

heads of state come together and they get more favorable treatise for their own country.  So

Hindus have to be realistic, that these differences exist and the other religious groups are

willing to exploit them.

The Hindus are the group that has mostly promoted the unity of all religions. At the same

time Hinduism as a religion, has least respect of all these religions including the religions

that it claims unity with, because in the other religions it is a matter of exclusivity, it is not

a matter of inclusivity.

Many Hindus accept Jesus and say Jesus was a yogi. In fact Jesus may very well have been

a yogi. The problem is that Christians don’t believe that. And as long as Christians don’t
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believe that, it doesn’t help Hindus to say Jesus was a yogi. Some Hindus say that Christianity

is yogic. Pure Christianity is not a yogic system. It has different values that have some

positives. It is not that there is nothing of value in that system and it is also not that Hindus

cannot learn something from them, but you have to know the similarities and differences

and strengths and weaknesses. The greatest strengths of the western religions are that they

form greater cohesive social organizations to help and protect their members. So, joining

them is like joining a protective community. Most people join the western religions not

because of the theology but because of the social support. They give a good job; they get

better access to a hospital, education; or in some areas they are protected from being attacked.

Now that you have joined them you are no longer attacked as an outsider. But the theology

is very simple. They do not have theology of self-realization, God realization, karma, or

rebirth. Theirs is a very simplistic creedal view. At the theological level, Hinduism is the

most sophisticated of the religions; has the deepest philosophies. In fact, faith based traditions

usually do not have a philosophy. Who is the most famous philosopher in the Christian

tradition? A figure called St.Thomas Acquinus. What did St.Thomas Acquinus do? He

rewrote Aristotle, as if Aristotle were a Christian. Aristotle was a pagan.  So essentially

their philosophy and theology is pagan, but they changed the name and moved few terms

around and then put it in their own particular system.

The other fact related to faith is that, Hinduism is not simply a faith and Hinduism lays

emphasis on knowledge. Even the bhakthi has tremendous gnana and very deep philosophy.

It is not simply blind bhakthi or emotion. There is also a difference between bhakthi or

devotion and bhakthi yoga. Hindusim back to the Vedas is a Vidya or way of knowledge, a

cognitive science, a way of perceiving the truth, knowing oneself, knowing the nature of

the universe. In this regard, the yoga teacher says that besides the five senses and the

rational mind, we have a higher intuitive ability and that higher intuitive ability comes

when mind is silent, when the mind is concentrating. So the purpose of yoga and meditation

is to silence the mind for direct perception of truth; not simply to impose an idea upon the

mind, accept a belief, accept a faith and then impose that on the nature and earth. This is

what makes Hinduism difficult because it is very complex and many sided.

In Hinduism, we have the largest literature of any religious tradition in the world, one that

extends to medicine, science, philosophy, and psychology. In fact sometimes I say there are

more religions inside of Hinduism, than outside of it because the other religions have
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rejected them. Their identity is based upon rejection – ‘we do not accept use of images, we

do not accept this, we do not accept that’. In fact it is interesting to know that in a lot of

religions of the world, mysticism and self-realization are also not accepted. You have to

accept with the prophet, the messenger to save yourselves. He is the way; you do not have

a direct access to the truth apart from him. You cannot just mechanically convert people

into Hinduism enmass, the way you can do in other religions. It requires a change in the

way of life, a way of power, a way of perception and requires a degree of local adaptation.

That is why there is little difference in what Hinduism is in different parts of the India and

also in different countries and places where it has gone because even though when you

have a universal teaching, you must still have local adaptation. That is one of the principles

of ecology - to think globally but to act locally.

One of the reasons why Hinduism has so many different Devatas - Gods, Goddesses you

can call them whatever - is because there is a connection to the divine in your own local

environment. Hindus see divine presence in the mountains, rivers, the customs, traditions,

people around you.

Hinduism is a pluralistic tradition. It accepts that there are many paths. And here too, we

also have to be careful. Hinduism says that there are many paths but doesn’t say all paths

are necessarily good, or all are necessarily good for everybody. There are many paths; it

doesn’t matter which path you choose when you have many paths. It is very important you

choose the right path. Today, we have many choices of political candidates; unfortunately

we do not have many good choices. The point is choice does matter, whether it is food,

relationships or work. You have a number of choices but that doesn’t necessarily mean that

all choices are good. You can make a blunder. So, to have too many paths is a freedom,

which also allows us to make mistakes. In that respect we can also look at the science, we

can’t say all scientific theories are correct, even if the scientist himself is a good person.

That he was a good person has no bearing on whether the theory he has was correct. So

these paths do exist and we need to be very discriminative.

Sometimes people come to me and they say to me, which religion should I follow in order

to find truth? What I tell them is follow the path that takes you most directly to self realization

in union with the divine; wherever it comes from and whatever name that it has. At a

political level, we all need to accept that there are many religions in the world, like there
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are many countries and many people. No one group can impose itself politically on another.

Same is with religion. Hence Hindus do not have to give up their identity or their values to

be politically tolerant. But somehow there is this idea that, for Hindus to be tolerant in

India they have to give up Hindu identity. But other groups do not need to give up their

religious identity in order to be politically tolerant in India. In fact if they assert

their religious identity, they are often highlighted as ideal political representatives

of their community.

So, In India, Hinduism is much more under siege while outside of India there is an expansion

of Hindu practices. But there needs to be greater Hindu consciousness. We need better

education about Sanathana Dharma. For example, in the West I am often asked a question

“Where does the yoga fit in with Hinduism?” And in this regard I notice that East or West,

we don’t like to define things, we just like to follow certain stereo types. Veda is knowledge

and yoga is its practice. There are many branches of yoga, Gnana Yoga (Yoga of Knowledge),

Bhakthi Yoga (yoga of devotion), Hatha Yoga, Raja Yogas, Laya Yoga, Mantra Yoga - there

are so many yogas that way. And if we look at the yoga as a specific school, we have yoga

sutras of Patanjali.

Actually the yoga darshana wasn’t founded by Patanjali. It goes back to Hiranya Garbha.

In the Bhagwat Geetha there is all talk of yoga but no mention of Patanjali. He is a bit later

figure and the teachings of his are not something that he invented. But even then Sutra

Yoga is Sankya Yoga. There is also Vaishanvi Yoga, there is Shaiva yoga. There are so

many related yogas. They have much in common but also have their various differences as

well and all within in the Sanathana Dharma. And in fact, the Vedas themselves are the

Mantra Yoga; that is the whole foundation.

In fact, Vedas in their key mantras hold all these central teachings that came out in Sanathana

Dharma later. In the course of my studies of Vedas, I understood that the Vedic language is

a mantric language that is the language of the cosmic mind. That language cannot be turned

even into classical Sanskrit that easily much less the modern languages of the world. That’s

why it is hard for people to understand that. But at that level, all the deeper teachings of

yoga, ayurveda, jyothisha and everything are in Rigveda itself.

There is recognition that the human species is at least 200 thousand years old on the planet.

That is the crude estimate. Today we are historically still working with the time line of 5 to
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10 thousand years. Then what were the human beings doing the other 1,90,000 years? In

the Hindu tradition as Sanathana Dharma, we speak of different yugas. They were different

world ages and they were different eras of culture and civilizations ever in our knowledge.

Today, we put much emphasis on science and technology. If we look back historically, we

judged cultures by science and technology. What is the difference between the yogi in the

cave and a caveman? The difference is that the yogi is vegetarian. Other than that, in terms

of development of consciousness, modern scientists could not know the difference; because

the yogic development was something on the inside. If we can control our own mind, we

can find that the entire universe dwells within us. Then do we need television set? Do we

need a bigger screen with better resolution? Do we need a faster technology or a better

chip? We need that inner access. So, what we are having today is what Hinduism has

preserved - that deeper spiritual, yogic meditational, vedic knowledge that needs to be

spread to the society as a whole. That knowledge in that culture alone has the breadth and

depth to sustain a planetary culture. Local religions of one community versus another

community cannot do that.

We need to broaden our basis and that is why we say there is tremendous opportunity for

Hinduism in the 21st century. Not just simply Hinduism as the name but the ideas, the

principles, the values, the practices, the teachings, the knowledge, the wisdom - that has

the potential to help humanity overcome this great crisis that we are facing today and is

bound to develop over the next few decades. Again I am not going to say, we are coming to

the end of the world scenario; but we have to remember that even in the 20th century the so-

called more civilized part of the world had ended up with genocide of nearly a 100 million

people. 21st century is also going to be having its challenges and there is a potential for yet

greater challenges to arise. Our current commercial culture is unsustainable. Also we cannot

certainly make commercial activity into an enemy; that is also not the solution. We need to

move beyond commercial values. I would have to say that for us religion is of convergence;

religion of promotion is still the religion of converting, conquering, controlling the world,

harvesting, controlling all resources. We need to move out of the era of religion as separate

identity and move into the era of individual spiritual practice in which we accept the broad

universal path and teaching for all humanity, through which again we can connect to

Sanathana Dharma.

It is very important that this Hindu renaissance continues to grow and develop. We need to
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bring out the greater Sanathana Dharma side and build education into the whole field as to

what Hinduism is. One of the problems that happen to the Hindus in the west is that when

they go to school and teacher teaches them something negative about Hinduism, they say

“why are the schools doing this?” I say, “It doesn’t matter. You should have taught your

children better what Hinduism was in the first place. So when they go into opposition, they

know how to deal with it”. Opposition is always there. Every group has to struggle to gain

its recognition or its identity. The Hindus have to stand up for what is valuable in their

tradition. At the same time there can be tolerance, openness and we can be free to disagree

or have different ideas, and perceptions of truth with all due respect - just as in science we

do in religion. It is very important that the Hindu point of view is better represented and is

not just simply used as a means of harmonizing or making everything the same. There

needs to be greater sharing of all great Hindu teachings, philosophies, different forms of

Vedanta, different approaches to the divine etc.

Hinduism is the only tradition that allows the full range of devotional practices, with the

worship of the divine, the father, mother, brother, sister, lover, friend, master, maid, use of

images, non use of images, use of natural forms, non use of natural forms, mantras, yantras

and every form. Other traditions are much more circumscribed. In spite of all that has

happened, today, Hinduism is still the third largest religion in the world. It is the largest of

the non-biblical traditions. So, it carries the responsibility of preserving all the native

traditions, all the dharmic traditions and all the spiritual mystical traditions of humanity.

So, that is why JC Kapoor says that Hinduism is not a religion, it is a cosmic connection

that allows you to make a cosmic connection to whatever you are doing. There needs to be

a greater renaissance and revival of Hindu thought, Hindu values, Hindu practices in India.

So, as the century develops there will be a continual development of Hindus, I have no

doubt about that. The main issue is how much humanity is going to have to suffer before

changing to create more sustainable and more friendly culture? Here in India too there are

many social problems - over population, lack of education, and there are also other issues.

Whatever problems are there in India as well as any other country in the world, you can

find a solution in the Sanathana Dharma. The solutions don’t necessarily require looking to

the outside, actually they require looking more into inside.

If there is this deeper development of the Hindu thought, not as a separate thing but as a

greater approach of universality of dharma and spiritual science, then there is great hope
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for India and great hope for the coming century. A very important thing is to do something

wherever you are. Wherever you are, promote a school, promote a teaching, promote a

Guru, do something for the sake of Sanathana Dharma. Even though as Hindus we may not

see someone else as enemy, you still have to recognize that there are those who may not see

you as a friend and who may be working to undermine what you do. Be realistic in how you

relate to the members of other religions. Do so in all friendliness. But remember that religion

creates a very powerful samskara and not all these samskaras are in favor of Hinduism. If

you allow certain samskaras to come in, they will not favor Hinduism and Sanatana

Dharma. They will direct people to divisive communities and they will also undermine

certain dharmic values.

Dharma is not something to be compromised. You cannot compromise dharma. You can be

open to other people’s points of view. So, please bring these practices into your lives and

share them with others and bring them in to your community. You do not need to be self-

evasive. This is our tradition; a beautiful and wonderful tradition. It should be honored and

cared for by all. We are not here to denigrate another, but at the same time we do not have

to denigrate ourselves, in order to be here. This tradition is, in my view, the greatest that is

available today. Surely, it can be the basis. So, it is very important to give a proper honor to

your own valuable teachings; if you honor them then others will also honor them. If you

compromise them, they will not be honored by others including by your own children.




