Indian Spiritual Traditions

Any spiritual tradition that has originated on the Indian subcontinent isIndian. The ancient name of Indiaas
apolitical entity is Bharata-varsha (HW) and the ancient name of the Indian subcontinent is Bharata-
khanda (W{AEUSE).,

Theword Hindu isnot Indian; itis aword of Persian origin. Also, thereis no Indian word corresponding to
theword religion. Theword dharma ('em) meaning “the adopted principle,” refersto any principlewhich an
individual or group of individual sadopt to follow aspart of their conduct. Famously, Buddhaadopted ahimsa
(GT%HT), “no cruelty,” as his topmost dharma. When it comes to people connecting with God, India has
sampradaya (F¥H), “traditions”

All thetraditions of Indiaareinspired by the Vedas. TheVedas are the earliest extant writings of the human
mind; the oldest scriptures in the world A tradition which directly relies on the Vedas is called aVedlc
tradition, or vaidika-sampradaya (W) The most eminent spiritual leaders, or acharya (BTWW)
meaning “path-makers,” of the Vedic traditions in modern times have been Sankara (RT§X), in the 6th
century C.E., Ramanuja (THIS), born in 1027 C.E., and Madhva (W<q), born in 1199 C.E.

Among the traditions which do not directly rely on the Vedas, the Jaina traditions rely on the life and
teachings of Rishabhadeva (EEEPEH) as evidenced in the 1st century B.C.E., and twenty-three other Jaina
spiritual leaders, called tlrthankam (Z-ﬂW) “step-makers,” or makers of aflight of steps, culminating in
Vardhamana Mahavzra Jina (aw:f HETER S &14), born in 599 B.C.E. Thefollowers of Siddhartha Gautama
Buddha (THW?I e g€), born circa 567 B.C.E., base their traditions on the life and teachings of the
Buddha. In recent times, the Sikh traditions have relied on the life and teachings of Guru Nanak Dev, 1469
C.E. -1539 C.E., and the nine other gurus who followed him.

Some Jews are believed to have settled down in India after the destruction of the Second Templein Jerusa-
lem. Apostle Thomasis believed to have lived and died in India. The followers of Zarathustra resettled in
India after the Arabs invaded their native Persiain 610 C.E. and forced the Persians to become Muslims.
Islam was forced upon Indians by the Mughal invaders (1526 C.E - 1707 C.E.). Numerous Indians were
proselytized to Christianity during the British presence in India between 1600 C.E. and 1947 C.E. The
followers of these religions in India have also been noticeably influenced by the spiritual traditions of
India.

All traditions in India believe in one God. The Indian word for God is Narayana (REWM). It is a spiritual
namein Sanskrit signifying the credti on of the cosmos. God isreferred to variously as Paramatma (QEHICH),

“the ultimate soul,” Parameshvara ('IITH%‘R) “the ultimate lord,” and so forth. All creation is created by and
from the uIt| mate source described as parama-tattva (QHATA), “the ultimate that-ness.” That entity is pure
spirit, cit (ﬁl‘d\) “consciousness.” Itiscalled brahma (s/=]), meaning “the creative principle.” As respon-
sible for the “creation” of the universe, sarga (FITI) God isreferred to as Brahma (s=’T), “the Creator.” As
responsible for the phenomenon of “stability” in the created state, sthiti (R:?lﬁ) God isreferred to as Vishnu
(l'f‘?rﬂﬁ), meaning the “all-pervasive” God. As responsible for the phenomenon of “change’ or transforma-
tion in the created state, laya (&9), God is referred to as Shiva (1%!3), meaning God “in whom everything
‘deeps (or lies dormant or inactive).”
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In India, every individual has enjoyed the freedom to worship God in hisor her ownway. Any aspect of God
can be worshipped as a deity, devata (@Fd). A deity inthe male form is called deva (39), and adeity in the
femaleformiscalled devi (aiﬁ). One God isworshipped in as many ways. Freedom of choice has been the
cornerstone of Indian traditions.

The place where God isworshipped iscalled deva-sthanam (iawm) , “God'splace,” or the house of God.
Itisalso called mandiram (HT'\RTH\), or mandir, meaning “the placewhere God ispraised.” Themaindeity in
the mandir in WappingersFalls, NY, iscalled Srinivasa (=), God in whom Sri (1), or “glory,” resides,
Thisdeity isoriginally worshipped in Tirupati, India, and isfamously called Venkateswara @l@’cﬂ), thelord
of the Venkata [hills]. God can be worshipped as any deity in a Hindu Temple. When the main deity is
installed in the “womb” or garbha (), which is housed in the garbha-griha (TRFIE), the “womb-house,”
sometimein 2001, three other deitieswill also beinstalled in separate garbha-grihas side by side. A priest at
amandir iscalled archaka (BF:IQ%), meaning onewho performsarchana (aﬁ%lT). Anarchanaisthe“ritual,” or
vidhi ([TeF), of “worship,” of puja (3=T), to the deity.

Theauthor of thisexposition isVishwanath KadabaYaaman NarasimhaAyengar, a disciple of the Parakala
Mutt (HRISHS) in Mysore, India. He is grateful to Ken Koehler and David Monto for their help in the
electronic media, and to the Omkarananda Ashram Himalayas, Rishikesh, India, for their Devanagari font.
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